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PREFACE 

'A legal scholar once said: "Only a prophet is able to have perfect com­
mand of the Arabic language" .  This statement is bound to be true since, 
as far as we know, no one has ever claimed to have memorised this 
language in its entirety. '  (Ibn Faris, a$-$tihibi fi fiqh al-luga, ed. by 
'Ahmad Saqr, Cairo, I977, p. 26 )  

The aim of  this book is  to  give a sketch of  the history of  the Arabic language, 
mother tongue of more than ISO million speakers. Since its earliest appearance 
as a world language in the seventh century cE, Arabic has been characterised by 
an opposition between two varieties: a standard language, which occupies a 
prestige position and is revered as the language of religion, culture and educa­
tion; and a vernacular language, which serves as the mother tongue for most 
speakers and is the natural means of communication throughout society. The 
opposition between these two varieties constitutes the major theme of the 
present book. 

The set-up of the book is basically chronological: after an introduction on 
the study of the Arabic language in Western Europe, Chapter 2 deals with the 
position of the Arabic language within the group of the Semitic languages and 
Chapter 3 with its emergence in historical times. Then, the linguistic situation 
in the Arabian peninsula in the period immediately preceding the advent of 
Islam is discussed (Chapter 4) .  

In the course of the Arab conquests, after the death of the Prophet 
Muhammad, the Arabic language was exported together with the religion of 
the Arabs to a large part of the Mediterranean and Near Eastern world. In the 
next two chapters, the development of Arabic into a literary standard is ana­
lysed. Chapter 5 describes the role of Arabic as the language of literature and 
administration. Chapter 6 steps outside the chronological framework and dis­
cusses the structure of the Arabic language from an unexpected perspective, 
that of the Arab grammarians, who analysed their own language in a way that 
differed in many respects from the Western model. 

The contact between the speakers of Arabic and the inhabitants of the 
conquered territories brought about a restructuring of the language, which led 
to an opposition between standard language and vernacular dialect. Chapter 7 

attempts to explain the emergence of vernacular varieties of the Arabic 
language. In Chapter 8, the influence of the vernacular language in the so­
called Middle Arabic texts is analysed. 

The next two chapters deal with the study of the modem Arabic dialects: 
Chapter 9 is a general introduction to the classification and geography of 
Arabic dialects, and Chapter IO deals with the characteristics of the major 
dialects, for which text samples are provided. 

In Chapter I I the development of Modem Standard Arabic in the nineteenth 
century is discussed, and Chapter I 2  deals with the sociolinguistic relationship 
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between standard language and dialect in the contemporary Arabophone 
world. 

Finally, the last two chapters deal with the position of Arabic outside the 
Arab world, both as a minority language in the so-called linguistic enclaves 
(Chapter 1 3 ), and as a religious language in predominantly Islamic countries 
(Chapter 14 ) .  

Since the present survey is intended as a textbook, I have refrained from 
giving copious footnotes. Obviously, much of the information is based on the 
existing literature. The notes on further reading appended to each chapter give 
information about the main sources used in that chapter; in quoting concrete 
examples the source is indicated within the text. 

I wish to thank those of my colleagues who were willing to read portions of 
the manuscript and give me their valuable comments: Erik-Jan Zurcher, 
Harald Motzki, Wim Delsman, Gert Borg. Additional information was kindly 
given by Louis Boumans and Jan Hoogland. 

Knowing from personal experience how much time it takes to read other 
people's manuscripts, I am ashamed of having taken up so much of the time of 
my friend and colleague Manfred Woidich. In a way, he himself is responsible 
for the burden which I imposed on him because of his enthusiasm and never­
failing support. His remarks and our subsequent discussions made many things 
clear to me that I had failed to see for myself. 

Special thanks are due to Carole Hillenbrand. Although the completion of 
this project took many more years than we originally envisaged, she never lost 
confidence and stimulated me to continue with it. Her critical reading of the 
entire manuscript was invaluable. In a very real sense, this book would never 
have appeared without her. I also wish to thank the staff of Edinburgh Univer­
sity Press, and in particular Jane Feore and Ivor Normand, for their encourage­
ment, patience and assistance in bringing this manuscript to press. 

During the preparation of the present book, I have been very fortunate in 
receiving the help of Yola de Lusenet. Although being a complete outsider to 
the field, she took the trouble of going through the pages of the manuscript and 
pointing out to me with uncanny accuracy every flawed argument and defi­
cient formulation. I am immensely grateful to her for her critical reading and 
her support. 

Nijmegen, December 1 996 
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1 
The Development of 
the Study of Arabic 

In 632 cE, the Prophet of Islam, Muhammad, died in the city of Medina. The 
century of conquests that followed brought both the Islamic religion and the 
Arabic language to the attention of a world that up until then had possessed 
only the vaguest notion of what went on in the interior of the Arabian penin­
sula. Ever since this first confrontation between the Islamic world and Europe, 
the Arabs and their language have been part of the European experience. At first, 
the intellectual relationship between the two worlds was unilateral. Greek 
knowledge and knowledge about Greek filtered through in the Islamic world, 
while the Byzantines did not show themselves overly interested in things 
Arabic. Although their military prowess was feared, the Arabs' religion, culture 
and language were not deemed worthy of study. For the Byzantines, the Greek 
heritage did not need any contribution from the inhabitants of the desert whose 
only claim to fame rested on their ability to harass the Byzantine armies and 
contest Byzantine hegemony in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

After the conquest of the Iberian peninsula in 7 I I, however, the perception of 
the Arabs as a threat to the cultural values of Europe started to change. Through 
them, Western Europe got in touch with a part of its heritage that it had lost in 
the turmoil of the fall of the Roman empire. Western medicine and philosophy 
became dependent on the Arab culture of Islamic Spain for the knowledge of 
Greek medical and philosophical writings, which were practically unknown in 
the West. From the eleventh century onwards, after the fall of Toledo in I085 ,  
these writings began to circulate in Latin translations of  the Arabic versions. 
The Arabic language itself was not widely studied, since most scholars relied 
upon translations that were made by a small group of translators, often Jews, 
who had familiarised themselves with the language either in Arabic Sicily or in 
al-'Andalus. 

In the twelfth century, during the period of the Crusades, Western Europeans 
for the first time became acquainted directly with Islamic culture and Arabic. 
This first-hand contact brought about an ambivalent reaction. On the one hand, 
Islam was the enemy which threatened Europe and held the keys to the- Holy 
Land. On the other hand, for the time being the Muslims or Saracens were the 
keepers of the Greek heritage in medicine and philosophy and provided the only 
available access to these treasures. Thus, while crusaders were busy trying to 
wrest Jerusalem from the Muslims and to preserve Europe from Islam, at the 
same time scholars from all over Europe travelled to Islamic Spain in order to 
study at the famous universities of Cordova and Granada. The study of Arabic 
served a double purpose. For the medical scholars at the University of Paris, 



2 THE ARABIC LANGUAGE 

who humbly sat down at the feet of the Arab doctors and called themselves 
arabizantes, the translations of medical writings from Arabic into Latin consti­
tuted an indispensable source of knowledge. Others devoted themselves to the 
translation of what in their eyes was a false religious message, in order to refute 
the arguments of the 'Mohammedans' or preferably to convert them to the 
Christian religion. The first translation of the Qur'iin appeared in I I43 under 
the supervision of an abbot of the monastery of Cluny, Peter the Venerable (d. 
I I 5 ? ), with the express aim of denouncing the fallacy of the 'Agarenes' (or 
'Hagarenes'), as they were often called. 

For both purposes, Islamic Spain remained the main gateway to Islam and the 
only place where people could receive the language training that they needed in 
order to understand both the Islamic Holy Book and the precious Greek writ­
ings. It is, therefore, quite understandable that it was in Spain that the first 
instruments for the study of Arabic appeared, and it is there that we find the 
first bilingual glossaries of the language: the Glossarium latino-arabicum 
(twelfth century) and the Vocabulista in arabico (thirteenth century). 

The end of the reconquista of Spain by the Catholic kings of Castile and 
Navarre changed all this. After the fall of Granada in 1 492, the presence of 
Muslims in the Iberian peninsula was no longer tolerated. In 1 502, the choice 
between emigration or conversion was put to them, and a century later the last 
remaining Moriscos were expelled to North Africa. This removed the last direct 
link between Europe and Islam. The same period also witnessed the activities of 
Pedro de Alcala, who in 1 505 published a large dictionary of (Spanish) Arabic 
( Vocabulista aravigo en letra castellana) and a manual of Arabic grammar with 
a conversation guide for the confessional (Arte para ligera mente saber la 
lengua araviga) intended for those priests who had to deal with newly­
converted Muslims. This was the first analysis of Arabic on the basis of a Greco­
La tin model. 

After the fall of Constantinople in 145  3, interest in original Greek materials 
in the West grew to the point where scholars began to question the trustworthi­
ness of the Latin translations that had been made from Arabic versions of Greek 
texts. As the familiarity with the Greek sources increased, the new trend be­
came to go back to these sources (ad fontes) instead of using the Arabic ones. 
The resulting altercation between the old-fashioned arabizantes and the mod­
ernist neoterici ended in a victory for the new trend. From now on, the writings 
of Avicenna became a symbol of the past, and the attitude of Europe towards 
Islam changed accordingly. 

At first, some scholars refused to give up their Arabic connections. In his 
Defensio medicorum principis Avicennae, ad Germaniae medicos ( 'Defence of 
the Prince of the medical scholars, Avicenna, to the doctors of Germany', Stras­
bourg r 5 30 ), the Dutch physician Laurentius Frisius states that the study of 
Arabic is indispensable for those who wish to study medicine. To his 
opponents, who extolled the virtues of the Greek medical scholars, he concedes 
that the Arabic language is primitive compared to the Greek language, but he 
insists that the quality of the language does not matter in the transmission of 
knowledge. The Arabs, he says, have translated all the essential works of Greek 
scholars on medicine and philosophy and added their own invaluable commen­
taries. Frisius' example confirms that at this time some scholars in Western 
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Europe still regarded Arabic as an important corollary to the study of medicine. 
But when the Greek sources became known in the West, the Arabic texts were 
no longer needed, and, what is worse, the comparison between the Greek 
originals and the Arabic translations (most of which had been made after Syriac 
translations and had themselves become known in the West through Latin 
translations) did not work out to the Arabs' advantage. Henceforth, they came 
to be regarded as defilers of the Greek heritage instead of its guardians. It looked 
as if the study of Arabic science had become completely unnecessary. 

With the change of attitude towards Arabic medicine, the study of Arabic in 
Western universities took on a new dimension. Throughout the period of the 
Crusades and in spite of their admiration for the knowledge and wisdom of the 
Arab doctors, most Christians had regarded Islam as the arch-enemy of Christi­
anity and thus of Europe. Now that the scholarly motive for studies of Arabic 
had disappeared, the main impetus for such studies became the missionary 
fervour of the new Europe. Scholars wishing to dedicate themselves to a 
polemic with the enemy felt the need for didactic materials on the language so 
that they could understand the original Arabic texts, in the first place of course 
the text of the Islamic revelation, the Qur' iin. Thus, for instance, Nicolaus 
Clenardus ( I495-I 542), in his Perigrinationum, ac de rebus Machometicis 
epistolae elegantissimae ('Most subtle treatises of wanderings and about 
matters Mohammedan', Lou vain I 5 5  I ), writes that it would be useless to try to 
convince the 'Mohammedans' in Latin of their errors. He himself had still 
studied Arabic and medicine in Granada, but he strongly felt that the study of 
Arabic was needed primarily in order to polemicise against Muslims in their 
own language. In this connection, a second factor may be mentioned: the wish 
on the part of the Catholic church to achieve reunification with Eastern 
Christianity. Contacts with Arabic-speaking Maronites were encouraged, and 
an increasing number of Levan tine Christians came to Rome and Paris in order 
to help in this campaign. At the same time, the Maronites brought information 
on Arabic and Islam and became an important source of information on these 
topics. 

Even those scholars whose interest was primarily philological or historical, 
such as the Dutch scholar Erpenius ( I 5 84-I 624), followed the prevailing views 
of their contemporaries in regarding Islam as a false religion. Yet, with his gram­
mars and text editions, Erpenius laid the foundations for the study of Arabic, 
and his interest in the language itself was probably genuine. It may well be the 
case that he sometimes cited religious motives in order to legitimise his pre­
occupation with the language of the infidels. Erpenius also showed a special 
interest in the writings of the Arab Christians and was convinced that the study 
of the Arabic translations of the Bible would make an important contribution to 
Biblical studies. Since Arabic resembled Hebrew so much, many scholars 
believed that the study of the Arabic lexicon would be rewarding for the under­
standing of Biblical Hebrew, and accordingly it became customary to combine 
the two languages in the curriculum. 

In fact, the resemblance between the two languages, especially in the 
lexicon, is so striking that at a very early date scholars had begun to remark on 
this relationship. In the Arab world, the general disinterest in other languages 
did not create an atmosphere in which the relationship could be studied 
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fruitfully, although some of the geographers remarked on it. Hebrew grammar­
ians did devote a lot of attention to the relationship between the two, or, if we 
count Aramaic as well, the three languages. Since Jews in the Islamic empire 
lived in a trilingual community, their native tongue being Arabic and the 
language of their Holy Scripture being Hebrew, with commentary and explana­
tion in Aramaic, they were in an ideal situation to observe similarities across 
the three languages. Y ehuda ibn Qurays (probably around 900) wrote a Risala in 
which he stressed the importance of Arabic and Aramaic for the study of the 
Hebrew Bible. The findings of the Hebrew philologists in comparative linguis­
tics remained, however, restricted to the small circle of the indigenous 
grammatical tradition and did not affect the development of the study of the 
Semitic languages in Europe. 

In Western Europe, as early as the sixteenth century, philologists working 
with Hebrew had not been completely unaware of the relationship between 
Hebrew and other Semitic languages, which is much more transparent than 
that between the Indo-European languages. They called these collectively 
'Oriental languages', a name which at various times included not only Arabic, 
Hebrew and Aramaic but also Ethiopic, and even unrelated languages such as 
Armenian and Persian. But this vague awareness of a linguistic connection did 
not lead to any scientific comparison, and the only practical effect was that the 
study of Arabic was recommended as an ancillary to the study of the Hebrew 
Bible. It was generally assumed that Hebrew had been the language of paradise 
and as such the original language of mankind. The other languages were there­
fore regarded as its offspring which presented the original language in a degener­
ated form. 

The idea of a relationship between the languages that are now known as 
Semitic found its Biblical support in the story about the sons of Noah, namely 
Shem, Cham and Japheth, a division also used by the Hebrew and Arab scholars. 
The sons of Shem had spread all over the Middle East and North Africa, the sons 
of Cham were the original speakers of the African languages, and the sons of 
Japheth were the ancestors of the speakers of a variety of languages in Europe 
and Asia. In its original form, this classification hardly evoked any diachronic 
connotation: the languages were seen as equals and the distance between them 
was a genealogical distance between relatives. Western linguistics in the seven­
teenth and eighteenth centuries was more interested in the universal structure 
of human speech, and the ideas of the Grammaire generale et raisonnee of Port 
Royal ( r 66o) about the connections between logic and grammar greatly affected 
the orientation of Arabic and Semitic linguistics, too, for instance in Silvestre 
de Sacy's Grammaire arabe ( r 8o6) .  The universalist orientation strengthened 
the ahistorical character of the study of Arabic and Hebrew and did not advance 
the comparative study of what had become known as the Semitic languages, a 
term used for the first time in ry8 r  by A. L. SchlOzer. 

The two factors that promoted the study of Arabic, the use of Arabic for 
polemical purposes, and its use for the study of the Hebrew Bible, combined to 
ensure the continuation of the study of the language, even after the decline of 
the influence of Arab medical science. It may be added that commercial inter­
ests, too, may have played a role in the search for knowledge about Oriental 
languages. Especially in the Dutch Republic, but also in Germany and France, 
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the study of Arabic and, to a lesser degree, of Turkish and Persian became 
increasingly important for the growing trade with these countries. Some of the 
most famous Orientalists started their careers in the diplomatic service of their 
country. Golius ( 1 5 96-r 66y), for instance, who was Erpenius' successor in the 
Chair of Arabic at the University of Leiden and the author of the first real 
dictionary of Arabic in the West (Lexicon Arabico-Latinum), which for two 
centuries remained the only available and reliable lexical source, visited 
Morocco, Syria and Ottoman Turkey before accepting his appointment at 
Leiden. 

Theology and the philologia sacra remained an important factor in the study 
of Arabic throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and, as we have 
seen above, most scholars of Arabic were simultaneously experts in Hebrew. 
The emphasis on the dangers of Islam for Christian Europe continued to make 
itself felt until the eighteenth century, when the philosophers of the Enlighten­
ment inaugurated a new attitude towards the Orient. Basing themselves on 
travellers' reports, they concluded that much could be learnt from the 'Oriental' 
cultures. The Persian empire, for instance, was admired by them for its orderly 
organisation and its tolerance towards all religions. This change in attitude 
made itself felt in the study of the 'Oriental' languages (and literatures ! )  as well, 
and although the old prejudices crop up occasionally in the works of the schol­
ars of this time, most of the interest was genuine and without ulterior motives. 

In the linguistic study of the Semitic languages, a major innovation took 
place in the nineteenth century, when European linguistics was revolutionised 
by the comparative/historical paradigm, which started in the field of the Indo­
European languages with Franz Bopp's comparison of the conjugational system 
of Sanskrit, Greek, Persian and Germanic ( r 8 r 6 )  but soon spread to other lan­
guage groups as well. This paradigm enabled scholars for the first time to set up 
a classificatory scheme of an entire language group, which still used the simile 
of the language tree, only this time based on systematic comparison and a 
search for regular relationships. In the field of Semitic linguistics, the discovery 
and decipherment of the Assyrian material in cuneiform script in the mid­
nineteenth century and the availability of epigraphic material from Old 
Aramaic and Epigraphic South Arabian greatly enlarged the time-depth of the 
comparisons and made it possible to attempt a reconstruction of a Proto­
Semitic language at the top of the tree of all Semitic languages, analogous to the 
reconstruction of Proto-Indo-European. The results of the new paradigm in 
Semitic comparative linguistics were collected and summarised by Carl 
Brockelmann in his GrundrifJ der vergleichenden Grammatik der semitischen 
Sprachen ( r 9o8-r3 ) .  In Chapter 2, we shall see how these new theories shaped 
the ideas about the classification of Arabic within the Semitic languages .. 

The development of European linguistics affected Arabic studies in another 
way as well. Before the nineteenth century, most European linguists had only 
been interested in the standard language, whereas dialects were regarded as 
faulty speech which had to be eradicated. When in the nineteenth century it 
was discovered that the rural dialects often contained forms that were much 
older than the corresponding forms in the standard language and thus could 
explain the etymological derivation of the standard language, a tremendous 
effort was made to register and analyse the dialectal forms of the standard 
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language. Moreover, in line with the prevailing Romanticist mood, the way in 
which country people spoke was seen as more natural than the artificial urban 
standard. Before this time, these dialects had been regarded as deviations or at 
best secondary developments of the standard language, but the new trend aimed 
at an explanation of the standard language from the existing dialects. Wide­
ranging projects were set up to register as many dialect variants as possible, and 
the result was the publication of the huge dialect atlases of France, Switzerland 
and Germany, followed somewhat later by those of other countries such as the 
Netherlands and Britain. 

This· development did not fail to make itself felt in the field of Arabic studies. 
In the past, Arabic, Turkish and Persian had been studied partly for practical 
purposes, and at least some Arabists knew the Middle East and North Africa 
from personal experience. They had visited these countries as diplomats or 
representatives of governments or companies, and bought manuscripts into the 
bargain. During these trips, they must also have become acquainted with the 
living language, and, even though their publications were concerned with the 
Classical language, they knew perfectly well that Arabic was used as a collo­
quial language in the Arab world. In the eighteenth century, this function of 
scholars of Arabic had more or less disappeared, and the average professor of 
Arabic did not leave his study to speak Arabic with native speakers. At the end 
of the nineteenth century, however, when more and more linguists actually 
went to the Middle East, they discovered that the colloquial language was vastly 
different from the language that they had learnt from their books. Con­
sequently, they started to study this living language following the paradigm in 
which European linguists had begun the study of the European dialects. In r 820, 
for instance, a chair was established at the Ecole des langues orientales in Paris 
for the study of 'arabe vulgaire'. The interest in the dialects was to remain a 
permanent feature of Arabic studies, even though it did not lead directly to any 
drastic change in the curriculum of most departments of Arabic, which contin­
ued to concentrate on the Classical language. 

In this introduction, we have traced the development of Arabic studies and 
stressed the connection between the study of Arabic and that of Hebrew and the 
other Semitic languages. Since the Second World War, Arabic studies have be­
come somewhat isolated from the developments in Semitic linguistics. 
Whereas before this time Arabic was usually studied within the framework of 
the Semitic languages, there has been a growing tendency to emphasise its 
character as an Islamic language and study it in connection with other Islamic 
languages, such as Persian and Turkish. The knowledge of Arabic remains im­
portant for comparisons between Semitic languages, but increasingly these 
comparisons are no longer initiated from within the circle of Arabic studies. 
One reason may be the shift in emphasis in the field of Arabic studies from a 
basically historical and historicising discipline to the study of the contemporary 
Arab world with important connections with social sciences, political sciences 
and the study of Islam. 

This development goes hand in hand with a new tendency in language teach­
ing. A few decades ago, Arabic was taught as a dead language, and the number of 
departments that offered courses in Arabic dialects was very small. Nowadays, 
both in Europe and in the usA almost all departments aim at a certain level of 
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proficiency in Modern Standard Arabic and expect students to learn at least one 
Arabic dialect and to spend some time in the Arab world in order to learn to 
speak the language fluently. In this respect, too, the study of Arabic and that of 
the other Semitic languages have grown apart. 

A positive result of this development is the increasing tendency towards co­
operation between European or American scholars and those from the Arab 
world. At the end of the nineteenth century and in the twentieth century, some 
Arab linguists started to free the study of Arabic from what they regarded as the 
shackles of the indigenous grammatical tradition and introduced modern lin­
guistic methods. This development also led to an upsurge of interest in the 
colloquial language. In spite of the prevailing unpopularity of dialect studies in 
the Arab world, scholars started to publish grammatical descriptions of their 
own dialects and to analyse the sociolinguistic situation. While in the tradi­
tional universities in the Arab world the emphasis in the curriculum continues 
to be on the philological study of Classical Arabic, there is a growing number of 
departments of linguistics that work within a modern framework. 

As general linguistics in the twentieth century moved away from the 
comparativist paradigm, Semitic linguistics did not follow this direction, but 
continued to follow a comparativist/historical approach. As a result, it lost the 
position in the centre of linguistic interest which it had occupied for a long 
time, and became relegated to an isolated corner of 'Oriental' linguistics. In 
many respects, a similar situation also obtains in the study of Arabic in Europe, 
although of course individual scholars seek to re-establish contact with the dis­
cipline of linguistics at large. In the usA, where the tradition of philology had 
never been rooted the way it was in Europe, there has always been a greater 
openness in Arabic linguistics towards general linguistics. The number of 
monographs in which Arabic is studied with the help of new linguistic models 
is still growing. In a recent series of conference proceedings by American 
Arabists, for instance, almost all articles are written within either a transforma­
tional/generativist or a sociolinguistic approach to the linguistic variation in 
the Arab world. The best outcome would be, of course, a pooling of efforts by all 
scholars working in the field, but for the time being the various scholarly com­
munities are very much working in isolation from each other. 

FURTHER READING 

There are very few handbooks for the study of the Arabic language and its his­
tory. A bibliography of Arabic linguistics was published by Bakalla (1983 ); see 
also Hospers (1974) for a selection of older items. Older accounts of the state of 
the art are to be found in the Handbuch der Orientalistik, in particular a survey 
of the Arabic dialects (Brockelmann 1 964) and an article on the expansion of the 
Arabic language (Spuler 1964a). 

There are a number of general introductions. Of the older ones, Chejne (I 969)  
and Bateson ( 1 967)  may be mentioned. More recent introductions include one 
in English (Bakalla 1984), one in Romanian (Anghelescu 1984, 1986; in the 
meantime an Italian and a French translation have appeared) and one in Dutch 
(Schippers and Versteegh 1987) .  Holes (1995a) is an extensive introduction to all 
aspects of Modern Standard Arabic, both linguistic and sociolinguistic; it 
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includes a section on the history of the Arabic language. 
The largest handbook to date is the German Grundri[J der arabischen 

Philologie, in particular the first volume with articles dealing with, among 
other things, the classification of Arabic (Hecker 1 982), Early North Arabian 
(Muller 1 982 ), Classical Arabic (Fischer 1 982), the Arabic dialects (Singer 1 982; 
Jastrow 1 982 )  and the Arabic script (EndreB 1 982) .  

For the study of the Arabic dialects, Fischer and Jastrow ( 1 980) produced a 
Handbuch der arabischen Dialekte, with a short introduction about the history 
of Arabic. There are two short introductions to the Arabic dialects, one in Polish 
(Danecki 1 989)  and one in Italian (Durand 1 995 ). 

The standard account of the history of Arabic studies in the West is still Fiick 
( 1 9 5 5 ); a more recent publication is Bobzin ( 1 992) .  For the early comparative 
studies of Hebrew grammarians, see Tene ( 1 980) and van Bekkum ( 1 983 ) . The 
various shifts in attitude in Western Europe towards the role of the Arabs in the 
transmission of Greek knowledge and the effect that these shifts had on the 
study of Arabic are analysed by Klein-Franke ( 1 980), from which the quotations 
from Frisius and Clenardus were taken. For the first Latin-Arabic glossaries, see 
van Koningsveld ( 1 976 ) .  

A survey of  recent developments in the analysis of  Arabic is  found in Eid 
( 1 990); see also Ditters ( 1 992) .  Comrie ( 1 99 1 )  underscores the importance of 
Arabic for general linguistic studies, a highly relevant topic since Arabic is used 
relatively seldom in typological or general linguistic studies. Some attempts 
have been made to introduce modem linguistic theories in the analysis of Ara­
bic: Hartmann ( 1 974; transformational/generative); Khuli ( 1 979; contrastive 
grammar Arabic/English on a transformationalist basis ); Ditters ( 1 992; corpus 
linguistics); Moutaouakil ( 1 989; functional grammar); and Fassi Fehri ( 1 982; 
government and binding). 

In the field of morphology and phonology, studies on Arabic have had an 
impact in general linguistic theory, especially through the work of Brame ( 1 970) 
and McCarthy (e.g. McCarthy and Prince 1 990). 



2 
Arabic as a Semitic Language 

2 .  I THE CLASSIFICATION OF THE SEMITIC LANGUAGES 

Arabic belongs to a group of languages collectively known as the Semitic lan­
guages. To this group belong a number of languages in the Middle East, some of 
them no longer extant. The earliest attested Semitic language is Akkadian, a 
language spoken in Mesopotamia between 2500 and 6oo BCE; from 2000 BCE 
onwards it was differentiated into Babylonian and Assyrian. As a written lan­
guage, Neo-Babylonian was probably used until the beginning of the common 
era. From the Syro-Palestinian area, several Semitic languages are known. 
Eblaitic is the language of the I 5 ,ooo inscriptions that were discovered in the 
city of Ebla, the present-day Tell Mardih, 6o km south of Aleppo; they date from 
the period between 2500 and 2300 BCE. Ugaritic was used during the fourteenth 
and thirteenth centuries BCE in Ugarit, the present-day Ras Samra, ro km north 
of Latakia. 

While the precise relations between Eblaitic and Ugaritic and the rest of the 
Semitic languages are still disputed, most scholars agree about the other 
languages in this area, collectively known as the North-west Semitic languages. 
During the first half of the second millennium BCE, the only traces of North­
west Semitic are in the form of proper names in the Akkadian archives, for 
instance those of Mari. The type of language which these names represent is 
called Amoritic. At the end of the second millennium BCE, two groups of lan­
guages begin to emerge: on the one hand Aramaic, and on the other Canaanite, 
a collective term for Hebrew, Phoenician and a few other languages, of which 
little is known. The oldest stage of Hebrew is Biblical Hebrew, the language of 
the Jewish Bible ( I 20o-2oo BCE ); later stages are represented by the language of 
the Dead Sea Scrolls (second and first centuries BcE); the language of the 
Rabbinical literature known as Mishnaic Hebrew; and Modem Hebrew or Ivrit, 
one of the two national languages of the state of Israel. Phoenician was the 
language of the Phoenician cities Sidon and Tyre and their colonies such as 
Carthage (tenth century BCE to second century cE) . 

Old Aramaic (first millennium BCE) was spoken at least from the tenth 
century BCE onwards in Syria. Between the seventh and the fourth centuries BCE, 
it was used as a lingua franca in the Babylonian and Persian empires; it is also 
the language of some parts of the Jewish Bible. More recent forms of Aramaic are 
divided into Western and Eastern Aramaic. Western Aramaic was the spoken 
language of Palestine during the first centuries of the common era, which 
remained in use as a literary language until the fifth century CE. It was the 
official language of the Nabataean and Palmyran kingdoms (cf. below, p. 28 ) .  
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Modem varieties of this language survive in a few linguistic enclaves in Syria 
(cf. below, p. 94). The most important representatives of Eastern Aramaic were 
Syriac, the language of Christian religious literature; Mandaean, the language of 
a large body of gnostic literature between the third and the eighth centuries CE; 
and the language of the Babylonian Talmud between the third and the thir­
teenth centuries CE. Syriac was the spoken language of the Syrian Christians 
until the eighth century CE and survives in a number of linguistic enclaves (cf. 
below, p. 94). 

In the south of the Arabian peninsula and in Ethiopia, a number of Semitic 
languages were spoken. Epigraphic South Arabian was the language of the 
Sabaean, Minaean and Qatabanian inscriptions (probably between the eighth 
century BCE and the sixth century cE ) . The modem South Arabian dialects, such 
as Mehri, probably go back to spoken varieties of these languages (cf. below, pp. 
1 2, 94) .  The oldest of the Ethiopian Semitic languages is Classical Ethiopic or 
Ge'ez, the language of the empire of Aksum (first centuries CE ) . To this group 
belong a large number of languages spoken in Ethiopia, such as Tigre, Tigriiia 
and the official language of Ethiopia, Amharic. 

In the preceding chapter, we have seen how in the nineteenth century the 
existing ideas about the relationship between the Semitic languages crystallised 
into a classificatory scheme under the influence of the historical/comparativist 
paradigm. In this chapter, we shall discuss the implications of this paradigm for 
the position of Arabic within the Semitic languages. Originally, five languages, 
Akkadian, Hebrew, Aramaic, Arabic and Ethiopic, had been distinguished and 
presented more or less as equals. With the growing influence of historical 
research in the history of the Semitic-speaking peoples, the study of the rela­
tions between these languages was approached from a historical perspective, 
and under the influence of the paradigm of Indo-European linguistics an at­
tempt was made to establish a family tree of the languages involved, supposedly 
reflecting their genetic relations. Such a genetic interpretation of the classifica­
tion implied that all Semitic languages eventually derived from a Proto-Semitic 
language. 

In Indo-European studies, it was generally assumed that it was possible to 
reconstruct a Proto-Indo-European language on the basis of a comparison of the 
structure of the known Indo-European languages. Similarly, it was thought that 
a Proto-Semitic language could be reconstructed by comparing Arabic, Hebrew, 
Akkadian, Aramaic and Ethiopic, and this language was assumed to have the 
same status with regard to the Semitic languages that Proto-Indo-European had 
had with regard to the Indo-European languages, namely that of a parental 
language with its offshoots. The attempts to find a common structure in these 
languages that could then be assigned to the proto-language led, however, to 
widely differing results. Unlike the Indo-European languages, spread over a 
wide area and usually isolated from each other, the Semitic languages tended to 
be confined to the same geographic area (Syria/Palestine, Mesopotamia and the 
Arabian desert) and were often spoken in contiguous regions. This led to more 
or less permanent contacts between the speakers of these languages, so that 
borrowing between them was always a possibility. Borrowing typically disrupts 
historical processes of change and makes it difficult to reconstruct the original 
correspondences between the languages involved. 
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The affinity between the Semitic languages is generally much more transpar­
ent than that between the Indo-European languages, and they share a number of 
common features that clearly mark them as Semitic. In themselves, none of the 
features that are usually presented as typical of a Semitic language is conclusive 
in determining whether a particular language belongs to the Semitic group, but 
in combination they constitute a reasonably reliable checklist: triradicalism, 
presence of emphatic/glottalised consonants, special relationship between 
vowels and consonants, paratactic constructions, verbal system with a prefix 
and a suffix conjugation, as well as a large number of lexical correspondences. 

As long as the presence of common features in a group of languages is inter­
preted in terms of a typological classification, without implications regarding 
their genetic relationship, the subgrouping of the languages involved is not 
problematic. In such a classification, the issue of later borrowing or of 
independent developments that have led to identical results is left open. A 
genetic relationship, on the other hand, implies a historical descent from a 
common origin, a language that is regarded as the common ancestor of all the 
languages in the group. Since in this framework the ancestor language is pre­
sumed to have a historical reality, it must have been the language of a historical 
people. Semiticists working in the genealogical framework therefore started 
looking for a Semitic homeland. There has been a lot of controversy about this 
homeland of the 'Prato-Semites'. Many scholars situated it in the Arabian peni­
nsula, while others mentioned Syria or North Africa. From such a homeland, 
successive waves of migration were then supposed to have brought various 
groups to their respective territories, for instance the Amorites between 2000 
and ryoo BCE, and the Aramaeans between I 900 and I 400 BCE. Of these waves, 
the Arab conquests in the seventh century CE were the latest and the last. Such 
a view of the events leading to the present-day division of the Semitic languages 
implies that the peoples mentioned in the historical records already spoke the 
languages associated later with their names and that, once arrived in their new 
area, these Semitic languages developed independently from each other, either 
under the influence of languages already being spoken there (substrata! influ­
enceL or because of internal developments. These factors were held to be 
responsible for the innovations in each language and for the differences be­
tween the various languages. 

It is, of course, also possible to view the present distribution of the languages 
involved not as the result of sudden migrations of peoples, but rather as a 
gradual infiltration from different centres, which reached out towards the 
periphery of the area. Such an infiltration could transmit innovations in a wave­
like fashion that most strongly affected the central area, whereas in the periph­
ery older forms stood a better chance of maintaining themselves. In Garbini's 
( I 984) view, one area in particular played an essential role in the distribution of 
innovations, namely the Syrian plain (rather than the coastal region or Pales­
tineL which he regards as the core area of the Semitic languages. The main 
characteristic of the Syrian region in which these innovations are supposed to 
have taken place is the contact between sedentary settlements on the fringe of 
the desert and nomads from the desert. In some cases, the nomads settled and 
became part of the sedentary population, but in many other cases groups of 
settlers separated themselves and became isolated as desert-dwelling nomads. 
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Garbini regards this constant alternation as the origin of the linguistic pattern 
of innovations spreading from the Syrian area into other areas. Exactly which 
innovations were brought from Syria into the peninsula depended on the period 
in which a particular group of people took to the desert. 

Garbini cites examples from Akkadian and Eblaitic, showing how these 
languages were not involved in the migratory process and did not share in some 
of the later innovations in the Syrian area. The common features which Arabic 
shares with Aramaic and Arnoritic stem from the period in which the ancestors 
of the later Arabs still lived in the Syrian region. In his view, Arabic is the 
nomadic variety of the languages spoken in Syria in the first millennium BCE, 
which he calls collectively Arnoritic. He regards the South Arabian and 
Ethiopian languages as the result of an earlier migration from the same area. 
According to this theory, those common features between Arabic and South 
Arabian that are not shared by the languages in the Syrian area are the result of 
later convergence: the Arabian Bedouin influenced the sedentary languages/ 
dialects in the south, and inversely through the caravan trade the South Arabian 
languages/dialects became known in the north of the peninsula. The Modem 
South Arabian languages (Mehri, Soqotri) do not derive directly from the 
Epigraphic South Arabian language. They probably belong to strata that had 
never been reached by Arabic influence because they were spoken in remote 
regions. In some respects, their structure is, therefore, more archaic than that of 
Epigraphic South Arabian. 

In the standard model of the classification of the Semitic languages, it is 
usually assumed that around 3000 BCE a split took place between the North-east 
Semitic languages (i.e. Akkadian, later separated into' Babylonian and Assyrian) 
and the rest. Around 2000 BCE, a split took place in the West Semitic group 
between the North-west and the South-west Semitic languages. Finally, around 
1 000 BCE, North-west Semitic split into Canaanite and Aramaic, whereas the 
South-west Semitic languages divided into Arabic, South Arabian and Ethiopic. 
Later discoveries modified this picture considerably, in particular the discovery 
of Ugaritic in 1 929, and the more recent one of Eblaitic in 1974. Both are 
nowadays usually regarded as North-west Semitic languages, but the precise 
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Figure 2.1 The traditional classification of the Semitic languages 
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relations between the languages of this group are still disputed (see Figure 2 . 1 ) . 
The genealogical paradigm, whether it is framed in terms of the migration of 

peoples or in terms of the spreading of linguistic innovations, has been severely 
criticised by some scholars because of its incompatibility with the nature of the 
linguistic situation in the Near East. Since in this area there are no clear 
demarcations between the various linguistic groups, they were never com­
pletely isolated from each other as in the case of the Indo-European languages. 
Many of the linguistic communities were contiguous and entertained cultural 
and political contacts with each other, so that common innovations could 
spread over large areas and extensive borrowing and interference could take 
place. Besides, as Blau ( I  97 8 )  has pointed out, several languages served for some 
time as lingua franca in this area, for instance Akkadian and Aramaic. Some of 
the common features shared by the languages of the region may have been intro­
duced by the presence of such a lingua franca. A special problem is the position 
of Arabic within the Semitic languages. For many Semiticists working within 
this paradigm, Arabic was the point of departure in their reconstruction of 
Proto-Semitic. Since the reconstruction of Proto-Semitic was based primarily 
on Arabic, especially in the phonemic inventory, it is not surprising that Arabic 
was found to be one of the most archaic Semitic languages. 

The most recent attempts at a classification of the Semitic languages usually 
waver between a historical interpretation of the relationships between the lan­
guages involved and a purely typological/geographical approach in which the 
common features of the languages are recorded without any claim to a historical 
derivation. Some scholars, such as Ullendorff ( 1 97 1 ), reject out of hand the 
possibility of ever reaching a classificatory scheme reflecting genetic relation­
ship. Others, like Garbini, claim that it is possible to trace the historical devel­
opment of the Semitic languages, but without any genetic hierarchy, since the 
pattern of linguistic development in the area is crucially different from that in 
the Indo-European area. 

Some scholars continue to feel that a genetic classification is possible pro­
vided that the right principles are used. Thus, for instance, Hetzron ( 1974, 1 976 )  
proposes to base the classification on the principles of  archaic heterogeneity and 
shared morpholexical innovations. The former principle implies that a hetero­
geneous morphological system is more archaic than a homogeneous one; the 
latter principle states that morpholexical innovations are unlikely to be subject 
to borrowing. He illustrates his approach with two examples. The suffixes of the 
first and second person singular of the past tense of the verb in Arabic are -tu/­
ta, as in katabtu/katabta 'I/ you have written'. In Ethiopic they are -ku/ -ka, but 
in Akkadian the equivalent suffix form of nouns and verbs (the so-called stative 
or permansive) has a set of personal suffixes -(ii)kuf-(ii)ta. Such a distribution 
may be explained as the result of a generalisation in Arabic and Ethiopic, which 
implies that the heterogeneous system of Akkadian is older. The tendency 
towards homogenisation was realised differently in Arabic (and Canaanite) on 
the one hand, and in Ethiopic (and South Arabian) on the other. Hebrew has 
kiitavti/kiitavta and thus shares this innovation with Arabic, setting it apart 
from the South Semitic languages. 

Hetzron's second example has to do with the prefix vowel of the imperfect 
verb. In Akkadian, the prefixes of the third person singular masculine, the third 
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person plural and the first person plural have -i-, while all other persons have 
-a-. In Classical Arabic all persons have -a-, while in Ethiopic all persons have 
-a- (< -i- ) .  In this case, too, the heterogeneous system of Akkadian may be re-
garded as the older one, whereas the prefixes in the other languages are the 
result of a later generalisation. Actually, the situation in Arabic is somewhat 
more complicated, since in pre-Islamic Arabic some dialects had -i- in all per­
sons, whereas others had -a- (cf. below, p. 42) .  Possibly, there was an intermedi­
ate step in which -i- was generalised for all persons in verbs with a stem vowel 
-a-, and -a- was generalised for all persons in verbs with a stem vowel -u-/-i-. The 
pre-Islamic dialects differed with regard to the further generalisation, in which 
the correlation with the stem vowel was abandoned. 

On the basis of these and similar examples, Hetzron posited a group of 
Central Semitic languages, separating Arabic from its position in the standard 
model in which it is grouped together with South Arabian and Ethiopic as South 
Semitic languages. We shall see below how this affects the classification of the 
Semitic languages. The main force of Hetzron's arguments is the fact that he 
does not base his subgrouping of the Semitic languages on common innovations 
in phonology, syntax or lexicon - in these domains, borrowing is always a dis­
tinct possibility - but concentrates instead on morpholexical innovations, 
which are much less prone to borrowing. We may add that he excludes from his 
classification arguments based on common retention of features ('negative in­
novation'), since this may occur independently in several languages and does 
not imply any sustained contact between the languages involved (see Figure 
2.2 ) .  

In spite of the hazards of historical/comparative analysis, research in the 
twentieth century has expanded the scope of Semitic languages even further by 
including another group of languages, the so-called Hamitic languages. The 
name itself is derived from the old classificatory scheme of the Book of Genesis 
( r o: rff.), which divides all mankind among the descendants of the three sons of 
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Figure 2.2 The genealogy of the Semitic languages (according to Hetzron 1976) 
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Noah. This scheme was used by later scholars to divide all languages into those 
of the descendants of Shem, those of the descendants of Cham and those of the 
descendants of Japheth. The group of the Hamitic languages originally encom­
passed all languages of Africa, but in the modem period Hamitic has come to be 
used collectively for five specific language groups in Africa: the Berber 
languages of North Africa and their ancestor, Old Libyan; Old Egyptian and its 
offshoot, Coptic; Hausa; the Cushitic languages; and the Chadic languages. 
When common links between these language groups and the Semitic languages 
were discovered, they became collectively known as the Hamito-Semitic lan­
guages. Since the I 970s, the current name for this group has become the Afro­
Asiatic languages. In the reconstruction of Afro-Asiatic, too, Garbini applies his 
theory of the innovatory Syrian area. In his view, any attempt to trace the 
various groups of Semitic and Hamitic (Egyptian, Libyan/Berber, Cushitic and 
possibly Hausa) back to one ancestor is doomed to failure. It is true that even a 
cursory comparison of the various groups reveals the presence of related forms, 
but the fact that there are almost no firm phonetic correlations of the type found 
in the Indo-European languages shows that we are not dealing here with a 
language family with sibling languages descending from a common ancestor. In 
his view, the Hamitic languages are African languages without genetic relation­
ships to the Semitic languages. At one time or another and to different degrees, 
they were semiticised by groups of people coming from the Syrian area. Old 
Egyptian, for instance, would have become a Semitic language if the contacts 
had continued. The basis is diversity; the unity of the later Semitic languages 
and the varying degrees of resemblance between Hamitic and Semitic languages 
are the result of later convergence. 

Comparative research, however, both in the case of the Afro-Asiatic lan­
guages and in that of even higher groupings of languages, has usually persisted 
in the application of the reconstructive paradigm. The interest in language 
relationships led to the establishment of progressively higher-level hierarchies, 
such as the proto-language above the Indo-European and the Afro-Asiatic group, 
often called Nostratic. Various attempts have been made to connect the root 
structure and the phonological inventory of both groups. To some degree, these 
attempts were facilitated by two developments in Indo-European studies, the 
laryngal theory and the theory of glottalised consonants in Proto-Indo-Euro­
pean. Both theories brought Indo-European and Afro-Asiatic phonology closer 
to each other. 

Even more audacious conjectures seek to incorporate both Indo-European 
and Afro-Asiatic languages in such constructs as the Borean macro-family, 
including the Caucasian languages, Uralo-Altaic and Dravidian. It is hard to say 
what the value of such conjectures is, since the time-span involved allow� for a 
great deal of speculation about the changes that make it possible to find lexical 
parallels. Besides, it is debatable whether it is permissible to apply the results of 
Indo-European linguistics to all linguistic relationships in the world. It could 
very well be the case that the type of relationship in which a mother language 
generates daughter languages, as is commonly held to be the case in the Indo­
European languages, is an exception. 
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2 .  2 THE POSITION OF ARABIC 

Within the group of the Semitic languages, Arabic and Hebrew have always 
been the two most-studied languages. Although the discovery of Akkadian has 
considerably modified the views on the structure and development of the 
Semitic languages, and in spite of the fact that the Assyrian/Babylonian mate­
rial antedates the oldest Arabic materials by more than two millennia, in many 
respects Arabic still remains the model for the description of the Semitic 
language type. The reason is not only the familiarity of scholars of Semitic 
languages with the Arabic language and the relative wealth of data about its 
history, but also its apparent conservatism, in particular its retention of a 
declensional system. 

The genealogical position of Arabic within the group of the Semitic lan­
guages has long been a vexing problem for Semiticists. We have seen above that 
it was customary to place Arabic in one group with Old South Arabian, Modem 
South Arabian and the Ethiopian languages, called the South Semitic languages. 
The main criterion for this classification was the formation of the broken or 
internal plural, in which the plural of nouns is formed by a restructuring of the 
singular without any derivational relationship between the two forms. Such 
broken plurals are current only in South Semitic. In Hebrew, there are several 
isolated examples of plurals with a different basis from the corresponding 
singulars, which look like broken plurals, for instance the plural p9silim 'idols', 
which exists alongside the singular pe,se,l 'idol'. If such plurals are not derived 
from other singulars, now lost ( *pasil), they may also be explained as the result 
of a stress shift. Some of the alleged examples of broken plurals in Hebrew are 
probably collectives, as in the case of rokebfre,ke,b 'rider'. According to 
Corriente ( 1 97 1 a), the opposition singular/plural as morphological categories is 
a secondary development in the Semitic languages. Originally, these languages 
distinguished between two classes of words denoting large, important objects 
on the one hand, and small, insignificant objects on the other. The latter 
category also included such words as diminutives, abstract nouns and collec­
tives; words in this category were marked with suffixes such as -t, -ii, -ay, -ii'u, 
which later became the suffixes for the feminine gender. 

When the Semitic languages started to develop the opposition between sin­
gular and plural, East Semitic and North Semitic languages selected one single 
morpheme to denote the plural (e.g. Hebrew -im), whereas Arabic and the South 
Semitic languages distinguished between various kinds of plurality, most of 
them marked by one of the 'feminine' suffixes to denote plurality, as in Arabic 
'a$diqii'u 'friends', broken plural of $Odiq, or fuqarii'u 'poor', broken plural of 
faqii. In the case of human beings, the South Semitic languages, too, used a 
regular plural morpheme (in Arabic -iina/-Ina, feminine -iitun/-iitin ) .  According 
to this theory, the broken plurals in the South Semitic languages were 
originally external (suffixed) forms that were used for feminine or collective 
nouns and became fixed as plurals when this category had been developed. Not 
all broken plurals in Arabic can be explained in this way, but the suffixed forms 
may have constituted the starting point for the other patterns. Those traces of 
internal plurals that exist in the North Semitic languages may then be 
explained as old collectives or abstract nouns. If the origin of the internal plu­
rals really dates back to a common Semitic period, they are not an innovation of 
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the South Semitic languages but a common retention. It was the later develop­
ment that created the distance between South and North-west Semitic lan­
guages in this respect. 

The morphological features (the broken plurals and a few others such as the 
development of a verbal measure fa' ala and a passive participle with a prefix m-) 
are accompanied by common phonetic developments in Arabic, South Arabian 
and Ethiopic, as against the other Semitic languages. In most Semitic languages 
there is an opposition between b/p, but in the South Semitic languages, includ­
ing Arabic, f corresponds to p elsewhere ( cf., for instance, Hebrew piiqad 'to look 
after, visit'i Akkadian paqadu 'to take care of' with Arabic faqada 'to lose, look 
for'i Ge'ez faqada 'to want, require') . Likewise, South Semitic 4 corresponds to 
?. (cf. Akkadian 'er$etu, Hebrew ·�r�$ with Arabic 'art}., South Arabian 'r4, all 
meaning 'earth') and s corresponds to s (cf. below, p. 2 I ) . 

There are, however, also instances in which Arabic shares innovations with 
the North-west Semitic languages against South Arabian and Ethiopian lan­
guages. One feature has already been mentioned (p. I 3 ), the development of the 
personal suffixes in the past tense. Arabic and Hebrew generalised the suffixes 
of the first and second person singular to -t-, whereas South Arabian and 
Ethiopic chose -k-. A second feature that differentiates Arabic from South 
Arabian/Ethiopic concerns the formation of the imperfect. According to most 
reconstructions, Proto-Semitic had three verbal tenses, an imperfect *yiqattVl, 
a perfect *yiqtVl and a jussive *yiqtVl, as well as a suffix form (stative) .  In all 
Semitic languages, the suffix form developed into a perfective tense and eventu­
ally replaced the old perfect, which had become identical with the jussive 
because of a stress shift ( *yiqtVl > yiqtVl). The Proto-Semitic perfect originally 
had past reference, but lost it afterwards. In Ethiopic and South Arabian, the 
Proto-Semitic imperfect was maintained as y9qiit(t)91. This imperfect formed a 
new verbal system together with the new perfective suffix conjugation and the 
jussive. In Arabic, Canaanite and Aramaic, the Proto-Semitic imperfect was 
dropped and the perfectfjussive was adopted as the new form for the durative 
aspect, together with an indicative morpheme -uf-na, retained only in Arabic. 
This verbal form is usually called 'imperfect'i it has non-past time reference. 
The original past time reference of the perfect is still visible in the use of the 
Hebrew imperfect with the so-called waw consecutivum, which indicates a 
past tense. In Arabic, too, when the imperfect is used with the conditional 
particle 'in or the negation lam, it refers to the past. The net result of these 
developments was a verbal system that groups Arabic together with the North­
west Semitic languages and sets it apart from the other languages of the South 
Semitic group. 

These are not the only features linking Arabic with the North-west S�mitic 
languages. They are the only languages in which a definite article has developed, 
in North Arabic ( (h)n-i cf. below, p. 28 ), in Arabic ( '1-) and in Phoenician/Hebrew 
(h-). In all these languages, the article developed out of a demonstrative element 
that had lost its deictic forcei at the same time, new demonstratives were 
developed from new combinations of deictic elements (e.g. Phoenician hnd, 
dnk, hlki Hebrew hazze, hallazei Arabic had.a, d.alika) .  An important 
morpholexical innovation is the presence of a third person pronoun with the 
element h in Arabic (huwafhiya) and the North-west Semitic languages Hebrew 
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hii/hi) instead of s as in the South Arabian personal suffixes s, sw/s (except in 
Sabaean hw, h/h) .  Probably this innovation took place, as predicted by Garbini's 
account, from north to south, since it reached Sabaean but not the other South 
Arabian languages. Finally, it may be mentioned that in Arabic and in the 
North-west Semitic languages the feminine ending -at developed a new form 
without the t :  in Arabic the pausal form is -ah, in Hebrew the feminine always 
ends in -ii. 

The common features shared by Arabic and the North-west Semitic lan­
guages prompted Hetzron (1974, 1 976)  to propose his new subgrouping of 
Central· Semitic, in which Arabic was to go with Canaanite and Aramaic instead 
of South Arabian and Ethiopic (cf. above, p. 1 4). Since the new classification 
adequately explains the common features between Arabic and North-west Se­
mitic, the question remains of how the common features between Arabic and 
the South Semitic languages are to be explained. One possible hypothesis is to 
regard the further development of internal plurals as a phenomenon that 
affected some of the languages in the West Semitic group, later to become the 
South Semitic languages. This innovation did not spread to all the languages of 
the West Semitic group. When the group split, some of them went south, later to 
become the South-west Semitic languages, while Arabic remained behind and 
came into closer contact with the other West Semitic languages, Canaanite and 
Aramaic, together with which it developed a new verbal system, a definite arti­
cle, a feminine ending and other features. 

A further subgrouping within the Central Semitic languages is set up by 
Hetzron on the basis of another feature, the suffix -na in the feminine plural of 
the verbs. In Arabic, we have katabii/katabna 'they wrote [masculine/ 
feminine]' and yaktubiina/yaktubna 'they write [masculine/feminine]' as the 
third person plural of the perfect and imperfect. This partially matches the end­
ings in the Hebrew imperfect (in the perfect, masculine and feminine have 
merged) yiqtalii/tiqtolniih (without the generalisation of y that is found in 
Arabic), but differs from Aramaic, which marks the feminine plural with -an. 
Accordingly, Hetzron subdivides his Central Semitic group into Arabic and 
Hebrew, on the one hand and Aramaic on the other. A further refinement was 
proposed by Voigt (1987 ), who emphasises the difference between the Old and 
the Modern South Arabian languages. According to him, Old South Arabian 
should be classified as Central Semitic, whereas the Modern South Arabian lan­
guages are to be grouped together with the Ethiopian languages in the South 
Semitic group. 

An alternative way of looking at the distribution of common features 
between Arabic and the other Semitic languages ties in with Garbini's theory. 
We have seen above that in his view the Arabic type of Semitic language 
originated when groups of speakers detached themselves from the Syrian area 
that bordered on the desert and became isolated from the innovative area. The 
completion of this process of bedouinisation took place at the earliest in the 
second half of the second millennium BCE. The common features shared by 
Arabic and North-west Semitic must, therefore, represent innovations that had 
been introduced in the Syrian area before bedouinisation took place. It appears, 
indeed, that there are no archaisms in Arabic that do not also occur in the 
North-west Semitic languages of the second millennium BCE. 
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As Arabic progressively spread southwards, it reached the domain of the 
South Arabian language, which had been brought there at a much earlier time. 
Some of the Arabs settled in the area and established linguistic contacts 
between the two languages (see below, p. 31). In the first millennium BCE 
sedentarisation took place in the Syrian region as well, when Arab nomads 
came from the desert and settled in the more fertile areas; this process led to the 
arabicisation of the Nabataean empire (see below, p. 28) .  When the power of the 
South Arabian empires grew in the first millennium BCE, the influence of the 
languages of this region on the language of the Arab Bedouin also increased. In 
Garbini's view, this explains the common features between Arabic and the 
South Semitic languages. Because of the contacts with Syria and South Arabia, 
Arabic cannot be said to belong exclusively to either the North-west Semitic or 
the South Semitic languages. In the course of its history, it was affected by 
innovations in both groups. 

In the past, the tendency to approach the comparative study of the Semitic 
languages from the perspective of Arabic led to a reconstruction of Proto­
Semitic that was remarkably close to the structure of Arabic, which was there­
fore regarded as archaic compared to the other Semitic languages. Some features 
of Arabic were indeed present in early stages of other Semitic languages, but 
were dropped by them at a later stage. Arabic, for instance, has retained the 
interdentals /1/ and /d/, which were replaced by dentals in Syriac and by sibi­
lants in Akkadian, Hebrew and Ethiopic (cf., for instance, the numeral 'three' in 
Arabic, :talii:ta, with Akkadian salasum; Hebrew salos; Syriac taliit; Ge'ez .Salas). 
South Arabian also retained the interdentals in its older stage, and in Old 
Akkadian and Ugaritic there are still traces of the interdentals. 

In the series of the velars (/h/, /g/) and the pharyngals (/b./, /'/), only Arabic 
and Old South Arabian have retained the full set. In most other Semitic lan­
guages, the voiceless members of both pairs, /h/ and /b./, have merged into /b./, 
and the voiced members, /g/ and /'/, into /'/ (e.g. cf. Arabic garb 'sunset'/'ayn 
'eye' with Hebrew '?t?b 'evening' /'en 'eye'; Arabic 'ah. 'brother' f'a.Qad 'one' 
with Hebrew 'iih/'?had). In Ugaritic, jgj seems to have been preserved, however. 
In Akkadian, only /h/ has been preserved, whereas the other velars and 
pharyngals have merged into /'/ (e.g. 'erebum 'to enter', 'esrum 'ten', cf. Arabic 
garbj'asr) but there are indications that originally this language, too, contained 
all four phonemes. 

In morphology, the archaic character of Arabic is demonstrated by the exist­
ence of a full nominal declension, with three case endings: -u (nominative), -i 
(genitive), -a (accusative). Old Akkadian has the same declensional endings, but 
in the later stages of the language (Neo-Babylonian, Neo-Assyrian) the endings 
are often confused and finally disappear completely. In the older North-west 
Semitic languages, such as Ugaritic, the declensional endings are still found, 
but in the later languages of this group, such as Hebrew, they have disappeared. 
In Old South Arabian there is no declension, but certain orthographic peculiari­
ties seem to point to the original existence of such a system. In Ethiopic there is 
one oblique ending -a, which probably goes back to an original accusative ending. 

There are also features in Arabic that as far as we know were never present in 
any of the other Semitic languages and must, therefore, be innovations that 
took place independently within Arabic. In morphology, the use of the ending -n 
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voiceless voiced nasal velarised lateral trill 

labial f b m 

interdental 1 g (j 
dental s z n � 1 
alveolar t d t d r 
pre-palatal s g 
post-palatal k q 
velar h g 
pharyngal h 
laryngal h 

Table 2.1 The Arabic consonantal system. 

(nunation) as a marker of indefiniteness is not matched by any of the other 
Semitic languages. We have seen above that the use of a definite article is a 
feature shared by Arabic, Canaanite and Aramaic. But Arabic stands alone in the 
choice of the element '1- for this article instead of h-, as in North Arabic. In the 
fii' ala form of the verb that Arabic shares with the South Semitic languages, it 
alone has developed an internal passive fii'ila. 

The phonemic inventory of Arabic illustrates the combination of archaic and 
innovative traits in the language (see Table 2 . 1 ) . We have seen above that the 
language has retained the interdentals, the velars and the pharyngals that were 
probably part of the common stock. The following six innovations may be 
mentioned. 

First, a characteristic feature of the Semitic languages is the so-called em­
phatic consonants. In Arabic, these are articulated by a process of velarisation: 
the tip of the tongue is lowered, the root of the tongue is raised towards the soft 
palate, and in the process the timbre of the neighbouring vowels is shifted 
towards a posterior realisation. The velarised consonants in Arabic correspond 
to glottalised consonants (consonants accompanied by a glottal stop) in the 
Ethiopian Semitic languages. This correspondence has led to some speculation 
as to the original character of the emphatic consonants in Proto-Semitic. 
According to some scholars, it is easier to imagine a shift from glottalised to 
velarised consonants than vice versa, so that the velarised realisation in Arabic 
is to be regarded as a secondary development. It is usually assumed that origi­
nally the Semitic languages had five emphatic consonants, *t, *$, *k, *t and *d; 
Arabic has only four such consonants, /t/, /�/, /d/, and /0/. 

Second, the phoneme corresponding in Arabic to Proto-Semitic *t is /0/; in 
other Semitic languages (except Ugaritic and Old South Arabian), this phoneme 
has lost its interdental character, for instance in Akkadian, Hebrew and 
Ethiopic /�/ (cf. Hebrew $ebi 'gazelle', Arabic rJaby). The current transcription 
with � in Arabic is based on the modem pronunciation of this phoneme in 
loanwords from Classical Arabic in the dialects (e.g. Classical Arabic 'adim, 
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pronounced in Egyptian and Syrian Arabic as 'a,?;im). 
Third, the phoneme corresponding in Classical Arabic to Proto-Semitic * r:J is 

/d/. There is some evidence in Arabic, based on explanations by the grammar­
ians and Arabic loanwords in other languages (cf. below, p. 89 ), that /d/ was 
realised as a lateral or a lateralised /d1/. Since it exists as an independent 
phoneme only in the South Semitic languages, it is difficult to say anything 
about its original realisation. In Akkadian and Hebrew, it has merged with /�/ 
(cf. Hebrew $ahaq 'to laugh' with Arabic 4ahika) .  In the modern realisation of 
Classical Arabic, /d/ has become the voiced counterpart of /t/ and in the modern 
dialects it has merged with /0/. 

Fourth, the phoneme corresponding in Classical Arabic to Proto-Semitic *k. 
was probably a non-emphatic voiced counterpart to /k/, i.e. /g/; this is the 
phoneme that is nowadays realised in Standard Arabic as a voiceless /q/, but 
that in earlier stages of Classical Arabic was probably a voiced /g/, as in the 
modern Bedouin dialects (cf. p. 89) .  At any rate, /q/ was not emphatic in 
Classical Arabic, since it did not lead to assimilation of adjacent consonants (cf. 
i$tabara < *i$tabara with iqtabara without assimilation of the t ) .  

Fifth, for Proto-Semitic a series of three sibilants, *s, *s, and *� (probably a 
lateralised s), is usually posited; the Modern South Arabian dialects still have 
these three sibilants, but in Arabic *� corresponds to /s/, and *s and *s have 
merged to /sf. In all other Semitic languages, *s has remained /s/ (e.g. cf. Hebrew 
sa' ad 'to support', hamt:s 'five' with Arabic sa' ada 'to help' /h.amsa 'five') .  

Sixth, in Arabic the phoneme corresponding to Proto-Semitic *g was 
affricated and became /g/ (e.g. cf. Hebrew gamal with Arabic gamal 'camel'); 
this phoneme formed a pre-palatal series with the new /8/. 

The debate about the exact position of Arabic within the Semitic languages is 
still going on. The only conclusion we can draw from the data presented here is 
that the language exhibits common features with both the Southern (South 
Arabian, Ethiopic) and the Northern (Canaanite, Aramaic) Semitic languages, 
and that it also contains innovations not found anywhere else. Because of the 
uncertainties concerning the chronology of the common features, there is little 
basis for a genealogical classification of the kind current in Indo-European 
linguistics, and it may be preferable to stay within the bounds of a descriptive 
and typological analysis of the relationships between Arabic and its Semitic 
neighbours. 

FURTHER READING 

The standard manual of comparative Semitic linguistics is still Brockelmann 
( 1 908-1 3 ) .  A synthesis was published by Bergstra.Ber ( 1 928). A more recent syn­
thesis is Moscati ( r 964); see also Saenz-Badillos' ( 1 993 )  introductory chapter to 
his history of the Hebrew language. The Handbuch der Orientalistik in the 
volume dedicated to Semitic linguistics has sections on the Semitic language 
type (Spuler r964b), the expansion of the Semitic languages (Spuler r 964c) and 
the history of Semitic linguistics (Fiick 1964) .  These sections are useful as a 
historical introduction, but must be regarded as outdated. A controversial but 
highly stimulating view on the relations between the Semitic languages and the 
value of the comparative paradigm is found in Garbini ( r 984). 
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About the problems connected with the genealogical classification of the 
Semitic languages, see von Soden ( 1 960), Dierri ( 1 98ob) and Hetzron ( 1 974, 
1 976) .  On the typology of the Semitic languages, see Ullendorff ( 1 9 5 8 ). Analysis 
of individual problems connected with the comparison of the Semitic languages 
is in the following: root structure, Petracek ( 1 982); internal (broken) plurals, 
Corriente ( 1 97 1 a); declensional system, Rabin ( 1 969). 

For an introduction to Afro-Asiatic linguistics, see Diakonoff ( 1 965 ). A sur­
vey of the state of the art in Afro-Asiatic linguistics is in Petracek ( 1 984). 
Garbini ( 1 974) deals with the position of Semitic within the Afro-Asiatic lan­
guages: An etymological dictionary of Afro-Asiatic common roots was pro­
duced by Orel and Stolbova ( 1 994). 

Because of the highly hypothetical status of recent research in Prato­
Nostratic, it is difficult to cite any relevant literature; Barnhard ( 1 984) has intro­
ductory chapters on the aims and scope of Prato-Nostratic comparisons. 

With regard to the position of Arabic within the group of the Semitic 
languages, see Petracek ( 1 9 8 1 ), Diem ( 1 98ob) and Zaborski ( 1 99 1 ) . Of special 
interest are the discussions about the Central Semitic group in Hetzron ( 1 974, 
1 976 )  and Voigt ( 1 987) .  Arguments against the special relationship between 
Arabic and North-west Semitic are given by Huehnergard ( 1 99 1 ); Knauf ( 1 988)  
argues that Arabic is more related to Aramaic than to Canaanite. Discussion 
with the emphasis on the parallels between Arabic and North-west Semitic is in 
Garbini ( 1 984: 97-1 1 2 ). 

A classic account of the Arabic phonemic inventory in the light of compara­
tive Semitic linguistics is found in Cantineau ( 1 960). 



3 
The Earliest Stages of Arabic 

3 .  I THE ARABS 

We do not know when the first nomads came to the Arabian peninsula, and we 
certainly do not know which language they spoke. It is usually assumed that the 
settlement of the peninsula took place in the second millennium BCE. In the 
South, advanced civilisations were established in the period between the 
thirteenth and the tenth centuries BCE. The languages used in the inscriptions of 
these civilisations are related to Arabic, but they did not partake in some of the 
innovations exhibited by Arabic (cf. above, p. 17 ) .  The script of the South 
Arabian civilisations is related to some of the North Semitic scripts, such as 
Phoenician, and was probably imported from the Syro-Palestine region to the 
south. It is from the South Arabian script that the later North Arabian scripts 
are derived. The language of the South Arabian inscriptions is usually called Old 
(or Epigraphic) South Arabian and is divided into several dialects or languages, 
the most important of which are Sabaean, Minaean and Qatabanian. These lan­
guages must have died out soon after the Islamic conquests. The present-day 
Modem South Arabian languages such as Soqotri and Mehri, that are still spo­
ken in a few linguistic pockets in South Arabia, are related to Epigraphic South 
Arabian, but do not derive from it directly (cf. below p. 94) .  

The inhabitants of the South Arabian empires did not call themselves 
'Arabs'. Towards the end of the second century BCE, some of the South Arabian 
inscriptions mention nomads called 'rb (plural "rb), who are contrasted with 
the sedentary population of the south. The earliest attested use of this name 
stems, however, from a different region: in a cuneiform inscription dating from 
8 5 3  BCE, the Assyrian king Salmanassar ill mentions as one of his adversaries 
Gindibu &om the land of Arbi or Arbiiya. The name 'Arabs' as a people's name 
is used somewhat later, for the first time by Tiglatpilesar ill (745-727 BeE), and 
then more frequently by his successors, under the form Arabu, Aribi. For the 
Assyrians and the Babylonians, this term covered all kinds of nomadic tribes, 
some of them undoubtedly Aramaic-speaking. Probably, it served as a collective 
name for all people coming from the desert who invaded the lands of the urban 
civilisations and who were alternately fought by the Assyrians or enlisted by 
them as allies against other enemies. In 7 I 5 BCE, Sargon II attempted to end the 
opposition from the nomads by settling some tribes in the neighbourhood of 
Samaria; their names are mentioned in the sources as Tamudi, Ibadidi, 
Marsimani and Hayapa. Reliefs in the palace of King Assurbanipal in Niniveh 
show Arab camel-riders being fought and subdued by the Assyrians. The name 
'Arabs' is also attested in the Hebrew Bible, for instance in Jeremiah 25 :24 (end 
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of the seventh century BCE), where mention is made of all the kings of the 'Arab 
and of the 'Ereb that live in the desert. 

The etymology of the name 'Arabs' is unknown. In the Mari inscriptions, 
mention is made of the Hapiru, and according to some scholars these people are 
identical with the Aribi; their name may be connected with the Sumerian word 
gab-bir 'desert'. According to another theory, the name 'Arabs' is related to the 
root '-b-r in the sense of 'to cross (the desert)', from which the name of the 
Hebrews is also derived. Since we do not know which language was spoken by 
the various tribes indicated with the name Aribi and similar names, these early 
mentions of Arabs do not tell us much about their linguistic prehistory. 

The emergence of the Arabs in history is closely connected with the use of 
the camel. The above-mentioned Gindibu had r ,ooo camels at his disposal, and 
the reliefs show nomads attacking on camels. According to a recent study of the 
development of camel-breeding, the first domestication of this animal took 
place in the south of the Arabian peninsula, and from there it became known 
around r 2oo BCE in the north through the incense trade. It may be noted that this 
is around the time that, according to some scholars, Semitic-speaking groups 
from the fringes of the Syrian desert detached themselves from the sedentary 
civilisation and took off into the desert. According to Garbini ( r 984), the lan­
guage which we call Arabic was developed in this process of nomadisation or 
bedouinisation (cf. above, Chapter 2, p. r r ) .  

When the nomads in the Syrian desert invented a new kind of saddle which 
enabled them to ride the hump of their camels, their range of movement be­
came much larger, they could have herds and, most importantly, they could 
take over the control of the caravans from the south. This innovation must 
have taken place in the last centuries BCE, and it marks the beginning of the 
period of real bedouinisation. The new fashion of riding also enabled the 
nomads to maintain regular contacts with the urban civilisations in Syria and 
Iraq. A further refinement was reached in the second and third centuries CE with 
the invention of the saddle-bow, which led to the development of a society of 
rider-warriors, represented by the type of Bedouin tribes which we know from 
the period directly before Islam. 

When the land route for the trade between South Arabia and the Fertile 
Crescent became more important than the sea route, the nomads' role in this 
trade became a factor to be reckoned with. All along the main route, settle­
ments had been established by the South Arabians; but, when the power of the 
South Arabian civilisation waned, the nomadic tribes stepped in and began to 
control the flow of commerce themselves. The first stage of this new develop­
ment was dominated by the caravan cities of Petra and Palmyra. The Nabataean 
kingdom of Petra was conquered by the Roman emperor Trajan in ro6 CE. After 
the destruction of Petra, the Palmyrans of the oasis of Tadmiir 200 km to the 
north-west of Damascus took over. 

The conquest of Palmyra by the emperor Aurelian in 272 CE marked the end 
of the great caravan oases. After the third century, the competition of the three 
powers of Byzantium, Persia and I:Iimyar, the last of the South Arabian empires, 
dominated the course of events. Each of these powers had its own ally among 
the Arab nomads: the Banu Lahm supported the Persians, the Banu Cassan the 
Byzantines, and the kingdom of Kinda was in the service of the I:Iimyarites. In 
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Map 3 . 1  North Arabia and the Fertile Crescent before Islam (after Robin 1 992: 1 2, 36 )  

the fifth and sixth centuries, however, the political scene changed considerably, 
first after the fall of the l:limyaritic kingdom in 5 2 5  CE following an Ethiopian 
invasion, and then after the constant fighting between Persia and Byzantium, 
which weakened both. With the waning of the power of their patrons, the Arab 
allies lost their power too. This furthered the emergence of commercial centres 
inland, in the first place Mecca, which had already become a cultural and reli­
gious centre for the nomadic tribes and now saw its chance of dominating the 
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caravan trade. The Banii Qurays, the dominant tribe of Mecca, became one of 
the most powerful tribes in the peninsula, and to some extent one could say that 
thanks to the mission of one of its members, the Prophet Muhammad, it never 
lost this position throughout the entire history of the Islamic empire. 

3 . 2  EARLY NORTH ARABIC 

For die earliest elements of the Arabic language, we have to tum to inscriptions 
in other languages. In the South Arabian inscriptions, we find a few proper 
names of a non-South Arabian type (e.g. zyd = zayd, 'slm = 'aslam, or with the 
South Arabian mimation ending slymm = sulaymum, 'bydm = 'ubaydum, 
sometimes even with the Arabic article: 'lh.rt. = al-l;J.iirit.; cf. GAP I, 27 ) .  These 
may refer to North Arabian nomads, whom the South Arabian empires used to 
protect the caravans along the incense road through the Arabian desert. Of more 
interest from the linguistic point of view are four groups of inscriptions, first 
discovered in the nineteenth century and written in a language that seems to be 
an early stage of the later Arabic language. These inscriptions use scripts 
derived from Epigraphic South Arabian. The language in which they are written 
has sometimes been called Proto-Arabic or Early Arabic, but will be referred to 
here as Early North Arabic, in order to distinguish it from the language of the 
Arabic inscriptions (Proto-Arabic; see below) and the language of the early 
Islamic papyri (Early Arabic). Since most of the inscriptions are fragmentary and 
the vast majority of them contain nothing but proper names, the exact identifi­
cation of the language involved is difficult. At any rate, the language of these 
inscriptions is closely related to what we know as Classical Arabic. The four 
groups of inscriptions are the following: 

Thamiidic 

The Qur'iin mentions the people of Iamiid as an example of an earlier com­
munity that perished because it did not accept the message of its prophet, in this 
case the prophet Salib (e.g. Q 7/73££. ) .  In modem times, the name Thamiidic 
occurs in a number of historical contexts as well. We have seen above that the 
Tamudi were mentioned in one of the inscriptions of the Assyrian king Sargon 
II, who settled them near Samaria ( 7 1  5 BCE ) . The name Thamiidic has been given 
to the tens of thousands of mostly short inscriptions in a script derived from the 
South Arabian script that have been discovered in a string of oases in West and 
Central North Arabia, along the caravan route to the south, as far as North 
Yemen. The inscriptions date from the sixth century BCE to the fourth century 
CE; most of them were found in Diimat al-Gandal and al-I:Iigr. One isolated 
group stems from the oasis of Tayma'. Most of the inscriptions are rather short, 
containing almost exclusively proper names of the type 'A, son of B'. They do 
not tell us much about the structure of the language; it is not even clear whether 
they all belong to the same language. But in any case they all belong to the 
North Arabic group, characterised by the definite article h- (e.g. h-gml 'the/this 
camel' ) .  
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Libyanitic 

The earliest examples of these inscriptions, likewise in a South Arabian type of 
script, probably date from the second half of the first millennium BCE, from the 
oasis of Didan, modem al-'Ula, 300 km north-west of Medina, on the incense 
route from Yemen to Syria. Originally, this oasis was a Minaean colony, but 
later it became a protectorate of Ptolemaic Egypt until the second half of the 
first century BCE. Sometimes a distinction is made between Dedanitic and 
Libyanitic inscriptions on the basis of the royal titles that are used. The oldest 
are the Dedanitic, which refer to the kings of Didan (m1k ddn). The majority of 
the more than soo inscriptions from the oasis refer to the kings of Libyan; they 
belong to the period between the fourth and first centuries BCE. 

Some of the inscriptions consist only of personal names, often preceded by 
1-, possibly indicating the author of the inscription, or more likely the person for 
whom the inscription was made. There are, however, also larger texts (votive 
inscriptions, building inscriptions etc. ) .  The language of the inscriptions 
belongs to the North Arabic group, with an article h- or hn- (e.g. h-gb1 hn-"1y 'the 
highest mountain' and h-gb1 hn-'sf1 'the lowest mountain'; Robin 1992: u 8). 

Safa'itic 

The Safa'itic inscriptions, also written in a South Arabian type of script, 
received their name from the Safa' area, south-east of Damascus. In this area 
and neighbouring regions, as far as the northern parts of Saudi Arabia, more than 
r s,ooo inscriptions have been found. They date from the first century BCE to the 
third century CE and mostly contain only proper names, almost always preceded 
by the preposition 1-. A number of somewhat larger inscriptions refer to Bedouin 
camp sites, and to mourning for the dead. In some inscriptions, reference is 
made to political events in the area with the word snt 'in the year that'. In this 
word, we also see the spelling of the feminine ending, -t; only in female proper 
names is the pausal ending -h sometimes used. Unlike the later Arabic script, 
this script does not indicate the long vowels; thus, dr stands for diir 'camp site'. 
The diphthongs are very often not written either, so that mt usually stands for 
mwt 'death', and bt for byt 'tent'. Possibly, this vacillation in spelling repre­
sents a development in the pronunciation of the diphthongs, ay > e, aw > o. The 
article is h-, possibly originally hn- with gemination of certain following conso­
nants because of assimilation of the n-. 

In Safa'itic, the sound plural ends in -n, which may stand for -iin and -In, since 
the script does not have a special spelling for the long vowels. Thus, we have for 
instance h-411n, i.e., ha4-4iililiin/In 'those who err' (cf. Arabic a4-4iilliin/In, 
with contraction of the two identical consonants). The causative stem is formed 
with '-, as in the verb 'srq, imperfect ysrq 'to go east' (cf. Arabic 'asraqaf 
yusriqu). There seem to be some lexical similarities with the North-west 
Semitic languages, such as in the word mdbr 'desert' (cf. Hebrew mid.biir). 



28 THE ARABIC LANGUAGE 

I:Ia�a'itic 

To this group belong some forty inscriptions, most of which have been found in 
the Saudi Arabian province of al-I:Ia�a.· on the Gulf, probably dating from the 
period between the fifth and the second centuries BCE. They are written in a 
script that is almost identical with the South Arabian script. The inscriptions 
are very short and do not tell us much about the structure of the language, but 
it is clear that the article in these inscriptions, too, is hn- in proper names like 
hn-'1t, the name of the goddess 'Ilat. 

If we take only the article as a discriminatory feature, all the inscriptions 
mentioned here belong to a h(n)- group, contrasting with the Classical Arabic '1-. 
Contrary to the situation in the South Arabian languages, which have a 
postposed article -n or -hn, the article in North Arabic is preposed, as in Arabic. 
With Arabic, the language of the inscriptions also shares the reduction of the 
sibilants to two (s, s), whereas South Arabian has three sibilants (s, s and a 
lateralised s). On the other hand, they usually have a causative prefix h- (South 
Arabian s-/h-; Arabic '- ) .  The pronominal suffix of the third person is formed 
with -h- ( South Arabian -s-, except Sabaean -h-; Arabic -h-) . These are probably 
not the only traits that distinguish these languages from Arabic and South 
Arabian, but at the present stage of research no further conclusions can be 
drawn. 

3 .  3 N ABA T AEAN AND P ALMYRAN 

The inscriptions mentioned in the preceding paragraph were distinguished by 
their use of the article h(n}-. For the earliest testimonies of a type of Arabic that 
has the article a1-, we must turn to two other groups of inscriptions, Nabataean 
and Palmyran. Both of them are written in Aramaic, but they originated in an 
environment in which Arabic was the spoken language. In these inscriptions 
we find many traces of this spoken Arabic, which as far as we can ascertain is 
closely related to our Classical Arabic. 

Nabataean 

The Nabataean inscriptions stem from the Nabataean kingdom, with the capi­
tal Petra, which flourished until 106 CE. The inscriptions date from the first 
century BCE to the first century CE; the youngest is from 3 5 5/3 5 6  CE. Although 
the texts are in a form of Aramaic script and language, the inhabitants of the 
Nabataean kingdom must have spoken a colloquial language that was related to 
later Classical Arabic, as we can see in the form of most proper names and in 
numerous loanwords. The article in these names and loanwords is '1-, although 
sometimes it is replaced by Aramaic -ti, e.g. '1'bd (a1-'abd), alongside 'bd' 
( 'abdti). Most proper names end in -w, e.g. yzydw (yazid), brtw (btirit with t for 
Classical Arabic .t). In theophoric names, one sometimes finds -y as an ending, 
e.g. 'bd'lhy ( 'abdalltihi) .  The endings -w and -y are usually regarded as case 
endings for the nominative and the genitive. They only occur in proper names 
and are sometimes omitted. In general, there are many inconsistencies in their 
use (e.g. mlk nbtw 'the king of the N abataeans', srkt tmwdw 'the community of 
the Thamud', where one would have expected a genitive ending). This pattern 
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of use has led to the conclusion that the endings are merely orthographic. In one 
Classical Arabic proper name, the ending -w is still found as an orthographic 
device, 'mrw ( 'amr), to distinguish it from the homographic 'mr ( 'umar). In the 
discussion about the alleged loss of case endings in pre-Islamic Arabic dialects, 
the testimony of the Nabataean inscriptions has become a crucial element (cf. 
below, Chapter 4) .  According to some scholars, the Arabic substratum in these 
inscriptions belongs to the periphery of the pre-Islamic Arabic-speaking world, 
in which the language had undergone various changes due to the contact with 
other languages. 

Palmyran 

The group of Palmyran inscriptions stems from the oasis of Tadmur (Palmyra), 
which was destroyed in 273  CE by the Romans. This oasis must have been an 
Arab settlement, and at one time even the ruling dynasty was of Arab stock. 
Most of the inscriptions date from the second and third centuries cE, but much 
earlier inscriptions have also been found. Like the Nabataean inscriptions, the 
inscriptions from Palmyra are written in the lingua franca of this region, 
Aramaic, in a variety of the Aramaic script. For the history of Arabic they are of 
less importance, since they do not contain many Arabic words, and most of 
them are proper names. Sometimes these are spelled with the same ending -was 
in the Nabataean inscriptions. 

The testimony of both the inscriptions from Petra and those of Palmyra with 
regard to the history of Arabic is indirect, since in both areas Arabic was the 
colloquial language, whereas the language of prestige and written communi­
cation was Aramaic. Consequently, the Arabic elements in the inscriptions 
remain confined to proper names or loanwords, with occasional interference 
from the colloquial language in the written language. The information which 
we can glean from the inscriptions is limited, but we can deduce from them a 
set of orthographic principles that determined the spelling of Arabic names. 
According to Diem's ( 1 973a)  analysis of the material, these principles formed 
the basis for the orthographic conventions of the earliest Arabic script. 

The influence of the Aramaic script is obvious first of all in the arrangement 
of the Classical Arabic alphabet, in which pairs of letters are distinguished by a 
diacritic dot or dots. These pairs go back to the writing system of the 
Nabataean/Palmyrene inscriptions. Since the Aramaic script did not cover the 
entire phonemic inventory of Arabic, several letters had to do double duty. 
Thus, for instance, Aramaic dalet transcribed both d and 4 'a yin transcribed 
both ' and g, and tet transcribed both d and f. This principle does not mean that 
the phonemes in question had merged in the colloquial Arabic of the period, but 
simply that they were not distinguished in the Nabataean script. In the case of 
the two phonemes 4 and d, which soon after the Islamic conquests must have 
merged in colloquial speech, the inscriptions show different reflexes, d being 
transcribed by tet and 4 by sade, just like s. In the writing system of Classical 
Arabic, the effect of this distribution is still visible, since the letters tii' / d.ii' and 
siid/4iid form pairs that are distinguished by a diacritic dot. Apparently, d was 
perceived as the interdental counterpart of t, whereas 4 represented a different 
category (cf. above, p. 2 1 ) . 
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The most important convention that was borrowed from the Aramaic spell­
ing of Arabic proper names concerns the spelling of the long vowels. Long a is 
spelled defectively within the word, and at the end of the word sometimes with 
y and sometimes with '. This distinction was probably meant as a device to 
indicate the morphological structure of a word: 'ala, for instance, is spelled with 
y, because with suffixes it becomes 'alay-ka. This device was taken over by the 
Arabic writing system, hence the large number of words in which final -a is 
spelled with ya'. The defective spelling of a within the word is still found in 
many words in the manuscripts of the Qur' an, e.g. sulayman, had.a, allah; later 
this detective spelling was indicated with the so-called perpendicular ' alif above 
the word. In one group of words, a within the word is spelled in the Nabataean 
inscriptions with w, e.g. the word slwh 'prayer', probably because in Aramaic 
the long a in these words had developed to o (Aramaic slot,a). This is the origin 
of the Qur'anic spelling of salah, zakah, etc. with w. 

We have mentioned above the Nabatean principle of spelling proper names 
with -w or -y at the end. In Classical Arabic, this convention is still used in the 
proper name, 'amr, usually spelled as 'mrw. The situation in the Nabataean 
inscriptions is as follows (cf. Diem 1981 :  3 36 ) :  masculine singular proper names 
very often end in -w, i.e., -ii, when they are isolated, e.g. zydw (Zayd), klbw 
(Kalb), 'mrw ('Arnr). In compound names, the second member has either -y or -w, 
e.g. 'bdmlkw ( 'Abd Malik or 'Abd Malik), 'bd'mrw ( 'Abd 'Amr), but 'bd'lhy 
( 'Abd Allah), whb'lhy (Wahb Allah) .  These endings occur independently from 
the syntactic context and are apparently quoted in their isolated form, which is 
not surprising since these Arabic names are intrusive elements in Aramaic, 
which has no case endings. 

The most likely explanation for the compound names ending in -w is that 
these are treated as single units following the same convention as the single 
names by ending in -w. If they are indeed names quoted in their isolated form, 
this means that the endings -w, -y could be regarded as the pausal forms of the 
names. In Classical Arabic, the pausal form of a name such as 'amrun would be 
'amr, except in the accusative singular which has 'amran -+ 'amra. But the 
Nabataean evidence suggests that in this earlier period Arabic had pausal end­
ings 'amrii, 'amri, 'amra, of which only the third remained in Classical Arabic. 
Feminine names are usually spelled with the ending -t, sometimes with -h; if 
this, too, is a pausal ending, it could indicate a change in the pausal form of the 
feminine nouns, which in Classical Arabic has become -ah. 

3 · 4 THE BEGINNINGS OF ARABIC 

Thus far, we have looked at texts in languages related to Arabic (the North 
Arabic inscriptions) and texts in other languages, but with interference from 
spoken Arabic (the Nabataean and Palmyran inscriptions) .  The value of the 
latter group for the history of Arabic is limited, since they are not written in 
Arabic but in the official language of that period, Aramaic. It is only because 
they were written in an environment in which Arabic was the colloquial 
language of most people that they can tell us something about this spoken 
language. The same limitation applies to Arabic proper names and loanwords in 
South Arabian texts. 
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Some early inscriptions in these scripts, however, are written in a language 
that contains so many Arabic features that one could perhaps regard them as 
early forms of Arabic. In South Arabia, a group of inscriptions from Qaryat al­
Fa'w (280 km north of Nagran), in Sabaean script, contains a language that is 
closely related to Arabic; they are collectively known as Qal:ttanic (also called 
pseudo-Sabaean). The longest of these inscriptions is the tombstone of 'Igl (first 
century BeE ) . Here we find the 'Arabic' article, even with assimilation to some 
consonants as in Arabic: w-1-'rQ. (wa-1-'arQ. 'and the earth') as against '-smy (as­
samii' 'the heaven') .  According to some scholars, there are a few inscriptions in 
Lihyanitic script that have an article in the form '1- and must, therefore, be 
regarded as Arabic, e.g. an inscription from al-Hurayba. Likewise, a few isolated 
inscriptions in Nabataean script have been assigned to Arabic by some scholars: 
two short inscriptions from 'Umm al-Gimal (± 2 so cE ) and from al-I:Iigr (267 cE). 
They contain some instances of common nouns spelled with the ending -il, e.g. 
'lqbrw (al-qabrii) 'the grave', qbrw (qabril) 'a grave'. 

The most famous Arabic inscription in another script is undoubtedly that 
from an-Namara ( uo km south-east of Damascus, dating from 328 cE and dis­
covered in 1901 ) .  There is a general consensus that this relatively long text in 
Nabataean script was written in a language that is essentially identical with the 
Classical Arabic which we know. The inscription was made in honour of 
Mr'lqys br 'mrw, i.e. Mar'ulqays bar 'Amlii (with Aramaic bar for Arabic ibn) .  
The text of the inscription, tentative vocalisation and translation are given here 
according to the most recent version of Bellamy ( 1 985 ) :  

r .  ty nfs mr 'lqys br 'mrw mlk 'l'rb [w}lqbh d.w 'sd w[m}d.hg 
2 .  wmlk 'l'sdyn wbhrw wmlwkhm whrb m<d.>hgw 'kdy wg' 
3 .  yzgh fy rtg ngrn mdynt smr wmlk m' dw wnbl bnbh 
4· 'lS'wb wwklhm frsw lrwm flm yblg mlk mblgh 
5 .  'kdy hlk snt 200 + 20 + 3 ywm 7 bkslwl yls' d d.w wlwh 

r. TI nafsu Mri'i 1-Qaysi bar 'Amrin maliki 1-'Arabi wa-laqabuhu Dil 
'Asadin wa-Mad.higin 

2. wa-malaka 1-'Asadiyina wa-buhiril wa-mulukahum wa-harraba 
Mad.higw 'akkad.a wa-ga'a 

3 · yazugguh(a) fi rutugi Nagrana madinati Sammara wa-malaka 
Ma' addw wa-nabala bi-nabahi 

4· 1-su'iibi wa-wakkalahu'm fa-ra'asil li-Rilma fa-lam yablag malikun 
mablagahu 

· 

5 · 'akkad.a halaka sanata 223 yawma 7 bi-kasliil ya la-sa'di d.u walawhu 

r .  This is the funerary monument of Imru'u 1-Qays, son of 'Amr, king of 
the Arabs; and ( ? )  his title of honour was Master of Asad and Ma.Qhij 

2 .  And he subdued the Asadis, and they were overwhelmed together with 
their kings, and he put to flight Ma<!i>hij thereafter, and came 

3 · driving them into the gates of Najran, the city of Shammar, and he sub­
dued Ma'add, and he dealt gently with the nobles 

4· of the tribes, and appointed them viceroys, and they became the 
phylarchs for the Romans. And no king has equalled his achievements. 

5 .  Thereafter he died in the year 22 3 on the 7th day of Kaslul. Oh the good 
fortune of those who were his friends! 
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Part of the interpretation of this text is clear, but some of the crucial passages 
are still controversial, in particular the phrase wa-laqabuhu in line I, which in 
the older literature was read kullihii, making Imr'u 1-Qays king of all the Arabs. 
Concerning the text of line 4, long debates have been dedicated to the part 
which Bellamy reads as fa-ra' asii: most older interpreters read here fiirisii in the 
sense of either ' cavalry' or 'Persians'. Whatever the interpretation of details, the 
text is written in recognisably Classical Arabic, with only a few singularities. 
The female demonstrative ti is not unknown in Classical poetry, and the rela­
tive d.u is reported by the grammarians as a pre-Islamic dialecticism (cf. below, 
p. 45 ). The word 'kdy ( 'akkad.ii? )  is not attested in Classical Arabic; it is trans­
lated as 'thereafter' or 'until then'. Lexically, we note the occurrence of the 
Nabataean loan nfs in the sense of 'funerary monument'. 

Rather more difficult to interpret is an even older text, dating from the first 
century CE and discovered in 1986 in 'En 'Avdat, which possibly represents the 
oldest example of a text in Arabic. The three lines in Arabic are part of an 
Aramaic inscription in Nabataean script to the God Obodas, erected by 
Garrn'alahi, son of Taym'alahi. Transliteration and translation are given here 
after Bellamy ( 1 990): 

I .  fyf'l l' fid' wl' 't.r' 
2 .  fkn hn' ybgn' 'lmwtw 1' 'bgh 
3 ·  fkn hn' 'rd grl)w l' yrdn' 

I .  fa-yafalu lii fidan wa-lii 'at.ara 
2 .  fa-kiina hunii yabginii 'al-mawtu lii 'abgiihii 
3 .  fa-kana hunii 'adiida gurl)un Iii yurdinii 

I.  For (Obodas) works without reward or favour 
2.  and he, when death tried to claim us, did not let it claim (us) 
3· for when a wound (of ours) festered, he did not let us perish. 

Almost no element of this interpretation is uncontested. It seems that in this 
text the common nouns '1-mwtw and grl)w contain the Nabataean -w, which 
was later to be used almost only in proper names (as in the an-Namara inscrip­
tion). But others deny this and connect the w with the next word. The element 
kn is interpreted as a verb kana, or as a conjunction 'if', or as a positive counter­
part to Classical 1iikin, i.e. kin 'thus'. There can be no doubt, however, that the 
inscription is in Arabic because of the use of the article '1-; and, pending further 
interpretation, the inscription stands as a fascinating testimony of the oldest 
form of Arabic. 

The most important conclusion to be drawn from the an-Namara inscription 
is that the ending -w is no longer used for common nouns, as in the inscriptions 
from 'Umm al-Gimal and al-I:Iigr, and not even in all proper names. This would 
seem to indicate that the pausal ending had become zero, as in Classical Arabic, 
except in the accusative in -ii; the spelling of the proper names would then be a 
relic of Nabataean/Aramaic spelling that was retained for some time for histori­
cal reasons and eventually disappeared in the orthographic system of Classical 
Arabic, except in the name 'amr. The pre-Islamic inscriptions do not provide 
any conclusive evidence for or against the existence of declensional endings in 
the Arabic of this period. They follow the conventions of Nabataean spelling, 
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among other things in the spelling of the accusative pausal ending. One way or 
the other, the inscriptions cannot answer the question of whether the dis­
tinction of case endings was reintroduced from some kind of poetic language 
(cf. Chapter 4) or had been retained. The only example that has been adduced of 
a dual ending, in the an-Namara inscription, '1'sdyn, is controversial: some in­
terpret it indeed as ma1aka 1-'asadayn 'he became king of the two tribes 'Asad', 
but others read a1-' asadiyina 'he became king of the 'Asadrs'. In both cases, the 
syntactic position requires an oblique case anyway, so that we cannot see 
whether the oblique case would have been used in the subject position as well, 
as in the new type of Arabic. 

With the an-Namara inscription and the 'En 'Avdat inscription, we have the 
first documents in unequivocal Arabic, but they are still written in a different 
script. There are, however, also a few pre-Islamic inscriptions in Arabic in a 
script that may be called Arabic. The following inscriptions are known: 

r. graffiti from Cabal Ramm, east of al-'Aqaba (middle of the fourth cen-
tury CE) . 

2. the trilingual inscription (Arabic/Syriac/Greek) from Zabad near 
Aleppo ( 5  1 2  cE) 

3 · the inscription from Cabal 'Usays, ± 1 00 km south-east of Damascus 
( 5 28  CE) 

4· the inscription from I:Iarran in the Northern I:Ioran ( 5 68 cE ) 
5 ·  the inscription from 'Umm al-Cimal in the Southern I:Ioran from the 

sixth century CE. 

The inscription from I:Iarran, for instance, reads (Robin 1 992: 1 17 )  'n' srb.y1 br 
t1mw bnyt d' '1mrtw1 snt 463 b'd mfsd hybr b'm, i.e., in Classical Arabic 'ana 
Sarab.Il bin �iilim banaytu d.ii 1-martii1a sanata 463 ba'da mafsadi Haybar bi­
'iimin 'I, Sarahrl, son of 2alim [or: Talmu], built this temple in the year 463 [i.e. 
5 68 cE] , one year after the destruction of Hay bar'. As these inscriptions are very 
short and their interpretation controversial, their interest is not so much 
linguistic as epigraphic, since they show us the early development of the later 
Arabic script. 

The Arabic sources, as long as they do not attribute the invention of the 
Arabic script to Adam or Ishmael, tell us that the script had been introduced 
from abroad, either from the South Arabian region by the tribe Cur hum, or from 
Mesopotamia. The latter theory was supported by the people in al-I:Irra, who 
claimed that there was some connection with the Syriac script (Ibn an-Nadrm, 
Filrrist 7-8 ) . As a matter of fact, the notation of the short vowels in Arabic 
script, as well as some other features, were probably borrowed from Syriac in 
the first century of Islam (cf. below, Chapter 4) .  In modem times, a theory of 
Syriac origin was proposed by Starcky ( 1 966) .  He pointed out that in Nabataean 
script the letters seem to be suspended from a line, whereas in both Syriac and 
Arabic script the letters appear to stand on a line. He therefore assumed that in 
al-I:Irra, the capital of the La.b.mid dynasty, a form of Syriac cursive script had 
developed into the Arabic alphabet (see Figure 3 . 1 ) . 

The theory of Syriac origin has now been abandoned by most scholars. It 
seems much more likely that the Arabic alphabet is derived from a type of 
cursive Nabataean. In the Aramaic script, from which Nabataean writing 
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ultimately derives, there are no ligatures between the letters. But in the cursive 
forms of the Nabataean script, most of the features that characterise the Arabic 
script already appear. Even before 200 CE, Nabataean ostraca from the Negev 
exhibit a cursive script with extensive use of connections, which in epigraphic 
Nabataean script were not developed until after 400 CE. It is conceivable, there­
fore, that the elaboration of an Arabic script for texts in Arabic took place as 
early as the second century cE. This would mean that the development of the 
Arabic script as it is used in the pre-Islamic inscriptions occurred largely 
independently from the later developments in Nabataean epigraphic script. The 
most important internal development in Arabic script is the systematic elabora­
tion of connections between the letters within the word, and the system of 
different forms of the letters according to their position within the word. 

With the inscriptions in (pre-)Arabic script, we are slowly approaching the 
pre-Islamic period proper, called in Arabic the Gahiliyya, the period in which 
the Bedouin did not yet know the revelation of the Qur'iin. This period will be 
dealt with in Chapter 4· The sum total of the evidence mentioned in this chap­
ter is not large. The number of inscriptions is considerable, but even within the 
lengthiest ones there is not enough material to enable us to trace the develop­
ment of the Arabic language in the period preceding the historical period. Still, 
the stage of the language that we find in the Iamudic, Lil:_lyanitic, Safa'itic and 
I:Ia$a'itic inscriptions, and the Arabic elements that emerge from the Aramaic 
inscriptions from Petra and Palmyra, give us at least some glimpse of this early 
development. At the very least, we know that before the earliest written 
testimonies there was some kind of development, and even though we do not 
know what the language of the Aribi and the inhabitants of Arbaya was, we 
know that for a long time nomads calling themselves by a name derived from 
the radicals 'rb inhabited the desert. We also know that at least from the first 
century CE onwards some of them used a language that was closely related to 
Classical Arabic. 

FURTHER READING 

The standard work on the early history of the Arabs is Altheim and Stiehl 
( 1 964-9); the history of the bedouinisation of the peninsula is dealt with in 
various articles by Dostal (e.g. 1 9 5 9) .  A fascinating study of the early develop­
ment of camel domestication and the history of settlement in the peninsula is 
Bulliet ( 1 990); on the role of the nomads in Ancient Near Eastern history, see 
Hafner ( 1 95 9 ); see also Klengel ( 1 972 )  with a section on the occurrence of the 
Arabs in cuneiform inscriptions ( 1 972: 88-103) .  On the origin of the name 
'Arabs', see Dossin ( 1 95 9 ); on ancient Bedouin society, see Henninger ( 1 9 5 9 ) .  
The standard work on the relations between the Arabs and Byzantium is Shahid 
( 1 984). 

A survey of the various groups of inscriptions mentioned here is given by W. 
Muller (I 982 ), with further literature. A general survey of the languages in pre­
Islamic Arabia is in Beeston ( 198 1 )  and Robin ( 1 992) .  For the individual groups 
of inscriptions, the following sources may be consulted: Thamudic: van den 
Branden ( 1 9 50); Lil:_lyanitic: publication of most of the inscriptions by Jaussen 
and Savignac ( 1 909, 1 9 14), new inscriptions in Stiehl ( 1 97 1 ); Safa'itic: Littmann 
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( I 943 ), and the sketch in W. Miiller ( I 982 ), from which the examples in this 
chapter were taken; I:Ia�a'itic: Jamme ( I967 ) .  

There is  an extensive literature on the Nabataean and Palmyran inscriptions. 
A grammatical description of Nabataean was given by Cantineau ( I 93o-2). On 
Palmyran, see Cantineau ( I  9 3 5 ). On the relevance of Nabataean orthography for 
the history of Arabic, see Diem ( I973a) .  

The pre-Islamic inscriptions are dealt with in Grohmann's ( I 97 I :  I S-I? )  
handbook of  palaeography, as  well as  in several monographs and articles, e.g. 
Bellamy ( I988 ); for a survey, see Diem ( I976 ); for the development of the script 
in these inscriptions and further bibliography, see Gruendler ( I 993 :  I 2-I4) .  

The most recent publication on the an-Namara inscription is Bellamy ( I 98 5 )  
with further references t o  older literature. For the inscription of 'En 'Avdat, see 
Negev ( I 986 ), Bellamy ( I990), Naja ( I 989, I 99 3 )  and Ambros ( I 994). 

The later development of the Arabic script is treated by Abbott ( I 939), 
Grohmann ( I 967, I 97 I )  and EndreB ( I 982) .  For the theory of Syriac origin, see 
Starcky ( I 966 )  and discussion of this theory in Sourdel-Thomine ( I 966) .  
Gruendler ( I 99 3 )  has detailed charts of the individual letters in both epigraphic 
and cursive Nabataean and Arabic and a number of tracings of the most impor­
tant inscriptions from the pre-Islamic and the early Islamic period. 



4 
Arabic in the 

Pre-Islamic Period 

4 · I THE LANGUAGE OF THE ARABS 

When the Qur' iin was revealed to the Prophet, it described itself as being 
'arabiyyun 'Arabic' and mubinun 'clear'. The two attributes are intimately con­
nected, as for instance in Q 43/2-3 'By the clear Book: We have made it an 
Arabic recitation in order that you may understand' (wa-1-kitiibi 1-mubini: 'innii 
ga'a1niihu qur'iinan 'arabiyyan 1a'allakum ta'qi1una). All later generations 
have believed that its text was the best example of the 'Arabiyya, the language 
of the Arabs; in fact, that its style and language could not be imitated because of 
its clarity and correctness ( 'i'gaz a1-Qur'iin) .  The Qur'iin does not use the word 
'Arab, only the adjective 'arabiyyun. The plural noun 'A'riib indicates the 
Bedouin tribes who lived in the desert and resisted the message of the Prophet, 
as for instance in Q 9/97 a1-'A'riibu 'asaddu kufran wa-nifiiqan 'the Bedouin are 
the worst in disbelief and hypocrisy'. In combination with the word lisiin, the 
adjective 'arabiyyun indicates a supra-tribal unity, a language that served as the 
binding factor for all those who lived in the Arabian peninsula, as opposed to the 
'Agam, the non-Arabs who lived outside it and spoke different languages. In pre­
Islamic poetry, the term 'Arab has this same sense of Arabs as an ethno-cultural 
group. 

In early Islamic terminology, a distinction was made between the 'Arab, the 
sedentary Arabs in cities such as Mecca and Medina, and the 'A'riib 'Bedouin' .  
The latter term carried a negative connotation because of its use in the Qur' iin. 
After the period of the conquests, however, the sedentary population began to 
regard the free-roaming Bedouin, whose language preserved the purity of pre­
Islamic times, as the ideal type of Arab, and the term ka1iim a1-'Arab 'language 
of the Arabs' came to denote the pure, unaffected language of the Bedouin. 

It would seem, therefore, that in pre-Islamic nomenclature there was a 
special term for the nomadic tribes, 'A'riib, whereas the term 'Arab indicated all 
inhabitants of the peninsula, nomads and sedentary population alike. The 
matter is complicated by another distinction made in the indigenous historio­
graphical tradition. It was thought that the peninsula had been inhabited from 
time immemorial by the 'lost Arabs' (a1-'Arab a1-bii'ida), i.e. those tribes that 
are mentioned in the Qur' iin as having been punished for their disbelief, for 
instance the tribes of 'Ad, Iamud and Gurhum. The later Arabs all descended 
from two ancestors, Qahtan and 'Adnan. Qahtan was related to the 'lost Arabs'; 
his descendants were identified as the Southern Arabs and they were regarded as 
the 'real Arabs' ( a1-'Arab a1-'iiriba) .  The descendants of 'Adnan were the 
Northern Arabs, who were said to have been arabised at a later period ( a1-'Arab 
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al-muta'arriba or al-musta'riba) .  In the post-Islamic tradition, the descent of 
the Northern Arabs was traced back through their ancestor 'Adnan to 'lsma'Il, 
the son of Abraham. Among the tribes descending from 'Adnan were Hugayl, 
Tamim, Qays, Rabi'a, and the Qurays of Mecca. Among the offspring of Qahtan 
were the inhabitants of the South Arabian states, who were said to have de­
scended from I:Iimyar, one of Qahtan's descendants. Some of the tribes in the 
northern part of the peninsula were of southern provenance, for instance the 
'Aws and Hazrag of Medina and the tribe Tayyi'. 

It is difficult to say to what degree this distinction between Southern and 
Northern Arabs goes back to any real memory of a difference between two 
groups, but it is clear that in the perception of the Prophet's contemporaries 
they were distinct groups, a distinction that continued to be felt strongly in 
Islamic times: e�n as far as Islamic Spain, enmity between representatives of 
the two groups under the names of Qays for the Northern and Kalb for the 
Southern group persisted. Linguistically speaking, however, the language of 
poets from both groups was accepted by the grammarians, and the poems of 
both groups were used indiscriminately as linguistic primary sources. 

A special case is that of the so-called I:Iimyaritic language, about which we 
have some information from al-Hamdani's (d. 3 34/946) description of the Ara­
bian peninsula (Gazira 1 34-6 ). Since for the Arabs I:Iimyar represented all 
things South Arabian, one might assume that the language called I:Iimyaritic 
was the continuation of the Old South Arabian language, but in actual fact it is 
not. From the features mentioned by al-Hamdani and others - e.g. the verbal 
ending -k- for the first and the second person, as in South Arabian, e.g. waladku 
'I bore', ra'ayku 'I saw', and the article am- - Rabin ( 1 9 5  1 :  42-5 3 )  speculates that 
I:Iimyaritic was the name that the Arabs gave to the language of those 'rb who 
are mentioned in the Old South Arabian sources and who had settled in this 
region. They were probably immigrants from the north, who spoke a North 
Arabic dialect, but whose speech was heavily influenced by the South Arabian 
language (cf. Chapter 3, p. 2 3 ) . As their speech was comprehensible to a speaker 
of Arabic, I:Iimyaritic cannot be identical with any of the South Arabian lan­
guages, which are characterised by al-Hamdani as being gutm 'incomprehensi­
ble'. It is possible that this language is also reflected in the inscriptions that are 
sometimes called 'pseudo-Sabaean' (cf. Chapter 3, p. 3 1 ) .  Some of the features 
mentioned as characteristic of the I:Iimyaritic language still survive in the mod­
em Yemenite dialects (cf. below, p. 1 50). 

Apart from the reports about the I:Iimyarites, the dialects of all tribes were 
subsumed under the label kalam al-'Arab, but the distinctions mentioned 
above created a difficulty for the later tradition. On the one hand, the idea of one 
language of the Arabs implies a basic linguistic unity in the peninsula. More­
over, the consensus of the Muslims has always been that the language of the 
Qur' tin was the language of the Prophet and his compatriots, in other words that 
their everyday speech was identical with the language of the Holy Book, which 
was the same as the language of the pre-Islamic poems. On the other hand, the 
grammarians set up a hierarchy of the speech of the various tribes. They held on 
to the tradition of the sons of Qahtan being the pure Arabs but at the same time 
believed that the language of the I:Iigaz, the region of Mecca, was superior to all 
other varieties. One way of reconciling both views was to assert that the Qurays 
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tribe of Mecca had taken over from all other dialects what was best in them. 
Thus, the hierarchy of Arabic dialects culminated in the language of the I:Iigaz, 
the region where the Prophet was born, and the language of the Qurays, the 
tribe in which he was born. 

This view implies that there were linguistic differences between the tribes, 
otherwise no hierarchy would be possible. Indeed, although the general opinion 
was that in the Giihiliyya Arabic ( al-'Arabiyya) was the language of all Arabs 
alike, the grammatical literature records regional differences between the 
tribes, the so-called lugiit. Our information about the linguistic situation in the 
Giihiliyya is largely derived from the Arabic literature on the dialectal differ­
ences in pre-Islamic Arabia. Some of these materials were collected in mono­
graphs, for instance on the lugiit in the Qur' iin, while other data are found in the 
lexica. For the grammarians, the dialectal variants, as long as they were attested 
in the Qur'iin or in poetry, or elicited from a trustworthy Bedouin informant, 
had to be accepted as correct Arabic. This did not mean, however, that anybody 
else was entitled to speak in this way, or that such dialectal variants could be 
used as productive items in the language. 

It is difficult to evaluate the testimonies about the geographical distribution 
of the dialectal differences. Their validity is hard to assess because the gram­
marians tried to make them fit their scheme. The language of the Southern 
Arabs - apart from the reports about I:Iimyaritic (see above, p. 38 ) - was usually 
indicated as luga 'ahl al-Yaman; one of its best-known features was the use of 
the definite article 'am-, still extant in modem Yemenite dialects. The data of 
the Northern Arabs tended to be systematised into two larger regions, roughly 
covering the western and the eastern parts of the peninsula: the language of the 
l:Iigaz, often synonymous with that of the Banu Qurays, or with the language of 
Mecca and Medina, on the one hand, and the language of the Tamrm, on the 
other. To a certain extent, this division coincides with that between sedentary 
Arabs in the pre-Islamic cities and Bedouin tribes in the desert regions. 

It seems that the differences between Classical Arabic as we know it and 
Eastern Arabic were smaller than those existing between Classical Arabic and 
the language of the I:Iigaz. This may partly explain the relative scarcity of data 
on Eastern Arabic, since the grammarians tended to concentrate on what devi­
ated from the later norm of Classical Arabic, and in this respect the Eastern 
Arabic variety had much less to offer than the l:Iigazr variety. Since the norm of 
Classical Arabic was to a large degree derived from the language of the Qur'iin 
and the pre-Islamic poems, the conclusion would seem to be that this language 
was more related to Eastern than to Western Arabic. In some respects, the lan­
guage of the l:Iigaz differed from the language that we find in the Qur' iin and in 
poetry, and this has led some scholars to assume that the origin of the Classical 
language, the language of pre-Islamic poetry, lay in the Central or Eastern part 
of the peninsula, possibly in the Nagd, where Western and Eastern dialects met. 
In this area, the kingdom of Kinda and the confederation of the Qays had created 
larger cultural and political entities, in which there was a fertile environment 
for the emergence and development of poetry. From here, the poetic language is 
assumed to have spread to other centres, in the first place to the court of al-I:Irra, 
the buffer state in the north between the Bedouin tribes and the Persian empire. 

This poetic language must then also have spread to the commercial centres 
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in the peninsula, such as Mecca and Medina. Because of its prestigious and 
supra-tribal character, it is not surprising that this was the language in which 
the Qur' iin was revealed in Mecca. The text of the Qur' iin, in particular its 
orthography, bears traces of an adaptation to the local pronunciation of the po­
etic language in the I:Iigaz. The most obvious adaptation is that of the spelling of 
the hamza, the glottal stop. All sources agree that the Eastern dialects knew a 
glottal stop, which was absent in the Western dialects, including the dialect of 
Mecca. In the text of the Qur' iin as we have it, the hamza is always spelled with 
a small sign resembling an 'ayn, which is usually carried by one of the semi­
consonants w, y or 'alif. The semi-consonants probably represent the pronun­
ciation of the word in the dialect of Mecca (cf. below).  

This example shows that the realisation of Arabic across the peninsula varied, 
and that the local realisation in Mecca differed from the language of the Qur' iin 
as we have it. This led the German scholar Karl Vollers to go one step further in 
his theory about the relationship between the text of the Qur' iin and the collo­
quial speech of Mecca. In his book Volkssprache und Schriftsprache im alten 
Arabien ( 'Vernacular and written language in Ancient Arabia', 1 906), Vollers 
claimed that under the surface of the official text of the Qur'iin there were 
traces of a different language, which were preserved in the literature on the vari­
ant readings of the text. He called this underlying language Volkssprache and 
identified it with the colloquial language of the Prophet and the Meccans. In his 
view, this colloquial language was the precursor of the modem Arabic dialects. 
The official text of the Qur' iin, however, was revealed in a language that was 
identical with the poetic language of the Nagd, called by Vollers Schriftsprache. 
The differences between the two 'languages' included the absence of the glottal 
stop in Meccan Arabic, as well as the elision of the indefinite ending -n 
(nunation) and the vocalic endings. Vollers concluded that there had been an 
original text of the revelation in the colloquial language of the Prophet; during 
the period of the conquests, this text was transformed into the language of poetry. 
The motive behind this transformation was, he asserted, the wish to raise the 
language of the Qur' iin to the level of that of the poems. Those who were 
responsible for the alleged translation were particularly strict in the matter of 
the hamza and the case endings, whereas they allowed some of the other fea­
tures, sometimes in the official text, and more often in the variants of the text. 

It is certainly true, as Vollers says, that the correct declension of the Qur'iin 
was a tapas in early Islamic literature. But in itself the attention that was given 
to this phenomenon in post-Islamic times does not tell us anything about the 
linguistic situation in the pre-Islamic period. It can easily be explained by later 
linguistic developments in the period of the conquests: many people in the con­
quered territories did not know Arabic very well and made mistakes when recit­
ing the Qur'iin. Therefore, those who cared about the correct transmission of 
the text were on their guard against mistakes in the use of declensional endings, 
and instructed people in the correct grammatical rules. 

In its extreme form, Vollers' theory has been abandoned nowadays and the 
concomitant presupposition of a large-scale conspiracy in early Islam concern­
ing the linguistic transformation of the text is no longer held by anyone. The 
delivery of a revelational document in a 'vulgar' variety of the language is hardly 
likely in itself. The existence of a poetic register of the language is undisputed, 
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and it is not very likely that for the revelation anything but this prestigious 
variety of the language would have been chosen. The traces of a transition from 
Eastern to Western Arabic can also be explained by the activities of the early 
copyists who were familiar with the Meccan way of speaking and had to devise 
a way to record the Eastern features such as the glottal stop in an orthographic 
system that had been invented for the Western way of speaking. 

In spite of this rejection of the 'translation theory', the main point of Vollers' 
theory, the distinction between a Volkssprache and a Schriftsprache, has re­
mained the leading principle for almost all subsequent attempts by Western 
Arabists to explain the development of the Arabic language. In modem terms, 
we could say that the central thought of these theories is that in pre-Islamic 
there was already diglossia, i.e. a linguistic situation in which the domains of 
speech are distributed between two varieties of the language (cf. below, Chapter 
12 ) .  In that case, the division would be approximately the same as it is nowadays 
in the Arabic-speaking world: a high variety as literary language and a low vari­
ety as colloquial language. In theories that take this view, the literary language 
is usually called 'poetic koine' (cf. below, p. 46) .  

In itself, it is not umeasonable to assume that there was an essential differ- 1 

ence between poetic or literary language and colloquial language. After all, such 
a situation is found in other oral cultures as well. The question, however, is 
whether or not such a situation obtained in pre-Islamic Mecca. Contrary to the 
Arab sources, the theory of a 'literary' language assumes that the case endings 
( 'i'rab) were absent in Bedouin everyday speech. In order to acquire a better idea 
of the Bedouin language, we shall first look at the data from the literature on the 
dialectal variants (lugat) of the Arab tribes. Then we shall discuss reports about 
the language of the Bedouin after the conquests. 

4 . 2  THE PRE- ISLAMIC DIALECTS 

Since our data are fragmentary, it is difficult to assess their value, let alone set 
up a dialect map of the pre-Islamic peninsula (see Map 4 .1  for the distribution of 
our information on the pre-Islamic dialects) . The following eight phonological 
features are frequently mentioned as major differences between the two groups 
of pre-Islamic dialects. 

First, in the Eastern dialects, final consonant clusters did not contain a 
vowel, . whereas in the Western dialects they had an anaptyctic vowel, e.g. 
(West/East) husunfhusn 'beauty', fah.id)fihd 'thigh', kalimafkilma 'word', 
'unuqf'unq 'neck'. This difference is probably connected with a difference in 
stress: it may be surmised that the Eastern dialects had a strong expiratory 
stress, hence the absence of a vowel. It is difficult to say which of the two vari­
ants is original; in Classical Arabic sometimes the one, sometimes the other, 
sometimes both variants have survived. 

Second, the Eastern dialects must have known some form of vowel harmony 
or assimilation, e.g. (West/East) ba'ii/bi'ii 'camel', minhum/minhim 'from 
them'. This feature, too, may be connected with the strong expiratory stress of 
the Eastern dialects, which encourages assimilation. The Classical language 
retained the assimilation in those cases where the suffix was preceded by an i, 
e.g. fihim 'in them' (where the I:Iigaz had fihum without assimilation). 
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Third, the long vowel a underwent 'imtila 'inclination', i.e. a fronted pronun­
ciation of the vowel towards [e], in the Eastern dialects, whereas the Western 
dialects were characterised by what the grammarians call tafh.im. Usually, this 
term indicates the centralised pronunciation of a vowel after a velarised conso­
nant, but here it probably indicates the pronunciation as a 'pure' a, or perhaps in 
some cases even as o, namely in those words which are indicated in Qur'anic 
spelling with a wtiw, e.g. $alat, zaktit, haytit, possibly also in other words, e.g. 
saltim. Sometimes we find in Nabataean inscriptions a long a spelled with w, 
which may reflect an Aramaic pronunciation with o (cf. above, p. 30). 

Fourth, the Western dialects may have known a phoneme e: according to the 
grammarians verbs such as b.afa 'to fear', $tira 'to become' were pronounced 
with 'imtila. But since the 'imtila was otherwise unknown in the I::Iigaz and 
moreover never occurs in the neighbourhood of a guttural, the grammarians' 
remark may refer to the existence of an independent phoneme e. It is unlikely 
that this e continues a Proto-Semitic e; perhaps it is an indication for a phonetic 
development of -ay- instead (cf. also above, on Safa'itic diphthongs, Chapter 3, 
p. 2J) .  

Fifth, the passive of the so-called hollow verbs with a medial w was formed 
differently in the East (qula ) and the West (qila ) .  Possibly, both forms are a 
development from an original /y/, which has disappeared from the phonemic 
inventory of all Arabic dialects but left some traces; the Classical passive of 
these verbs is qila . 

Sixth, the qtif was probably voiceless in the East, voiced in the West; the 
latter pronunciation became standard practice in early recitation manuals. We 
have seen above (Chapter 2, p. 2 1 )  that the Arabic phoneme q possibly evolved 
from a phoneme *k, which was neutral with regard to voicing; the Eastern and 
the Western dialects developed this phoneme in different ways. The Modem 
Standard Arabic pronunciation of Jq/ is voiceless, but in the modem Bedouin 
dialects it is still realised as a voiced /g/ (cf. below, p. 1 43 ) . 

Seventh, the most remarkable feature of the I:Iigazi dialect has already been 
mentioned above: the loss of the glottal stop (hamzaL which was retained in the 
Eastern dialects (cf. Map 4.2 for the distribution of this feature). In the Western 
dialects, the loss of the hamza was compensated sometimes by the lengthening 
of a preceding vowel (e.g. bi'r 'well' > bir, ra's 'head' > rtis, lu'lu' 'pearls' > luluL 
or it resulted in contraction of vowels (sa' ala 'to ask' > stila ) or a change into a 
corresponding glide (e.g. sa'irun 'walking' > stiyirun; yaqra'u 'he reads' > 
yaqrawu). Since I:Iigazi orthography did not have a glottal stop, the original 
spelling represented the I:Iigazi pronunciation of the words. The sign for hamza 
is a later addition (cf. below, p. 5 6 ). 

Eighth, in the I:Iigazi dialect, the prefix of the imperfect contained the vowel 
-a-; all other dialects formed this prefix with -i-, the so-called taltala, one of the 
pre-Islamic features that have been preserved in the contemporary dialects, 
which usually have -i-. Both vowels represent a generalisation, since more ar­
chaic forms of Semitic have a distribution of the prefix-vowels in which i is used 
for the third person singular masculine and the first person plural, and a for the 
first person singular, the second person, and the third person singular feminine 
(cf. Hetzron 1 976) .  In this case, Classical Arabic has 'followed' the Western pat­
tern, since all prefixes in Classical Arabic have -a-. 
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The preceding dialectal differences concerned phonetic or phonological 
differences between the dialects. There are some testimonies that refer to differ­
ences at a higher level of linguistic structure. For instance, there may be some 
evidence for the existence of an undeclined dual in I:Iigazr Arabic; the most 
famous example is the Qur'anic verse 20/63 'inna htidani la-sahirtini 'these two 
are sorcerers', in which the particle 'inna seems to be constructed with a nomi­
native instead of the Classical accusative. This verse caused the commentators 
a lot of trouble, and we know that in the earliest period of Arabic grammar some 
of them even suggested regarding this form as a copyists' error, which should be 
corrected, either by reading the accusative in the following noun, or by changing 
the particle to 'in (cf. below, 'in al-muh.affafa) .  

The particles 'in 'indeed' and 'an 'that' as  abbreviated forms of  'inna and 
'anna (the so-called 'in, 'an muh.affafa) with the following noun in the nomin­
ative seem to have been more current in the I:Iigaz than in the East. Some 
examples occur in the Qur'tin, e.g. Q 36/32 wa-'in kullun la-ma gamfun 
ladaynti muhcJ.ariina 'verily, all will be brought together before Us'. These 
forms may even be followed by an accusative, e.g. Q I I/I  I I wa-'in kullan la-ma 
yuwaffiyannahum rabbuka 'a'mtilahum 'verily, thy Lord will repay everyone 
their deeds'. Not surprisingly, the grammarians tried to correct such forms, 
either by changing the case ending of the following word, or by reading the full 
form 'inna. 

A well-known difference between I:Iigaz and Tamrm is the construction of 
mti as a nominal negator. According to the grammarians, mti could be construed 
in the same way as the verb lays a 'to be not', with an accusative in the predicate, 
e.g. mti huwa kabiian 'he is not big'. This use of the so-called mti higaziyya did 
not occur in the Eastern dialects. 

There are some indications that the negation 'in, which occurs not in­
frequently in the Qur' tin, e.g. Q I I / 5 I 'in 'agriya 'ill a 'ala lladi fa tar ani 'my 
reward is not due except from Him who created me', is characteristic of I:Iigazr 
speech. 

In some dialects, a relative di or du (the so-called du ra'iyya, i.e. of the tribe 
Tayyi' )  is attested; this relative does not occur in the Qur'tin, but it occurs in the 
an-Namara inscription (cf. above, p. 3 I ), and it is found in some pre-Islamic 
poems, e.g. in a line quoted in the [:Iamasa: li-hada 1-mar'i du gti'a sa'iyan 'to 
this man who has come to levy tax' (cf. Reckendorf I 92 I :  43 I ) . 

Apart from the possible, but unlikely, occurrence of an undeclined dual in 
one verse in the Qur'tin these points concern relatively minor differences. 
There is, however, one point that touches upon the core of Arabic syntax, the 
construction of verbal and nominal sentences. In Classical Arabic, when the 
verb precedes the agent in the so-called verbal sentence (cf. below, Chapter 6, p. 
So), there is no agreement in number between verb and agent. According to the 
grammarians, some dialects in the Gtihiliyya did allow agreement in this case. 
Some of the examples they give for this phenomenon - usually called the 
'akalii.ni 1-bartigi:t. 'the fleas have bitten me' syndrome - stem from I:Iigazr poets, 
and there are no Eastern examples. This is the only example of a syntactic fea­
ture ascribed to a pre-Islamic dialect that is also found in the modem dialects of 
Arabic, which do not exhibit the difference between verbal and nominal sen­
tences in the Classical sense of the term and always have agreement between 
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verb and agent. In the modem dialects, the canonical word order is subject­
verb-object rather than verb-subject-object as in the Classical language. It is, 
therefore, not clear whether this feature in I:Iigazi Arabic should be interpreted 
as the first step towards a later development. In the text of the Qur' an as we 
have it, this feature does not occur. 

The conclusion is that in most cases the language of the Qur' an reflects the 
Eastern usage whenever differences between Eastern and Western Arabic 
existed. As regards the pronunciation of the glottal stop in the early Islamic 
period, it was felt to be more prestigious and more fitting for the recitation of 
the Holy Book, although there seems to have been considerable opposition on 
the part of the early reciters to such a pronunciation, which they branded as 
affected. It is equally obvious, however, from the list of differences that the 
dialects were not very far apart from each other. Most of the features mentioned 
above concern phonetic or phonological phenomena. Apart from the 'akaliini 1-
baragi.t. syndrome, the sources mention a few syntactic differences, which we 
have not listed here, since their status is hard to determine. Some of these al­
most certainly represent later theorising on the part of the grammarians, for 
instance, in the case of the various exceptive constructions with 'illa, for which 
one dialect is said to have used the nominative and the other the accusative. 
There is one thing that transpires from such syntactic lugat: if there is any 
reality to them, both dialect groups must have used case endings. The evidence 
for an undeclined dual mentioned above is too meagre to warrant any other 
conclusion. In view of the central role of declension in the various theories 
about the linguistic situation in the pre-Islamic period, this absence of evidence 
for declensionless speech in the grammatical literature is crucial for our under­
standing of the historical development of Arabic. 

4·3 THEORIES ABOUT THE LANGUAGE OF THE GAHILIYYA 

For the Arabs, the dialects of all tribes belonged to what was basically one lan­
guage. In spite of the various lugat in the literature, they do not accept a major 
dichotomy between any 'literary' language and everyday speech. Western 
scholarship has always been sceptical of this conception of the development of 
Arabic. Although Vollers' theory with its distinction between a Volkssprache 
and a Schriftsprache in pre-Islamic Arabia has been abandoned, most contem­
porary Arabists still disagree with the Arabs' view on the fundamental unity of 
the three varieties of everyday speech, the language of the Qur'an and the lan­
guage of the poetry. In line with Vollers' argumentation, most linguists believe 
that in the Gahiliyya colloquial and 'literary' language already diverged. The 
colloquial varieties of the tribes are usually called in Western publications 'pre­
Islamic dialects'; the language of the Qur'an and the poetry is often designated 
'poetico-Qur'anic koine' or 'poetic koine' (in German publications Dichter­
sprache). 

The theory of the poetic koine emphasises the role of the poets, su'ara'. 
According to Zwettler ( 1 978 :  109), their name, which means 'those who have 
knowledge, who are aware', indicates that they were seen as the guardians of an 
arcane form of the language, and that they were the only ones who were still 
able to handle the complicated declensional endings. In this view, the case 
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system was beyond the reach of the ordinary speakers and could only be ac­
quired by professional poets and their transmitters (ruwat) after a long training. 

This view of the linguistic situation before Islam ties in with widely­
accepted ideas about the emergence of the new type of Arabic in the period of 
the Islamic conquests. Most linguists believe that the changes that took place in 
the transition from Old Arabic to New Arabic, among them the disappearance 
of the declensional endings, were the continuation of a process that had already 
begun in the pre-Islamic dialects. Since our information on these dialects is 
limited, we have to tum to other evidence in order to find out whether the later 
changes can be traced back to pre-Islamic times; in particular, whether the 
Bedouin used declensional endings in their colloquial speech. 

One source of additional evidence are the pre-Islamic inscriptions. Yet, we 
have seen above (Chapter 3 )  that in the pre-Islamic inscriptions no conclusive 
evidence can be found for or against the existence of declensional endings. In 
the inscriptions, no declensional endings are used, either because the language 
which they represent did not have such endings, or because this language distin­
guished between contextual forms with endings and pausal forms without 
endings, of which only the latter were used in writing. There is some evidence 
that the variety of Arabic that is reflected in the Nabataean inscriptions re­
tained fossilised endings in some words. Theophoric compound names very of­
ten end in -y ( 'bd'lhy), and the element 'abii. and ibnii. in compound names is 
almost always spelled with -w in all syntactic contexts. The usual conclusion is 
that in this variety of Arabic the declensional endings had been lost before the 
first century BCE. On the other hand, we should bear in mind that most of the 
inscriptions stem from a border area where Arabs had been in contact with 
other peoples for centuries; it may well be possible that the language reflected in 
these inscriptions underwent changes that were similar to those that affected 
the language of all Arabs after the conquests, in particular the loss of the case 
endings. Since the tribes in the North Arabian desert were in touch with an 
Aramaic-speaking sedentary population, a type of New Arabic may have 
become current in the small trade settlements of the North Arabian/Syrian 
desert long before Islam. This may be the type of Arabic that is called by later 
Arabic sources nabati. 

A second possibility is to tum to the orthography of the Qur'anic text. The 
language of the Qur' an has an operational declensional system, for example in 
the use of the masculine sound plural endings -ii.naf-ina correlating with the 
syntactic function of the word, and in the use of the moods of the verb (indica­
tive vs subjunctive/jussive). But the question still remains whether this state of 
affairs reflects the structure of the language of the I:Iigaz. As we have seen above, 
the orthography of the Qur' an reflects the adaptation of the I:Iigazi dialect to a 
different phonological system, for instance in the spelling of the hamza. For the 
case endings, there is no such evidence. The only thing that can be said with any 
certainty is that the Qur'anic orthography continues the orthographic conven­
tions of the Aramaic/Nabataean script, which were also used in the pre-Islamic 
Arabic inscriptions. This is clear in the entire system of the rendering of conso­
nants, but it also applies to the representation of endings. The most important 
principle is that in the consonantal skeleton text the word is always recorded in 
its isolated (pausal) form. This explains why the nunation is never written, 
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except in the case of the accusative -an which sounded in pause -a and was 
accordingly spelled with 'ali f. The original pausal forms of the nunated endings 
-un, -in, -an were probably -ii, -i, -a, as we have seen in the inscriptions and in 
the representation of Arabic names in the Nabataean inscriptions. The same 
principle also applies to the orthography of the singular feminine noun, with -at 
or -ah, where the variation in spelling in the Qur' an - sometimes with t and 
sometimes with h - reflects a change in the pausal ending of the feminine words 
that was already operative in the earlier period. In the later period, when vocali­
sation had been introduced in order to record both contextual and pausal end­
ings, the pausal -ah of the feminine noun was combined with the pronunciation 
-t- of the contextual forms in the orthographic device of the ta' marbiita, a letter 
h with the two dots of the letter t. 

Another aspect of the Qur'anic text mentioned in the discussion about the 
case endings is that of the rhyming conventions. In pre-Islamic poetry, a system 
prevails in which short final vowels -u, -i, -a are pronounced long and count as 
part of the rhyme. But in the Qur' an and sometimes in poetry, there is another 
system of rhyming, in which the final short vowels are dropped and only the 
rhyming consonant counts. According to Birkeland ( 1 940), this is a new devel­
opment, reflecting a tendency to drop the declensional endings. The only end­
ing that was spared apocopation is the pausal ending -an, pronounced -a. In the 
view of Birkeland and others, this ending for a long time resisted elision, not 
because it was a case ending, but because it had a special status (e.g. as an adver­
bial ending). In some modem Central Arabian dialects, vestiges of this tanwfn 
in the accusative still exist (cf. below, p. 149 ), and it must have existed in the 
I:Iigazi dialect, too, because the orthography of the Qur'anic text consistently 
notes the final ending -an with an 'alif while ignoring the other nunated endings 
-un/-in. The problem with the rhyming patterns, however, is that it is not clear 
to what degree pausal phenomena can be used as evidence for the disappearance 
of case endings. After all, nobody denies that in context both poetry and the 
Qur' an use case endings as well as modal endings consistently. 

The conclusion from pre-Islamic and Qur'anic orthographical practice is that 
neither can give a definitive answer to the question about the presence or 
absence of case endings. This means that the question of whether the I:Iigazi 
dialect belonged to the Old Arabic or to the New Arabic type cannot be resolved 
on this basis. Most Western scholars nevertheless continue to believe that the 
colloquial language of the Gahiliyya contrasted with the so-called 'poetic 
koine' (Dichtersprache). In this view, the process of change which the Arabic 
language underwent in the period of the conquests was so radical that some of 
the changes must have been latently present in the pre-Islamic period. One 
typical argument for this view points out that the functional load of the 
declensional endings in Classical Arabic was already low, so that these endings 
could disappear without the risk of ambiguity. This is the view advanced by 
Corriente ( 1 97 1b)  in a discussion with Blau, in which Corriente maintains that 
Old Arabic did not have the synthetic character often attributed to it. He con­
cedes that the daily speech of the Bedouin, perhaps even that of some city­
dwellers, contained declensional endings, but points out that this was of little 
importance since the functional yield was almost zero. In this view, the func­
tional yield of the declensional endings is determined by their indispensability. 
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In other words, if it can be shown that in many cases the declensional endings 
can be omitted without the sentence losing its meaning, this demonstrates that 
declension is just an 'idle tool' (Corriente 1 97 1b: 39 )  and that the morphs 
expressing the declension are redundant. 

In his response to this criticism of the traditionally-accepted synthetic 
character of Old Arabic, Blau ( 1 972-3 ) states that redundancy is a normal 
phenomenon in any language. The shift from synthetic to analytic devices in 
the language involves the introduction of a whole new set of morphs, for in­
stance, the introduction of a genitive exponent in New Arabic to denote a 
possessive relationship between words (cf. below, p. 1 07 ). There is no indication 
at all in any Old Arabic text that such a device was used. The use of the 
synthetic genitive in Old Arabic in the construct state is, of course, highly 
redundant because of the fact that the head noun of the construction loses its 
article, thereby marking the construction as a possessive one and rendering the 
genitive ending of the second member dispensable. Yet in Old Arabic this did 
not lead to the use of an analytic possessive device as in the modern dialects. 
Something else must, therefore, have happened in the shift from Old to New 
Arabic, and this new development had nothing to do with the functional yield 
of the declensional endings, although their redundance may have facilitated 
their disappearance. It is sometimes thought that synthetic declensional end­
ings are introduced in order to enable the speakers to utilise a free word order. 
But usually free word order is only a stylistic phenomenon. It is true that in Old 
Arabic some things were possible that would lead to ambiguity in New Arabic, 
for instance the fronting of a direct object, or the right dislocation of a co­
subject, as in the Qur'anic verse Q 9/3 'inna llaha bari'un min al-musrikina wa­
rasii.luhu (see below, p. so). But this flexibility in word order is a consequence of 
the presence of declensional endings rather than its cause. 

A similar reasoning ascribes the loss of the declensional endings to a 
phonetic phenomenon: since there was a tendency to elide word-final short 
vowels, so the argument goes, the declensional endings were dropped, at least in 
the singular. In this line of reasoning, the loss of the plural endings is then 
explained as a case of analogy. But a tendency to drop word-final short vowels, 
if it really existed, is part of an allegro style of discourse and belongs to the 
normal range of stylistic registers of a language. In a normal process of language 
acquisition, children learn the full range of styles and get acquainted with both 
the short and the long forms. By itself, a tendency to drop final vowels in fluent 
speech can never lead to their disappearance as case markers. Only when there 
is a break in the normal transmission process may we expect to find any corre­
lation between the coexistence of various stylistic registers and a change in the 
structure of the language. Discourse phenomena such as the slurring or drop­
ping of unstressed vowels may at best reinforce the development of innovations 
that find their origin somewhere else. 

From another angle, the phonetic explanation has been rejected because of 
the relative chronology. According to Diem ( 1991 ), in the modern Arabic 
dialects, forms with the pronominal suffix such as bint-ak, bint-ik 'your [mas­
culine/feminine] daughter' may be explained as cases of vowel harmony from 
older *hint-a-ka, *bint-i-ki. The vowel between noun and suffix is a generalised 
case ending which was selected on the basis of correspondence with the final 
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vowel of the suffix. Therefore, the case endings must already have become inop­
erative at a time when the short end vowels were still pronounced, otherwise a 
form such as bint-ak could not have arisen. Besides, the survival of fossilised 
case endings in some Bedouin dialects (cf. p. 1 49)  is inexplicable if one assumes 
that the short vowel endings disappeared before the collapse of the case system. 

The debate about the colloquial varieties in the Gahiliyya may be 
approached from yet another angle if we turn to the speech of the Bedouin in 
post-Islamic times. The Arab grammarians believe that the Bedouin spoke 'pure 
Arabic' (fa$fh.) and continued to do so after the conquests, at least for some time. 
In the words of Ibn Haldun (d. 7 5 7/1 3 5 6 ), the Bedouin spoke according to their 
linguistic intuition and did not need any grammarians to tell them how to use 
the declensional endings. He clearly thought that in the first centuries of Islam, 
before Bedouin speech had become affected and corrupted by sedentary speech, 
it still contained correct declensional endings. The force of this argument partly 
depends on the value which we attach to reports about Bedouin purity of 
speech. According to these reports, it was fashionable among caliphs and noble 
families to send their sons into the desert, not only to learn how to shoot and 
hunt, but also to practise speaking pure Arabic. Other reports come from pro­
fessional grammarians who stayed for some time with a Bedouin tribe and 
studied their speech because it was more correct (fa$fh.) than that of the towns 
and the cities. 

Of course, these reports may also be regarded as symptomatic of the generally 
nostalgic attitude towards the Bedouin past and the desert. Besides, the Bedouin 
could have preserved certain forms of poetry with a Classical type of 'i'rab, just 
as they do nowadays in Central Arabia, while using a form of New Arabic in 
their everyday speech. Since the grammarians were looking for traces of 
'Arabiyya and often used transmitters of poetry as informants, they got exactly 
what they were asking for, which was not necessarily the colloquial speech of 
the Bedouin tribes involved. If one takes this view, the linguistic purity of the 
Bedouin became a mere tapas, along with stories about their chivalry, manli­
ness and generosity. On the other hand, if we believe the reports by professional 
grammarians, we also have to believe that in the Gahiliyya Bedouin more or 
less spoke the same language as that of their poems, which in its turn was the 
language in which God revealed His last message to the world. 

In the literature about the linguistic situation in the Gahiliyya, much impor­
tance has been attached to reports about linguistic mistakes in early Islam. 
There is, indeed, a vast amount of anecdotes concerning the linguistic mistakes 
made by the mawalf, the non-Arabs who had converted to Islam. It is com­
monly believed that these anecdotes document a state of confusion and corrup­
tion of the Classical language. Yet such reports do not necessarily support the 
view that the system of declension had become redundant. If anything, the 
point in the anecdotes is precisely that the target language of the newly con­
verted, the language of the Arabs which they wished to imitate, still contained 
declensional endings. In the most frequently-quoted instances of such 
mistakes, a connection is suggested between faulty Arabic and the 'invention' 
of grammar by 'Abu l-'Aswad ad-Du'ali (d. 69/688?; cf. below, p. 5 6 ) .  

In one story, someone makes a mistake in the Qur'anic verse 9/3 'inna llaha 
barf'un min al-musrikma wa-rasiiluhu 'God keeps aloof from the polytheists, 
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and so does His Prophet' and recites 'inna lliiha bari'un min al-musrikina wa­
rasulihi with an incorrect genitive ending, thus uttering a blasphemous 'God 
keeps aloof from the polytheists and from His Prophet'. In another example, a 
recent convert is reported to have said tuwuffiya 'abiinii wa-taraka banuna 'our 
father [accusative] has died and left sons [nominative]' (Ibn al-'Anbari, Nuzha 6-
J) .  While the first example may have been fabricated, the second one clearly 
shows a tendency on the part of the non-Arab client to use hypercorrect endings 
(otherwise he would have said banina in the accusative as well). In both Ibn al­
'Anbari's and Ibn Haldun's account of the history of the Arabic language, a link 
is made between the corruption of speech and the beginnings of the grammati­
cal tradition (cf. below, Chapter y ) .  

The first written examples of wrong case endings stem from the first half of 
the first century of the Higra. In two Egyptian papyri that have been examined 
by Diem ( 1984)  dating from year 22 of the Higra, we find the proper name 'Abu 
QII in a genitive position and the hypercorrect expression ni$/u dinar an 'half a 
dinar'. Many more mistakes may be cited from later papyri (cf. below, p. n 8 ) .  
These papyri were written in a bilingual context, and, as the scribes may have 
been bilingual, such early mistakes cannot be taken as proof for the disappear­
ance of the case endings before the period of the conquests. On the contrary, the 
occurrence of hypercorrect forms suggests that the target language still con­
tained a case system. 

What, then, may we conclude about the presence or absence of diglossia in 
the pre-Islamic period? One point is certain: there are no traces of pseudo­
corrections in the poems preserved from the pre-Islamic period. Such forms are 
usually a corollary of a sharp divergence between a literary norm and a collo­
quial variety ( cf. below, p. I I 5 ), and their absence would seem to point to a more 
widespread usage of the case endings than the limited one advocated by the 
proponents of the 'poetic koine' .  One could, of course, object that any errors 
would have been weeded out by later collectors of poetry and copyists anyway. 
The general conclusion is that even when some of the changes which Arabic 
underwent in the post-Islamic period may have been present in pre-Islamic 
speech, the fundamental structural differences between the Old Arabic of the 
pre-Islamic period and the New Arabic represented by the contemporary 
dialects still need an explanation. The emergence of this new type of Arabic in 
the period of the conquests is characterised not only by the disappearance of the 
declensional system but also by a complex of other features (cf. the discussion 
in Chapter y ) .  

FURTHER READING 

The best introduction to the pre-Islamic dialects is still Rabin (I 9 5 I ), who gives 
several maps to show the distribution of certain phenomena in the Giihiliyya; 
also Kofler ( 1 94o-2), 'Anis ( 1 9 52 )  and al-Gindi ( 1 983 ); see also Rabin's article 
( 1 9 5 5 )  on the origin of Classical Arabic, and his article in EI(2) 'Arabiyya ( 1 960). 
On the difference between 'Arab/'A'riib, see Marbach ( 1 992); and on 
Sibawayhi's use of Bedouin informants, see Levin ( 1 994) .  On the genealogy of 
the Arabs and their provenance, see EI(2) ( 'Arab, I2J.azirat al-'Arab) and Dagorn 
( 1 98 1 ) . 
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The discussion about diglossia in the pre-Islamic period is a complicated one, 
and it is hardly possible to expect an impartial account, since most authors have 
taken a strong position in this debate. For a survey of the different points of 
view, see Zwettler ( 1 978 ) .  The controversy concerning the functional yield of 
the declensional endings in Old Arabic is found in Corriente ( 1 97 rb) and Blau 
( 1 972-3 ) .  Arguments against diglossia include Flick ( 1 9 50), Blau ( 1 977), 
Versteegh ( 1 984: r-r s )  and to a certain extent Noldeke ( 1 904). For arguments for 
diglossia, see Vollers ( 1 906 ), and also the arguments given by Wehr ( 1 9 52 )  and 
Spitaler ( 1 9 5 3 )  in their reviews of Flick ( 1 950); see also Diem ( 1 978, 1 99 1 )  and 
Corriente ( 1 97 rb, 1 97 5 ). The first occurrences of wrong case endings are dis­
cussed by Diem ( 1 984: 268-73 ) .  

The speech of the Bedouin in the Islamic empire and its relationship with the 
standard Classical language is dealt with by Fleisch ( 1 964); and cf. also below, 
Chapter 5 ,  p. 59 ·  

For the textual history of the Qur'iin, see Noldeke and Schwally ( r 9 6 r ) . The 
relevance of Qur'anic orthography, the pre-Islamic Arabic inscriptions and the 
Aramaic/Nabataean inscriptions for the question of the case endings was dis­
cussed by Diem in a series of articles ( 1 973a, 1 976, 1 979b, 1 98oa, 1 98 1 ) . For the 
evidence of the pausal forms in poetry and the Qur'iin, see Birkeland ( 1 940). 



5 
The Development of 

Classical Arabic 

5 .  I INTRODUCTION 

At the beginning of the Islamic period, only two sources of literary Arabic were 
available, the Qur'iin and the pre-Islamic poems. It is not surprising, then, that 
these two sources were to play a crucial role in the standardisation and develop­
ment of the Arabic language. It is not surprising, either, that the first scholarly 
activities in Islam concentrated on the text of the Qur' an, which had to be 
transmitted and explained, both on the level of the text and on that of the con­
tents. At the same time, when the direct ties with the desert were broken, the 
living practice of poetry was very soon replaced by scholarly interest in the pre­
Islamic poems. The transmission of both 'texts' had taken place orally and in­
formally, but in the rapidly-expanding empire such a form of transmission 
could no longer be trusted. 

The language itself, too, underwent a process of standardisation. While in 
pre-Islamic times the Bedouin regarded themselves as members of one speech 
community, they had no single linguistic norm, and even in the language of 
poetry, which was supposed to be supra-tribal, a great deal of variation was 
accepted. After the conquests, when Arabic became the language of an empire, 
there was an urgent need to standardise the language for three reasons. First, the 
divergence between the language of the Bedouin and the various colloquial 
varieties that emerged became a real threat to communication in the empire. 
Second, the policy of the central government, first in Damascus and later in 
Baghdad, aimed at the control of the subjects, not only in economical and reli­
gious but also in linguistic matters. Obviously, if Arabic was to be used as the 
language of the central administration, it had to be standardised. Third, the 
changed situation called forth a rapid expansion of the lexicon, which had to be 
regulated in order to achieve some measure of uniformity. 

This chapter deals with three topics connected with the process of standardi­
sation. The most important prerequisite for the written codification of the 
language was the invention of an orthography, or rather the adaptation of exist­
ing scribal practices to the new situation. Then a standardised norm for the 
language was elaborated, and the lexicon was inventoried and expanded. Sub­
sequently, when these requirements had been met, a stylistic standard was 
developed. The existing Bedouin model was instrumental in the development of 
a stylistic standard for poetry, but the emergence of an Arabic prose style 
marked the real beginning of Classical Arabic as we know it. In the final section 
of this chapter, we shall deal with the official status of the Arabic language. 
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5 . 2 THE DEVELOPMENT OF ORTHOGRAPHY 

The first concern of Islamic scholars was to codify the texts with which they 
worked. Even though oral transmission continued to remain an essential com­
ponent of Islamic culture, the risk of major discrepancies in the transmission 
became too large to ignore. The need for an authoritative text was imperative 
above all in the case of the Revealed Book. Clearly, the central government had 
a major stake in the acceptance of a uniform Book throughout the empire as the 
basis for all religious and political activities. 

The codification of the Qur' an was a crucial moment in the development of 
a written standard for the Arabic language. On a practical level, the writing­
down of the text involved all kinds of decisions concerning the orthography of 
the Arabic script and the elaboration of a number of conventions to make 
writing less ambiguous and more manageable than it had been in the Gabiliyya. 
We have seen above (Chapter 3 )  that writing was not unknown in the peninsula 
in the pre-Islamic period. But, for religious reasons, early Islamic sources em­
phasised, perhaps even exaggerated, the illiteracy of the Prophet and, by 
extension, of the entire Gahili society. The Prophet had been an 'ummi, some­
one who could not read nor write, and this was what made the revelation of the 
Qur'an and his recitation of the text a miracle. 

There are clear indications that as early as the sixth century writing was 
fairly common in the urban centres of the peninsula, in Mecca and to a lesser 
degree in Medina. In the commercial society that was Mecca, businessmen 
must have had at their disposal various means of recording their transactions. 
There are references to treaties being written down and preserved in the Ka'ba 
in Mecca. Even the rawis, the transmitters of poetry, sometimes relied on 
written notes, although they recited the poems entrusted to them orally. In the 
Qur' an, we find the reflection of a society in which writing for commercial 
purposes was well established. In the second sura we find, for instance, detailed 
stipulations on the settlement of debts that include the exact writing-down of 
the terms ( Q  2/282 ) :  

0 you believers, when you take a loan among you for a certain period of 
time, write it down and let a scribe write it down fairly between you, and 
let no scribe refuse to write as God has taught him and let him write and 
the creditor dictate (ya 'ayyuba llad.Ina 'amanii 'ida tadayantum bi­
daynin 'i1a 'agalin musamman fa-ktubiibu wa-1-yaktub baynakum 
katibun bi-1-'ad1i wa-10. ya'ba katibun 'an yaktuba kama 'allamabu llabu 
fa-1-yaktub wa-1-yumlili llad.I 'a1aybi 1-haqqu) 

In the biography of the Prophet, there are many references to his using scribes 
for his correspondence with the Arab tribes and for the writing of treaties, for 
instance the famous treaty with the settlements in North Arabia. This treaty, 
which was signed in the course of the expedition to Tabuk in year 9 of the Higra, 
laid down for the first time the relations between Muslims and people of other 
religions. In the account preserved by the historians, the scribe and the 
witnesses are mentioned, as well as the fact that the Prophet signed it with his 
fingernail (cf. al-Waqidi, Magazi ill, I ,025ff . ) .  This last detail is probably added 
to underscore the fact that the Prophet himself could not write. 
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The Prophet may well have been illiterate himself, but there were scribes on 
whom he could rely, just as his fellow Meccans used scribes in the management 
of their affairs. In the beginning, the revelation consisted of short messages 
which the Prophet brought to the believers and which could easily be commit­
ted to memory. But very soon, the messages grew longer and longer, and it be­
came essential to have a written aid to memory, while the recitation of the text 
continued to take place orally. Tradition has preserved the names of several 
scribes to whom Muhammad dictated the messages, chief among them being 
Zayd ibn Iabit (d. 45/665 ) . The text of the Qur'iin itself documents this shift 
from recitation to collected text. The current term qur' iin in the early suras 
(possibly borrowed from Syriac qeryiinii 'recitation') is replaced increasingly 
often in the later suras with the term kitiib 'book'. 

Both Islamic tradition and Western scholars agree that there was no complete 
collection of the revelation during the Prophet's lifetime, but there were frag­
ments of all kinds of material, on which parts of the messages were recorded. 
The actual collection of all these fragments took place after the death of the 
Prophet. According to the tradition, the third caliph, 'U!man (r. 25/644-3 5/65 6 ), 
ordered the establishment of an authoritative codex of the Qur' an. He entrusted 
this edition to Muhammad's scribe Zayd, who had already been involved in the 
recording of the text during the Prophet's lifetime. When the work was finished, 
the codex was sent to the important centres of the Islamic empire, where it was 
to replace all existing alternative readings. Acceptance of this text, usually 
called al-mu$l;wf, was slow, and non-canonical variants continued to be trans­
mitted; but eventually, by the end of the second century of the Higra, the 
'U!manic text had become the basis for religious teaching and recitation almost 
everywhere. In the first grammatical treatise of Arabic, Sibawayhi's (d. 1 77/79 3 )  
Kitiib, all deviations from the consonantal text of the codex are rejected and 
only some divergence in the vocalisation of the text is allowed. Around the 
variant readings (qirii'iit), a massive literature arose which at the same time 
contributed to the linguistic study of the text and the language of the Qur' iin. 

Apart from the problems of unification encountered during the codification 
of the text, the main problem confronting Zayd ibn Iabit and his committee of 
text-editors was the ambiguity of the Arabic script. The type of script which the 
Meccan traders had at their disposal was still a primitive one. Basically, there 
were two problems connected with this primitive form of the Arabic alphabet. 
In the first place, there were as yet no diacritic dots to distinguish between 
certain phonemes, and many of the letters of the alphabet indicated two or even 
more phonemes, in the case of sin/ sin, $iid/ cjad, bii' /tii' /t.ii' /niinfyii', fa' I qiif, 
diil/d.iil, rii' /ziiy, tii' /?.ii' .  This was the heritage of the Nabataean script that had 
been the model for the earliest form of Arabic script and that did not contain all 
of the Arabic phonemes. The second problem was connected with a general trait 
of all Semitic scripts, namely the fact that these scripts do not indicate the short 
vowels. In the case of the Nabataean model, even many of the long vowels were 
written defectively (cf. above, p. 30) . The former problem may already have been 
solved in pre-Islamic times. There are some indications that, very early on, 
scribes had used diacritic dots to distinguish between homographs. They may 
have borrowed this device from a Syriac model, since in the Syriac script dots 
are used to distinguish between allophonic variants of phonemes. According to 
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some scholars, there are even examples of the use of dots in the Nabataean 
script. 

The notation of the short vowels was an altogether more complicated 
problem. During the first century of Islam, when people started to collect and 
record the fragments of the Qur'anic revelation, the need for a uniform and 
unambiguous system for the short vowels made itself felt. Various grammar­
ians, among them the legendary 'inventor' of grammar, 'Abu 1-'Aswad ad-Du' ali 
(d. 69/688 ? ), are credited with the introduction of a system of (coloured) dots 
below and above the letters to indicate the three short vowels. In the version of 
the tradition that is reported by Ibn al-'Anbari, 'Abu 1-'Aswad gives a scribe the 
following instruction: 

When I open my lips, put one dot above the letter, and when I press them 
together put a dot next to the letter, and when I draw them apart put a dot 
beneath the letter, and when I make a humming sound after one of these 
vowels, put two dots. (fa-'id.ti fatahtu safatayya fa-nqut wtihidatan fawqa 
1-harf, wa-'id.ti damamtuhumti fa-g'a1 an-nuqta 'i1ti ganibi 1-harf, wa-'id.ti 
kasartuhumti fa-g'a1 an-nuqta min 'asfa1ihi, fa-'id.ti 'atba'tu say'an min 
htid.ihi 1-haraktit gunnatan fa-nqut nuqtatayn; Ibn al-'Anbari, Nuzha, ed. 
Attia Amer, Stockholm, 1 963,  pp. 6-7 ) 

In this story, the origin of the dot notation of the three vowels and the 
nunation is ascribed to 'Abu 1-'Aswad, and the names of the vowels (fatha, 
cj.amma, kasra) are connected with their articulation. We know from the 
Islamic sources that at first there was considerable opposition to the use of 
vowel dots in Qur'anic manuscripts, and as a matter of fact this system is absent 
in the oldest manuscripts in Kufic script as well as in the inscriptions. In some 
manuscripts, the dots have been added by a later hand. 

Two other innovations attributed to 'Abu 1-'Aswad concern the notation of 
the hamza (glottal stop) and the sadda (gemination) .  Both signs are absent in the 
Nabataean script. We have seen in Chapter 4 (p. 42) that in the I:Iigaz the hamza 
had probably disappeared, but in the variety of the language in which the 
Qur' tin was revealed and the pre-Islamic poems were composed, the hamza was 
pronounced. Because of the prestige of the language of poetry and the Qur' tin, 
the I:Iigazi scribes had to devise a way of recording the glottal stop. Since in their 
own speech the hamza had been replaced in many cases by a long vowel, they 
spelled words containing a hamza with a long vowel, indicated by a semi­
consonant w, y or 'a1if. According to the tradition, 'Abu 1-'Aswad improved this 
system by using a small letter 'ayn above the semi-consonant; this 'ayn indi­
cated the presence of a guttural sound, namely the glottal stop. The gemination 
of a consonant was noted by a diacritic dot. 

A substantial improvement in the system of short-vowel notation is usually 
attributed to the first lexicographer of the Arabic language, al-Halil ibn 'Ahmad 
(d. I ? 5 /7 9 I ). He replaced the system of dots with specific shapes for the three 
short vowels, a small wtiw for the vowel u, a small 'alif for the vowel a, and a 
(part of a) small yti' for the vowel i. He also changed the sign for the sadda, using 
a small sin (short for sadid 'geminated') instead. When a single consonant was 
intended, a small h.ti' (short for h.afif 'light') could be used. Originally, this 
system had been devised for writing down poetry, which also went through a 
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period of codification, but gradually it spread to Qur'anic manuscripts written 
in cursive script as well. It was considerably less ambiguous than the old 
system, in which the dots had to perform various functions. 

With al-Hali:l's reform, the system of Arabic orthography was almost com­
pleted and, apart from a very few additional signs, it has remained essentially 
the same ever since. The frequency of diacritic dots and vowel signs varies con­
siderably, however, and alongside fully-vowelled manuscripts one finds texts in 
which even the diacritic dots are left out. After the establishment of the ortho­
graphy, a large variety of writing styles were developed, each with its own 
special domains. Apart from the epigraphic script (called Kufic), which was also 
used in early Qur'anic manuscripts, a cursive script was developed for use in the 
chancellery, after 'Abd al-Malik's reform (cf. below).  The script itself became an 
essential component of Islamic art. Because of the general aversion to pictorial 
art, calligraphy was one of the most important means of decoration. This devel­
opment of Arabic script will not be dealt with here. 

Having an orthography is one thing, but elaborating a standardised language 
for official - commercial and administrative - purposes is another. As far as we 
know, the Meccan traders did not have any archives, and we must assume that 
they did not have at their disposal an elaborate legal terminology or conven­
tions for book-keeping, either. In the first period of the establishment of the 
Islamic empire, the government, therefore, opted to use Greek-speaking clerks 
in Syria and Egypt and Persian-speaking clerks in the East for purposes of ad­
ministration and taxation. In the sources, the shift from Greek to Arabic in the 
tax register (dfwan) is traditionally connected with the name of the caliph 'Abd 
al-Malik. According to this story, the caliph ordered the clerks to shift to Arabic 
in the year 8 r/7oo, allegedly because one of the Greek clerks was caught urinat­
ing in an inkwell (al-Bala.duri, Futii.h 1 9 6-7 ). Whatever the truth of that story, 
the shift is a sign of the growing self-confidence of the Arabs and their increased 
familiarity with a practical writing system. 

5 . 3  THE STANDARDISATION OF THE LANGUAGE 

Even before the language shift of the diwan, Arabic was used as a written lan­
guage: the earliest papyri date from year 22 of the Higra, and at the end of the 
first century of the Higra quite a number of papyrus texts must have been circu­
lating. The language of these papyri is highly irregular from the point of view of 
the codified grammar of Classical Arabic, but the fact that they contain a large 
number of hypercorrections demonstrates that the scribes tried to emulate a 
linguistic ideal. In Chapter 8, on the so-called Middle Arabic texts, we shall deal 
with the linguistic features of the corpus of papyri. In this chapter, our main 
purpose is to sketch the process of standardisation that was soon under way. 

The Qur'anic language, though virtually identical with the language of pre­
Islamic poetry, has a typically religious flavour, manifesting itself in peculiari­
ties of style and language that must have been absent in other registers. 
Likewise, the language of the poems was marked by poetic licences that did not 
occur in ordinary language. Although both sources constituted a model for cor­
rect Arabic, they could hardly serve as a model for ordinary prose. The arbiters 
of linguistic correctness, the Bedouin, were frequently called in for help in 
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linguistic matters, but they were in no position to enforce a standard language, 
if only because of their own linguistic differences. We have seen above (Chapter 
4) that in the period of the Giihiliyya the language of the various tribes varied to 
a certain extent; and, even though it is reasonable to assume that there were no 
real problems of communication, there was no general standard either. On the 
other hand, the growing sedentary population with a more or less complete 
command of the language was very much in need of such a standard, but could 
hardly be expected to devote themselves to decisions about linguistic correct­
ness. As a matter of fact, their slipshod use of the language for practical pur­
poses, as in the texts which we find in the papyri, was one of the reasons for a 
growing concern on the part of those who regarded themselves as the true heirs 
of Bedouin civilisation, the pure Arabs. Even if we do not believe the account of 
Muslim historians such as Ibn Haldun about the corruption of speech as the 
main motive behind the 'invention' of grammar (cf. p. 102), it can hardly be 
denied that in the early decades of Islam there was an increasing call for special­
ists who could provide adequate teaching in Arabic. 

According to most of our sources, the fourth caliph 'Ali (r. 3 5/6s 6-4o/66 1 )  
was the first to insist that something be done about the growing number of 
mistakes in speech (other sources mention the governor of the two Iraqs, Ziyad 
ibn 'Abihi). The person whose name has become connected with the first efforts 
to standardise and codify the language was the same 'Abu 1-'Aswad whom we 
met above as the reformer of the writing system. Several stories are told about 
his reluctance to accept this job; according to some historians, he was finally 
persuaded when his own daughter made a terrible mistake in the use of the 
declensional endings, by confusing the expressions mii 'a}J.sana s-samii' a 'how 
beautiful is the sky! '  and mii 'a}J.sanu s-samii'i 'what is the most beautiful thing 
in the sky?'  (as-Sirafi, 'Ah.biir, ed. F. Krenkow, Beirut, 1 9 36, p. 1 9 ) .  Another 
version of this story, in which the mistakes occur in the recitation of the 
Qur'iin, has been mentioned above (Chapter 4, p. s o). 

The historicity of these anecdotes is, of course, doubtful, and Talman ( 1 98 5 )  
has shown that the figure of 'Abu 1-'Aswad was used by later grammarians as 
some kind of eponym for their own grammatical school. But the point remains 
that grammarians must have played an important role in the standardisation of 
the language. The earliest scholarly efforts concerned the exegesis of the Re­
vealed Book, but since study of the language of the Qur' iin could hardly ignore 
that other source of pre-Islamic Arabic, the poems, very soon the two main 
components of the corpus of texts that was to become canonical for the linguis­
tic study of Arabic were combined in the writings of the grammarians. 

The first grammarian to give an account of the entire language in what was 
probably the first publication in book form in Arabic prose, Sibawayhi, was not 
of Arab stock himself, but a Persian from Hamadhan. His example set the trend 
for all subsequent generations of grammarians .  The grammarians believed that 
their main task was to provide an explanation for every single phenomenon in 
Arabic, rather than a mere description, let alone a set of precepts on how to talk 
Arabic correctly. Consequently, they distinguished between what was trans­
mitted and what was theoretically possible in language. In principle, they 
accepted everything that was transmitted from a reliable source: in the first 
place the language of the Qur' iin, which was sacrosanct anyway, in the second 
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place everything that had been preserved from pre-Islamic poetry, and in the 
third place testimonies from trustworthy Bedouin informants. In this frame­
work, even singularities or deviant forms were incorporated without, however, 
being accepted as productive forms that could constitute the basis for a theo­
retical linguistic reasoning. Such a distinction is characteristic of Islamic 
science as a whole, where 'aql 'logical reasoning' is always carefully distin­
guished from naql 'transmitted knowledge'. In this way, a separation was 
realised between the study of attested forms and the theories of the grammar­
ians, and without being prescriptive the grammarians could still impose a 
canonical norm of the language. 

The codification of grammatical structure went hand in hand with the 
exploration of the lexicon and its necessary expansion. These two aspects of the 
process of standardisation are connected. Just as the grammarians were needed 
because of the perceived 'corruption' of the language, the first aim of the lexi­
cographers seems to have been the preservation of the old Bedouin lexicon, 
which was at risk. There are several reasons for the lexicographers' worries. In 
the first place, the sedentary civilisation of early Islam was markedly different 
from that of the desert tribes, who had been the guardians of the special vocabu­
lary of the pre-Islamic poems. No city-dweller could be expected to know all the 
subtle nuances of a vocabulary connected with camels and animal wildlife and 
tents. There are several anecdotes about grammarians that stress this compo­
nent of a grammarian's activities. Thus, the grammarian 'Abu 'Amr ibn al-'Ala' 
(d. 1 54/770), when he started lecturing about language and poetry, was con­
fronted by a real Bedouin, who interrogated him about the explanation of 
obscure words. When the grammarian passed the test, the Bedouin said h.ud.ii 
'anhu fa-'innahu diibba munkara 'transmit from him, because he is an extraor­
dinary beast of burden [i.e. a depository of knowledge] ! '  (az-Zaggag1, Magalis, ed. 
Hallin, Kuwait, 1 962, p. 262) .  This anecdote shows how grammarians had to 
prove their worth by their knowledge of the Bedouin lexicon. 

For the ordinary speaker, who had grown up in an Islamic city and knew 
nothing about the Bedouin milieu, even ordinary Arabic words had become 
unfamiliar. From one of the earliest commentaries on the Qur'iin, we can get an 
idea about which words had fallen into disuse. Muqatil ibn Sulayman's (d. I so/ 
767) Tafsii contains a large number of paraphrases of Qur'anic words that he felt 
to be in need of explanation, e.g. 'alim 'painful' (replaced by wagr), mubin 
'clear' (replaced by bayyinL naba'un 'news' (replaced by hadf!unL nasib 'share' 
(replaced by ha.?:.?:), the verb ' iitii 'to give' (replaced by ' a'tii) and the interrogative 
adverb 'ayyiin 'when?'  (replaced by matii). 

The second threat to the lexicon had to do with the contact with other 
languages. When the Arabs became acquainted with the sedentary culture of 
the conquered territories, they encountered new things and notions for which 
there did not yet exist Arabic words . The most obvious sources for terms to 
indicate the new notions were, of course, the languages spoken in the new 
Islamic empire. And this was precisely what some of the Arab scholars feared. 
They were convinced that the influx of words from other cultures would 
corrupt the Arabic language, which had been chosen by God for His last revela­
tion to mankind. 

In the first century of the Higra, this attitude did not yet make itself felt, as 



6o THE ARABIC LANGUAGE 

the comments by the earliest exegetes on the vocabulary of the Qur'an demon­
strate. In pre-Islamic times, the Arabs had taken over a considerable number of 
words from the surrounding cultures. Most of them were borrowed either 
through the Jewish/ Aramaic language of Syria, or through the Christian/Syriac 
language in Mesopotamia, where al-I:IIra was the most important centre for 
cultural and linguistic contacts. Examples of early borrowings that occur both 
in pre-Islamic poetry and in the Qur'an are the following: 

from Middle Persian (Pahlavi) through Syriac/ Aramaic: 
zangabil 'well in paradise' < Syriac zangabil < Pahlavi singah.er 'ginger' 
warda 'rose' < Aramaic warda < Avestan varad.a. 

Some words must have been borrowed directly from Middle Persian, such as: 

istabraq 'brocade' < Pahlavi stah.r 'thick (of clothing)' + suffix -ak 
gund 'army' < Pahlavi gund 'army, troop' 
kanz 'treasure' < Pahlavi ganf 'treasure' 
dirham 'silver coin' < Pahlavi draxm < Greek drachme. 

or from Greek/Latin through Syriac/Aramaic: 

burg 'tower' < Syriac biirga < Greek plirgos 
zawg 'pair, married couple' < Syriac zilga 'yoke', bar zuga 'husband, wife' 
< Greek zeugos 'yoke' 
dinar 'gold coin' < Syriac dinara < Greek dentirion < Latin denarius 
qa�r 'castle' < Aramaic qa�ra < Greek ktistron < Latin castrum, castra 
�irat 'path' < Aramaic istratiya < Greek strata < Latin strata 
yaqilt 'sapphire' < Syriac yaqilnta < Greek hutikinthos 'hyacinth' 
qirtas 'scroll of paper' < Syriac qartisa, kartisa < Greek chartes. 

And, of course, there was a large number of words that came in straight from 
Syriac/ Aramaic, such as: 

�altit 'prayer' < Aramaic �Iota 
tin 'fig' < Aramaic tina 
sifr 'large book' < Aramaic sifra 
masgid 'place of worship' < Aramaic/Nabataean msgd'. 

A special category of loanwords is constituted by those words that came in by a 
southern route, from languages such as South Arabian or Ethiopic, e.g. : 

�anam 'idol' < South Arabian �nm, Safa'itic �nmt. 

The oldest commentaries on the Qur'an, such as the one by Mugahid (d. 104/ 
722), had no qualms in assigning words in the Qur'an to a foreign origin. 
Mugahid stated, for instance, that the word tflr 'mountain' came from Syriac, 
the word siggil 'baked clay' from Persian or Nabataean, and the word qistas 
'balance' from Greek. In the cases mentioned here, he was not that far off, since 
tiir comes indeed from Syriac tflr, siggil from Pahlavi sang 'stone' + gil 'clay', 
and qistas perhaps ultimately derives from Greek dikastes 'judge', through 
Syriac diqastils. Some of the etymologies quoted by the commentators may be 
fanciful, but the important thing is that they looked upon the enrichment of the 
vocabulary as an advantage and as a sign of the superiority of the creative genius 
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evidenced in the Qur'an. By the end of the second century of the Higra, how­
ever, some philologists had started to attack the notion that the Qur' an could 
contain foreign loanwords, and attempted to connect the vocabulary of the 
Qur'an with a Bedouin etymology. Thus, for instance, 'Abu 'Ubayda (d. 2 1 0/ 
825 )  says that 'the Qur'an was revealed in clear Arabic language, and whosoever 
claims that the word taha is Nabataean makes a big mistake' (nazala 1-Qur'anu 
bi-lisanin 'arabiyyin mubinin fa-man z;a'ama 'anna taha bi-n-Nabatiyyati fa­
qad 'akbara, Magaz I, ed. F. Sezgin, Cairo, 1 9 5 4, p. nJ .  Although most Arab 
lexicographers, such as as-Suyflti (d. 9 I I/ 1 5 05 ), continued to assign a foreign 
origin to many Arabic words, the idea of the purity of the Arabic language re­
mained the prevalent attitude among some Islamic scholars, and attempts by 
Western scholars to find traces of other languages in the Qur'an were and still 
are vehemently rejected. 

The real problem arises in the case of Qur'anic words that have developed a 
new technical meaning not supported by the semantics of the Arabic root. In 
such cases, the exegetes go out of their way to find a connection. Thus, for 
instance, for the expression yawm al-qiyama 'the day of resurrection', the 
standard explanation in the commentaries is that it is connected with the root 
q-w-m 'to stand up', but most likely the Christian Syriac term qiyameta as a 
translation of the Greek anastasis 'resurrection' prompted the semantic 
extension of the Arabic word. Similar examples are those of zakat 'alms', 
masgid 'mosque', $Uhuf 'scriptures', sabt 'Saturday', sura 'portion of the 
Qur'an', and such central notions in the Qur'anic message as kitab 'book', sa' a 
'hour' etc. The term $Uhuf 'scriptures', plural of $ahifa, is connected by the Arab 
commentators with a root $h[, which occurs only as a denominative in the sec­
ond measure with the meaning of 'making a mistake in reading'. In pre-Islamic 
poetry, $ahifa (plural $aha'ifJ is used in the sense of 'page of writing'. The 
Qur'anic use of the word in the sense of 'scriptures' (e.g. Q 20/ 1 3 3  a$-$Uhuf al­
'iila 'the first scriptures' )  is difficult to explain from this, which is why Western 
commentaries often connect it with an Old South Arabian word $hft or with the 
common Ethiopic root s'-h-f 'to write'. 

In line with the idea of the purity of the language, the semantic extension of 
an existing word was regarded as the most appropriate device for the expansion 
of the lexicon. The model for this procedure was believed to have been given by 
the language of the Qur'an itself. Since the grammarians analysed many reli­
gious terms such as $alat 'prayer', zakat 'alms', and the term 'islam itself, as old 
Bedouin words which had received a specialised meaning in the religious con­
text, semantic extension became an accepted method of creating new termin­
ology. They were doubtless right in the sense that part of the religious vocabu­
lary of the Qur' an is the result of an internal development without external 
influence. A case in point is the word 'islam, which meant in general 'to surren­
der oneself', but came to mean 'to surrender oneself to God, to convert to the 
new religion brought by the Prophet'. Besides, even when the new meanings of 
existing words were calqued on cognate words in other languages, their occur­
rence in the Qur' an canonised the new meaning. 

The large-scale influx of new notions and ideas in the early Islamic period 
could not be handled by giving new meanings to existing words alone. In spite of 
the purists' opposition, many �ords from other languages were simply taken 



62 THE ARABIC LANGUAGE 

over, either in their original form or with some slight adaptation to Arabic 
phonology or morphology. Loanwords from Persian abound in the domains of 
pharmacology, mineralogy and botany, for instance in the name of plants: 
banafsag 'violet'; sanhiir 'gladiolus'; bad.ingan 'eggplant'; biibii.nig 'camomile'; 
bang 'henbane'; fustuq 'pistachio'; hashiis 'poppy'; nargis 'narcissus'. 

In the earliest translations of Greek logical, medical and philosophical 
writings, some of the technical terms are simply transliterations of a Greek 
word for which the translators were unable to find an Arabic equivalent. Thus 
we have, for instance, hayii.lii 'substance' (< Greek hule), bulgum 'phlegm' (< 
Greek phlegma) and 'u$tuquss 'element' (< Greek stoicheion). The next best 
solution was to create a new word on the basis of an existing root by the appli­
cation of one of the numerous morphological patterns of Arabic. In the begin­
ning, each translator created in this way his own set of terms. The ensuing 
confusion was more or less ended with the establishment of the Bayt al-}Jikma 
'House of Wisdom', the translators' academy founded by the Caliph al-Ma'mun 
in 2 r 5 /8 30. The Greek term kategoroumenon 'predicate', for instance, had been 
variably translated as mal;J.mii.l, maqii.l, $ifa or na't, until it was standardised as 
mal;J.mii.l. The Greek term ap6phansis 'proposition' had been translated by as 
many as five different terms (l;J.ukm, habar, qawl gazim, qawl qiiti', qac;liyya), 
until qac;liyya became the usual term. 

The use of patterns to create neologisms from existing roots was particularly 
useful in the translation of Greek medical terminology. A few examples may 
suffice to illustrate this method of inventing new vocabulary items. In his 
terminology of the skins of the eye, I:Iunayn ibn 'Ishaq translated Greek words 
in -eides with abstract adjectives, e.g. qarniyya (Greek keratoeides) 'cornea', 
zugagiyya (Greek hualoeides) 'corpus vitreum', 'inabiyya (Greek rhagoeides) 
'uvea', sabakiyya (Greek amphiblestroeides) 'retina'. The pattern fu'iil was 
used to systematise the names of illnesses, e.g. zukiim 'catarrh', $Udii' 'head­
ache', $U/iir 'jaundice', duwiir 'dizziness', tul;J.iil 'infection of the spleen', and 
even humiir 'hangover'. 

A prerequisite for the creative use of the existing lexicon was its codification. 
The first complete dictionary of the Arabic language was composed by 
Sibawayhi's teacher, al-Halil ibn 'Ahmad, who had also been involved in the 
reform of the Arabic script (cf. above, p. 5 6 )  and who is generally acclaimed as 
the inventor of Arabic metrical theory. The professed aim of the Kitiib al-'ayn, 
which goes under his name, was the inclusion of all Arabic roots. In the intro­
duction, a sketch is given of the phonetic structure of Arabic, and the dictionary 
fully uses the available corpus of Arabic by including quotations from the 
Qur' iin and from the numerous pre-Islamic poems, which had both undergone a 
process of codification and written transmission by the hands of the grammar­
ians. 

The arrangement of al-Halil's dictionary, which seems to have been com­
pleted by his pupils, set the trend for inany subsequent lexicographical writings. 
The dictionary is divided into books, one for each letter, starting with that of the 
letter 'ayn, hence the name of the dictionary. Each book is divided into chap­
ters, each dedicated to one set of radicals and containing all the permutations of 
these radicals. Thus, for instance, the chapter on the radical '-q-z contains the 
roots '-z-q, q-z-', z-'-q, and z-q-', which are the ones actually used in the 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF CLASSICAL ARABIC 

language (musta'malat). Perhaps this reflects some idea of a higher semantic 
connection between the permutations of radicals, although al-Halil does not 
mention such a connection. The system of the Kitab al-'ayn remained in use for 
a long time, even after a new system had been introduced by the grammarian al­
Gawhari (d. 393/1003 ) in his Sihah. He arranged all roots in a kind of rhyming 
order, that is, alphabetically according to the last radical, then the first, then the 
second. This system became the current dictionary arrangement with the Lisan 
al-'Arab by Ibn Man�ur (d. 7 I I / 1 3 I I ), the most popular dictionary ever written 
in the Arab world. 

In the Kitab al-'ayn, the emphasis had been on those words that were in 
common use in Arabic writing, but later compilers aimed at complete coverage 
of all Arabic words, both common and rare. This sometimes led to the inclusion 
of ghost-words that had never existed as such, or the recording of several mean­
ings for a word on the basis of just one particular context. A rich source of lexical 
items is constituted by the vocabulary of ragaz poetry in the slightly informal 
iambic trimeter, which often had an improvised character. The poets in this 
genre stretched the potential of Arabic word-building to its limits. Ullmann 
( 1 966)  has shown that the many words in the dictionaries that are quoted from 
ragaz poetry are very often neologisms on the basis of existing roots, rather than 
separate roots. Triliteral words may be expanded more or less at will with pre­
fixes, infixes and suffixes. Thus, for instance, from the existing word 'adlamu 
'very black' the verb idlahamma was created, from kadaha 'to make an effort' 
the verb kardaha, from the root g-1-b 'to bring' the verb igla'abba. New verbs 
were made with the infixes -ran-, -lan-, -'an- or -han-, e.g. islan�aha 'to be wide' 
from sa�aha 'to expand', iq' an$ara, with verbal adjective qin$a'run, from qa$ura 
'to be short', and many more examples. New nouns were made with the suffix 
-m, e.g. baldamun, balandamun with the same meaning as balidun 'stupid', 
sag'amun with the same meaning as suga'un 'courageous'. The point is that the 
lexicographers took such invented words, which never gained any currency, for 
existing roots, which were then duly entered in the dictionary. 

The early beginnings of grammar and lexicography began at a time when 
Bedouin informants were still around and could be consulted. There can be no 
doubt that the grammarians and lexicographers regarded the Bedouin as the true 
speakers (fu$aha') of Arabic. As late as the fourth/tenth century, the lexico­
grapher al-'Azhari (d. 370/980) extolled the purity of their language. He had been 
kidnapped by Bedouin and forced to stay with them for a considerable period of 
time. On the basis of this 'fieldwork' he wrote his dictionary Tahd.ib al-luga 
'The reparation of speech', in the introduction to which he says: 'They speak 
according to their desert nature and their ingrained instincts. In their speech 
you hardly ever hear a linguistic error or a terrible mistake' (yatakallamiina bi­
�iba'ihim al-badawiyyati wa-qara'ihihim allati 'tadiiha wa-la yakadu yaqa'u 
fi man�iqihim lahnun 'aw h.a�a'un fahis, Tahd.Ib I, ed. Harlin, Cairo, 1 964-7, p. 
7 ) .  Other grammarians, too, collected materials from the nomad tribes, and it is 
often reported that caliphs or other dignitaries sent their sons into the desert in 
order to learn flawless Arabic. 

In the course of the centuries, the Bedouin tribes increasingly came into the 
sphere of influence of the sedentary civilisation, and their speech became 
contaminated by sedentary speech. In his description of the Arabian peninsula, 
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al-Hamdan'i (d. 3 34/945 ) sets up a hierarchy of the Arab tribes according to the 
perfection of their speech. He explains that those Arabs who live in or near a 
town have very mediocre Arabic and cannot be trusted; this applies even to the 
Arabs who live near the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina. The grammarian Ibn 
Ginn! (d. 392/1002) includes in his Ha�ii'i� a chapter about the errors made by 
Bedouin and he states that in his time it is almost impossible to find a Bedouin 
speaking pure Arabic (li-'annii lii nakiidu narii badawiyyan fa�il).an, Ha�ii'i� II, 
ed. an-Naggar, Cairo, 1 9 5 2-6, p. 5 ) . At the same time, Ibn Ginn! advises his 
students always to check their linguistic facts with Bedouin informants. 

Even in the early period of Arabic grammar, our sources record examples of 
Bedouin who sold their expertise in matters of language to the highest bidder, as 
in the case of the famous mas' ala zunbiiriyya. In this controversy between 
Sibawayhi and a rival grammarian, a question was raised about the expression 
kuntu 'a?:unnu 'anna 1-'aqraba 'asaddu las'atan min az-zunbiiri fa-'id.ii huwa 
'iyyiihii 'I thought that the scorpion had a stronger bite than the hornet, but it 
was the other way round'. S'ibawayhi gave the correct answer - the last clause 
has to be fa-'id.ii huwa hiya - but was defeated by the judgment of a Bedouin 
arbiter, who had been bribed by his adversary (Ibn al-'Anbari, 'In�iif, ed. G. Weil, 
Leiden, 1 9 1 3, pp. 292-5 ) .  

Modern critics of the attitude of the grammarians towards the alleged perfec­
tion of Bedouin speech often point out that the idealisation of their speech may 
have been part of a general trend to extol the virtues of desert life, and that even 
nowadays one sometimes hears stories about Bedouin speaking perfect Classi­
cal Arabic. Usually this means that they use words that have become obsolete 
elsewhere, or it refers to their poetical tradition, which often uses a classicising 
style of language. We are not concerned here with the question of whether the 
Bedouin had still preserved declensional endings in the third/ninth century (for 
which see above, Chapter 4). What is important for our present discussion is the 
fact that in the fourth/tenth century linguistic experts could apparently still 
find informants whom they trusted. From the fourth century onwards, how­
ever, this tradition disappeared. In the story about Sibawayhi and the Bedouin 
informant, there is already an element of corruption, and later the general image 
of the Bedouin became that of a thieving and lying creature whose culture was 
inferior to the sophisticated sedentary civilisation. For the practice of grammar, 
this meant that the process of standardisation had come to a standstill. Since 
there were no longer living informants to provide fresh information, the corpus 
of the language was closed, and 'fieldwork' could no longer produce reliable 
results. References to the kaliim al-'Aiab 'language of the Bedouin' still 
abounded in the books of the grammarians, but these were no longer connected 
with any living speech. 

5 . 4 THE DEVELOPMENT OF AN ARABIC LITERARY STYLE 

The history of literary style in Arabic went hand in hand with the standardisa­
tion of the language. The development of such a style did not have to start from 
scratch. The same two sources that had been available for the standardisation of 
the language, the Qur'iin and the pre-Islamic poems, became the initial models 
for a literary style. As in other cultures, the structured composition of poetry in 
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Arabic preceded the emergence of a literary prose style. But here, too, the desert 
type of poetry did not satisfy all the needs of a new, elegant sedentary civilisa­
tion. New forms of poetry developed under the dynasty of the 'Umayyads, at 
whose court love poems became a new fashion (e.g. the poems of 'U mar ibn 'Abr 
Rabl'a, d. 43/7 1 2 ) .  Inevitably, this led to a looser use of language and to the 
development of new, often strophic types of poetry, that were not as heavily 
dependent on the Bedouin model. In such forms of poetry, there was easier access 
for popular expressions reflecting the new environment of Arabic culture. Some 
deviations in morphology, syntax and lexicon became gradually accepted, e.g. 
the use of contracted forms such as nasihi (< nasiyahu), baqi (< baqiya), or the 
confusion of the fourth and the first verbal form (cf. Fiick 1 950: 7 3ff. ) .  In ragaz, 
poets could experiment with the creation of new words and word forms to a 
much higher degree than was permitted in official poetry. In general, the 
muwalladiin, the new Arabs, who had never seen the desert, could not be 
expected to be as excellent connoisseurs of Arabic as the pre-Islamic poets. 
Although for a long time the Bedouin model continued to serve as a strict canon, 
in Srbawayhi's Kittib the poems of the muwalladiin are not excluded as evi­
dence: the 1 ,ooo-plus quotations from poetry in the Kittib include both Gahilr 
poets and those from the urban milieu of the 'Umayyad period, such as 'Umar 
ibn 'Abr Rabl'a; he even quotes from ragaz poetry. 

Gradually, a distinction came into being between the official brand of poetry 
that clung to the old models and took pleasure in using obsolete vocabulary and 
avoiding any adaptation to the new modes of speaking, on the one hand, and a 
new, 'faster' kind of poetry, often improvised, often in strophic form, and very 
often containing vulgarisms, on the other. In the course of time, these two kinds 
of poetry grew further apart. Official poetry became more and more erudite, 
until it could no longer be understood without explanation. The poet al­
Mutanabbr (d. 3 5 5/96 5 ), for instance, published his poems together with a 
learned commentary. The more popular form of poetry, on the other hand, went 
through a different development. In its most developed form, the strophic 
muwassah and the zagal, it included the use of colloquial forms in a refrain. 
This kind of poetry became especially popular in the Islamic West (cf. below, p. 
227 ) .  

Because of its idiosyncrasies, poetry is  of lesser importance in the standardi­
sation of language than prose. We have seen above that for commercial and 
administrative purposes Arabic was used from the beginning of the Islamic 
empire. Such written documents had no literary pretensions whatsoever, 
although their scribes did try to maintain a Classical norm, which means that 
already at this time there was a standard (on the language of the papyri see 
below, Chapter 8 ). But there were other forms of speech, some of them with 
roots in the Gtihiliyya. In the first place, Arabic culture had a reputation of long 
standing for its ability to put speech to rhetorical use. The Bedouin admired 
verbal prowess, and the tradition of delivering public speeches was continued in 
early Islam. The earliest preserved speeches already exhibit the use of various 
literary devices and conventions, in particular that of parallelism. A famous 
example is the speech given by al-I:Iaggag (d. 9 5 /7 14 ) on the occasion of his 
inauguration as governor of Kufa: 
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The Commander of the Believers has emptied his quiver and tested its 
arrows. He found me to be of the firmest wood and of the strongest shaft 
and shot me at you. As long as you gallop in rebellion and recline in the 
beds of error and follow the stray path, by God, I shall skin you like a new 
stick and bind your leaves like a thorn bush and whip you like wandering 
camels. ( 'inna 'amira 1-mu'minina kabba kinanatahu t.umma 'agama 
'Idanaha fa-wagadani 'amarraha 'iidan wa-'a$1abaha 'amiidan fa­
waggahani 'ilaykum fa-'innakum ta1amii 'aw4a'tum fi 1-fitani wa-
4taga'tum fi maraqidi 4-4-aliili wa-sanantum sunana 1-gayyi 'amma wa­
llahi 1a-'a1hawannakum 1ahwa 1-'a$ii wa-1a-'a'$ibannakum 'a$ba s­
sa1amati wa-1a-'a4ribannakum tj.arba gara'ibi 1-'ibil, al-Gahi�, Bayan II, 
ed. as-Sandubi, Beirut, n.d., p. 349)  

A second genre of texts with roots in the pre-Islamic period is the art of 
story-telling. From early times onwards, storytellers (qU$$ii$) had played an 
important role in the life of the tribe by transmitting the stories about the 
exploits of the tribes ( 'ayyam a1-'Arab), and this tradition was continued in a 
modified form in early Islam when storytellers went around to tell about the 
events in the life of the Prophet, the early Islamic expeditions and the conquests 
of foreign countries. These stories were meant for the general public and they 
were no doubt told in a lively style, full of fictitious conversations and without 
any literary embellishments. The topics dealt with by the professional story­
tellers were also studied by scholars. They had in common with the storytellers 
a certain aversion to writing down their reports: only the Qur' an could be a 
written Book. They did use written notes for recording their own memories and 
those of their informants, but these were intended for private use only. The 
earliest efforts to put down in writing systematically the traditions about 
Muhammad and the e�rly period of the conquests did not start until the end of 
the first cento'ry of the Higra, at a time when the last people who had actually 
met the Prophet were old men and women who were bound to die soon. This 
period witnessed a feverish activity on the part of scholars to collect all they 
could from the last witnesses still alive. Scholars such as az-Zuhri (d. 1 24/742) 
compiled collections of hadit.s, that were eagerly sought by the caliphal court 
and were probably deposited in the palace. 

The best-documented genre in early Islam is the epistolary one. The earliest 
examples of epistolary texts are found in the accounts of the correspondence 
between the Prophet and the tribal chieftains. During the period of the con­
quests, there must have been a constant stream of letters between the central 
authorities in Medina and the commanders in the field. The contents of these 
letters were mostly commercial, but no doubt some epistolary conventions 
existed even then. It is impossible to determine to what degree the texts of those 
letters that have been preserved by later historians are authentic. Some histori­
ans refer to actual documents, for instance the treaty between the Prophet and 
the community of Dumat al-Gandal, which al-Waqidi (Magazi ill, 1,030) claims 
to have seen personally. But in general we have no guarantee about the authen­
ticity of the exact wording, although the historians may well have preserved the 
gist of the contents. The same conclusion applies to such texts as the letters of 
the early rasidiin or the arbitration pact of Siffin. 
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Since most of the scribes (kuttab) in the early period were Syrians or Persians, 
or perhaps even Christian Arabs from the tribes outside the peninsula, some 
foreign examples and conventions may have found their way into Arabic liter­
ary products at this period. The reform of the caliph 'Abd al-Malik (r. 6 5/685-
86/705 ), who as we have seen was responsible for the shift of language in the 
diwan, must have been the starting point for a new fashion in writing Arabic for 
official purposes. Since the secretaries were responsible for the composition of 
official documents and letters, their role in the development of a chancellery 
style was essential. Under 'Abd al-Malik's successor HiSam (r. I05/724-I 25/  
7 43  ), the foundation was laid for the administrative system that was later taken 
over and perfected by the 'Abbasid caliphs. 

From the beginning of the 'Umayyad dynasty, the sponsorship of the caliphs 
was an important factor in the production of texts, both literary and administra­
tive. According to some sour:ces as early as Mu'awiya's (r. 4I/66r-6o/68o) reign, 
the caliph had some kind of library in which he deposited written versions of 
l;wdit.s, some of which had been collected at his request. His grandson Halid ibn 
Yazrd ibn Mu'awiya had a keen interest in alchemy and may have commis­
sioned the first translations from Greek into Arabic. Certainly there are enough 
reports about the later 'Umayyads requesting translations of Greek or Syriac 
books, mostly on medicine, to warrant the conclusion that a depository (h.izana)  
of books belonged to the normal appurtenances of the caliphal court. Although 
the 'Abbasids did their best to suppress any favourable report about the 
'Umayyads, it is fairly certain that the 'Umayyad caliphs actively supported the 
activities of scholars such as az-Zuhrr in the field of hadit.-collecting. 

The development of a written Arabic style went hand in hand with the 
development of a literary prose corpus consisting of translations from Persian, 
including the Kitab fi s-siyasa al-'ammiyya mufa$$alan 'Treatise on general 
administration, with full particulars' that is sometimes attributed to Hisam's 
secretary 'Abu 1-'Ala' Salim. The epistolary style was perfected by his successor 
'Abd al-I:Iamrd ibn Yahya (d. after 1 32/750), secretary of Marwan II (r. r 27/744-
I32/750), who used this style in treatises, some of which have been preserved, 
such as his Risala 'ilti 1-kuttab 'Letter to the scribes' .  He used an ornate style, 
with an extensive eulogy at the beginning of the treatise, ample use of parallel­
ism, in a quantitative rhythm, sometimes in rhymed prose (sag'), sometimes in 
a loose parallel structure of patterns. On the other hand, his style does not 
include the use of intricate rhetorical figures or rare vocabulary. 

The first sermons and epistles such as those by al-I:Iasan al-Ba�rr (d. r ro/728 )  
adopted the form of the epistolary genre by addressing them to the caliph, but 
adapted the epistolary style to the topic at hand. Because of their religious con­
tents, these texts borrow much more from the Qur'an than 'Abd al-I:Iamrd did. 

For the Book of God Almighty is life amid all death and light amid all 
darkness and knowledge amid all ignorance. God has left for his servants 
after the Book and the Messenger no other proof and He has said 'so that 
those who perished, perished after a clear sign, and so that those who lived, 
lived after a clear sign, for God is all-hearing and all-knowing' [Qur'tin 8/ 
42]. Reflect, Commander of the Believers on the word of God Almighty 'To 
each of you who wishes to go forward or go backwards, his soul is a pawn 
for what it has earned' [Qur'an 74/38] .  (fa-kitabu llahi ta'ala hayatun 
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'inda kulli mawtin wa-niirun 'inda kulli 4-ulmatin wa-'ilmun 'inda kulli 
gahlin, fa-mii taraka lliihu li-1-'ibiidi ba'da 1-kitiibi wa-r-rasiili huggatan 
wa-qiila 'azza wa-galla 'li-yahlika man halaka 'an bayyinatin, wa-yahyii 
man hayya 'an bayyinatin wa-'inna lliiha la-samfun 'alim' fa-fakkir 
'amira 1-mu'minina fi qawli lliihi ta'iilii 'fa-man sii'a minkum 'an 
yataqaddama 'aw yata' ahhara kullu nafsin bi-mii kasabat rahina', I:Iasan 
al-Ba1;lri, Risiila fi 1-qadar, ed. 'Amara, Beirut, 1 987, p. I I 3 . 5-9 ) 

The tradition of caliphal sponsorship of book-writing that was initiated by 
the 'Umayyad caliphs was continued under the 'Abbasid dynasty. At the re­
quest of some of the caliphs, books were composed, mostly by foreigners, that 
were to acquaint the intellectual elite with the achievements of other cultures. 
Scholars such as the Persian Ibn al-Muqaffa' (d. ±142/75 9 ), a near-contemporary 
of 'Abd al-I:Iamid, produced literary translations from Pahlavi. His most famous 
translation was that of the Indian fables of Kalila wa-Dimna, but he also com­
posed new original treatises, such as the Kitiib al-'adab al-kabir and the Risiila 
fi $-$ahiiba. These treatises were mostly concerned with court etiquette and the 
behavioural code in the relations between rulers and ruled. 

Because of the scarcity of preserved texts from the 'Umayyad period, it is 
difficult to pinpoint the exact model for the style of early 'Abbasid writings. The 
language of the Qur' iin gained in influence during the 'Abbasid period, but it 
cannot be regarded as a direct model for the prose style. Ibn al-Muqaffa"s work 
abounds with antithetic statements and parallelisms formulated in a syntacti­
cally complicated language, full of participles and infinitives, which, however, 
always remains lucid and easy to follow, as in the following fragment: 

Know that the receiver of praise is as someone who praises himself. It is 
fitting that a man's love of praise should induce him to reject it, since the 
one who rejects it is praised, but the one who accepts it is blamed. (wa­
'lam 'anna qiibila 1-madhi ka-miidihi nafsihi, wa-1-mar'u gadirun 'an 
yakiina hubbuhu 1-madha huwa llad.I yahmiluhu 'alii raddihi, fa-'inna r­
riidda lahu mahmiidun, wa-1-qiibila lahu ma'Ibun, Ibn al-Muqaffa', 
'Adab, ed. Beirut, 1964, p. 69 )  

The 'Umayyad trend of commissioning translations of scientific writings 
reached its apogee under the 'Abbasid caliphs. The Arabic translations of (Syriac 
versions of) Greek writings that were produced before al-Ma'miin's establish­
ment of the translators' academy, the Bayt al-hikma, were written in a clumsy 
style that betrays its Greek origin in every line. One example from a translation 
of Hippocrates' On the Nature of Man should suffice (an attempt has been made 
to imitate the style in English! ) :  

When spring comes, it is necessary to add to the drinking, and it must be 
broken with water, and you must cut down bit by bit on food, and you 
must choose of it that which is less nourishing and fresher and you must 
adopt instead of the use of much bread the use of much barley meal. (wa­
'id.ii ga'a r-rabf fa-yanbagi 'an yuziid {I s-sariib wa-yuksar bi-1-mii' wa­
tanqu$ min at-ta'iim qalilan qalilan wa-tah.tiir minhu mii huwa 'aqall 
gad.ii' wa-'artab wa-tasta'mil makiina 1-istikt.iir min al-h.ubz al-istikt.iir 
min as-sawiq, Kitiib Buqriit fi tabfat al-'insiin, ed. J. N. Mattock and 
M. C. Lyons, Cambridge, 1 968, pp. 27-8) 
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The thoughtless reference to the Greek custom of mixing wine with water is 
as inappropriate in an Islamic context as the style of the entire text. In the 
writings of the greatest of all translators, I:Iunayn ibn 'Ishaq (d. 260/87  3 ), there is 
no trace of such translated language. He explicitly rejects the literal translations 
of his predecessors and uses a businesslike, terse style that makes full use of the 
syntactic possibilities of Arabic and shuns the ornate epistolary style. His pref­
erence for complicated infinitival and participial constructions may reflect the 
structure of the Greek original: 

I wrote for him a book in Syriac, in which I took the direction he had 
indicated to me when he requested me to write it [lit . :  in his requesting its 
composition from me] . (fa-katabtu lahu kitaban bi-s-Suryiiniyya 
nah.awtu {Ihi n-nah.wa llad.I qasada 'ilayhi fi mas'alatihi 'iyyaya 
wat/.'ahu, I:Iunayn ibn 'IshaCL Risala I:Iunayn ibn 'Ishaq 'ila 'Ali ibn Yah.ya 
fi d.ikr mii turgima min kutub Giiliniis bi-'ilmihi wa-ba'4 mii lam 
yutargam, ed. G. Bergstriiller, Leipzig, 1 92 5 ,  p. r )  

Both Ibn al-Muqaffa"s treatises and the translations of Greek logical, medical 
and philosophical writings were publications in the real sense of the word. They 
were public books, not restricted to the court, but intended to be read by indi­
viduals. With respect to Islamic writing, i.e. writing on legal matters (fiqh), 
traditions of the Prophet (hadi.t.), history, Islamic campaigns (magazi) and 
Qur'anic exegesis ( tafsir), things were different. When the 'Abbasid caliphs re­
quested scholars to write down their information in the form of actual books for 
the benefit of the heirs to the throne, who needed such information for their 
education, they did so partially in reaction to the 'Umayyads. The 'Umayyad 
caliphs did support the scholarly work of individual h.adi.t.-collectors, but the 
'Abbasid propaganda emphasised their worldly interests and minimised their 
role in the collection of Islamic writing. One of the earliest court scholars was 
Ibn 'Ishaq (d. I 50/767) .  He had collected materials about the history of the Arabs 
and Islam in order to use them in his instruction. At the special request of the 
Caliph al-Man�ur (r. 1 3 6/7 54-1 5 8/77 5 ), he presented them in a structured form 
at court and deposited them as a permanent text in the caliphal library (Hatib al­
Bagdadi, Ta'rih. Bagdad I, 22of. ) .  

Although there are no copies of this or similar limited publications, Ibn 
'Ishaq's activities mark the beginning of historical writing and to a large degree 
determined its literary form and style. We may assume that the accounts of 
what happened during the Prophet's life and the early conquests were written in 
the kind of narrative prose that we find in all early (and even later) historians, all 
of which grew out of the simple contextless 'ah.bar of the storytellers. The em­
phasis is on the liveliness of the story, which does not depend on literary deco­
ration and uses simple words in a preponderantly paratactic construction, pref­
erably in·dialogue form. The following example illustrates this style and shows 
the division of the story into two parts, a chain of informants ( 'isnad) and the 
actual contents (matn) :  

Ibn 'Ishaq said: ·A�im ibn 'Umar ibn Qatada told me on the authority of 
'Arras ibn Malik. He said: I saw the cloak of 'Ukaydir when it was brought 
to the Messenger of God - may God bless him and protect him! - and the 
Muslims started to touch it with their hands and they admired it. The 
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Messenger of God - may God bless him and protect him! - said: 'Do you 
admire this? In the name of Him in whose hands my soul is, the kerchiefs 
of Sa'd ibn Mu'a.d in paradise are more beautiful than this ! '  (qala Ibn 
Malik: fa-h.addat.ani ·A�im ibn ' Umar ibn Qatada 'an 'Anas ibn Malik, 
qala: ra'aytu quba'a ' Ukaydir h.Ina qudima bihi 'alii rasiili llah - �alla 
llahu 'alayhi wa-sallam - fa-ga'ala 1-Muslimii.na yalmisiinahu bi-'aydi­
him wa-yata'aggabiina minhu, fa-qiila rasiilu llah - �alla llahu 'alayhi 
wa-sallam - 'a-ta'gibiina min had.a� fa-wa-llad.i nafsi bi-yadihi, la-mana­
dilu Sa' d ibn Mu' ad.fi 1-gannati 'ah.sanu min had.a!, Ibn Hisam, as-Sira an­
Nabawiyya IV, ed. as-Saqa, al-'Ibyari and Salabi, Cairo, 1 936, pp. 1 69-70) 

By their nature, texts of this type did not have the same kind of literary pre­
tensions as, for instance, poetry. Doubtless, later historians such as at-Tabari (d. 
3 10/923 )  did not content themselves always with simply copying the stories 
which they transmitted from their predecessors, but they attempted to structure 
and stylise them. Compared to poetry, however, there was so much freedom in 
this kind of prose and so few restrictions with regard to the form that the Arab 
literary critics could not be expected to devote much time to them, except 
perhaps to deplore the many 'mistakes' against grammar that crept in. The liter­
ary critic Qudama ibn Ga'far (d. 3 37/9 58 )  in his Naqd an-nat.r 'Criticism of prose' 
distinguishes between two styles, the one low (sah.If), the other elevated (gazl), 
and he gives precise instructions on when to use the one and when the other. 

What Qudama designates 'elevated style' is the kind of Arabic prose which 
we find in official correspondence, which is written in a florid style with a heavy 
emphasis on the form. In this kind of writing, we find the rhymed sequences 
that became so characteristic of Arabic style. Even non-literary works tradition­
ally begin with an introduction in which this kind of prose is used. In the debate 
among literary critics on the question of whether 'expression' (laf:?;) or 'meaning' 
(ma'na) is more important in a literary work, the prevalent opinion was that a 
literary work should be evaluated according to its expression, its form, since the 
meaning expressed by the writer is universal and accessible to everyone, 
whereas the form is something that only an accomplished writer can handle. 
Such an attitude could and did easily lead to a formulaic style. Form came to be 
seen as the most important dimension of style, whereas content was of second­
ary importance. In the literary genre of the maqamat, this tendency reached its 
apogee, and the production of writers such as al-I:Iariri (d. 5 1 6/r r 22)  contains 
pieces that are pure exercises in form. 

There is another kind of writing in Arabic, corresponding to what Qudama 
calls the 'lower style'. It is found in private letters and in non-literary writing, 
such as geographical works, historiography, biographical dictionaries, hand­
books of Islamic law and theology, and even in grammatical treatises. In such 
writings, we find a relaxation of the strict standards, the introduction of collo­
quialisms and a businesslike style. Some of these authors went even further and 
used a kind of prose language that had freed itself from the bonds of Classical 
Arabic and came a long way down to the vernacular of their time. But even 
when these authors used vernacular constructions or lexical items, they never 
stopped writing within the framework of Classical Arabic. From the point of 
view of historical linguistics, texts like the memoirs of 'Usama ibn Munqi.d (d. 
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5 84/n 88 ), or Ibn 'Abi 'Usaybi'a's (d. 668/1270) biographical dictionary, belong 
to the category of 'Middle Arabic' (cf. below, p. 1 20). There is a vast difference 
between this genre, in which intellectuals strove after a simple style, and the 
large quantity of documents written in faulty language that are normally sub­
sumed under the same label of 'Middle Arabic'. 

The coexistence of and the conflict between a high and a low variety of the 
language in Islamic culture made its presence felt from the time of the earliest 
papyri. Through the Middle Arabic texts, this diglossia was introduced in the 
domain of literary and semi-literary products. We shall see below (Chapter 1 2 )  
that this conflict has never disappeared since. In Modem Arabic literature, just 
like in that of the Classical age, authors have to choose the level of speech in 
which they wish to write. But the main constraint for all written production in 
Arabic is the position of Classical Arabic as the language of prestige. Whether in 
an 'elevated' or in a 'lower' style, the ultimate model remains the standard lan­
guage, and even when an author deliberately sets out to write in the vernacular, 
in the end he can never escape the framework of the written language. 

5 .  5 THE OFFICIAL STATUS OF ARABIC 

Throughout the classical period of Islam, Arabic remained the language of 
prestige that was used for all religious, cultural, administrative and scholarly 
purposes. In none of these functions was it ever seriously threatened iri the first 
centuries of Islam. In their attitude towards other languages, the speakers of 
Arabic took it for granted that there could be no alternative to the Arabic 
language. This explains the disappearance of all other cultural languages in the 
Islamic empire, such as Coptic, Greek, Syriac and even Persian. With very few 
exceptions, the Arab grammarians showed no inclination to study other 
languages, and speakers of these languages only very seldom found anything to 
boast of in their own language, preferring to speak and write in Arabic instead. 
During the first centuries of the Higra, speakers of Persian tended to regard their 
own language as inferior to Arabic. We have already seen that the author of the 
first linguistic description of Arabic, Sibawayhi, was himself a speaker of 
Persian, but there are absolutely no traces in his Kittlb of any interest in the 
Persian language. Another famous grammarian, al-Farisi (d. 377/987 ), on being 
asked by his pupil Ibn Ginni about his mother tongue, Persian, stated unequivo­
cally that there could be no comparison between the two languages, since 
Arabic was far superior to Persian (Ha�tl'i� I, 243 ). Eventually, a counter­
movement of Persian ethnic feeling (su'iibiyya) arose which opposed the 
monopoly of the Arabs but did not challenge the position of Arabic. 

From the ninth century onwards, however, Persian became increasingly used 
as a literary language, first of all in Eastern Iran, where Arabic culture had never 
gained a foothold. At the court of the more or less independent dynasties in the 
East, New Persian or Farsi was used in poetry. Under the dynasty of the Samanids 
(tenth century), it replaced Arabic as the language of culture. After the fall of 
Baghdad ( 6 57/ 1258 )  during the Mongol invasion, Arabic lost its position as the 
prestigious language in the entire Islamic East to Persian, except in matters of 
religion. In Iran itself, the Safavid dynasty under Shah 'Isma'il (9o6/1 5 0 1 )  
adopted Farsi and the Shi'ite form of Islam as the national language and religion. 
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In all other regions, Arabic kept its position for a long time. A case in point is 
Mamluk Egypt. The Arabs had always looked down on the Turks, whom they 
regarded as good soldiers and therefore useful as protectors of Islam, but without 
any gift for culture. Their Arabic, if they spoke it at all, was deficient. Yet, 
Mamluk trainees received intensive instruction in Arabic, and most Mamluks 
must at least have understood the language. In the biographical sources about 
the Mamluks (e.g. as-Safadi's al-Wtifi bi-1-wafaytit), mention is made of many 
Mamluk scholars who occupied themselves with the religious and grammatical 
literature in Arabic, and even when in the fourteenth century they started to 
produce scholarly writings in Qipcaq and Oguz Turkic, Arabic remained in use 
in Egypt as the main literary language. 

When the Seljuks conquered Anatolia, Turkish became the official language 
of their empire, with Persian as the literary language; but even then, Arabic 
remained important, in the first place as a source of loanwords in Turkic (cf. 
below, Chapter I 3 ,  p. 234), and in the second place as the language of religion. It 
lost, however, its place as administrative language of the empire to Turkish. At 
the end of the nineteenth century, during the Renaissance (Nahcja) of Arabic (cf. 
below, Chapter I I ), attempts were made to reintroduce Arabic as the language 
of administration, but with the advent of the colonial period these attempts 
turned out to be short-lived, and it was not until the independence of the Arab 
countries as political entities in the twentieth century that it became once 
again the language in which matters of state and administration could be 
expressed. 

FURTHER READING 

A classic work on the development of Classical Arabic is Fiick ( I 9 50); in a series 
of thirteen essays he discusses more or less chronologically the development of 
Classical Arabic style and lexicon, not by closely-reasoned argumentation, but 
with the help of selected items from the sources. Fiick strongly believed in the 
survival of the declensional endings in Bedouin speech for centuries after the 
Islamic conquests (cf. above, Chapter 4). For more recent opinions about this 
controversy, see Fleisch ( I 964), Zwettler ( I 978 )  and Versteegh ( I 984: ID-I3 ) .  

The development of Arabic orthography is  dealt with by Abbott ( I 939, I972 ); 
a study on the development of the diacritic dots is Revell ( I 97 5 ); a short survey 
of the traditional Arabic accounts of the invention of the orthographic system is 
in Semaan ( I 968 ) .  The most recent synthetic account of the development of 
orthography is by EndreB ( I 982 ) .  On the earliest examples of Qur'anic writing, 
see Grohmann ( I 9 5 8 ); on the development of chancellery writing, see Abbott 
( I 94I ) .  The later history of the Arabic script has not been treated here; for fur­
ther references, see Schimmel ( I 982) .  

The history of the development of Arabic orthography is closely related to 
the textual history of the Qur'tin, for which Noldeke and Schwally ( I 96 I )  re­
mains the standard handbook. On the shift from recitation to book, see Nagel 
( I 983 ) and Schoeler ( I 992 ); on the reception of the Qur'anic codex by the 
grammarians, see Beck ( I 946) .  

Both grammar-writing and lexicography played a crucial role in the stand­
ardisation of the Arabic language. The emergence of the discipline of grammar 
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is treated by Abbott ( I 972h for further literature about the two disciplines, see 
below, Chapter 6, p. 9 1 .  The role of 'Abu 1-'Aswad is discussed by Talman 
( I 98 s ) . 

Schall ( I 982)  gives a general introduction to the study of the history of the 
Arabic lexicon. For the question of foreign words in the Qur' iin, see Fraenkel 
( I 886)  and Jeffery ( I 93 8 ); for the commentators' attitude towards foreign words, 
see Versteegh ( I 993a: 88-9 I ) . The examples from Muqatil's Tafsir are taken 
from Versteegh ( I 990). The controversy about foreign words in the Qur'iin and 
in Arabic is dealt with by Kopf ( I 9 5 6 ) . The foreign vocabulary in Ibn Hisam's 
Sfra is listed by Hebbo ( I 970), who discusses more than 200 loanwords, of which 
more than s o  per cent derive from Aramaic/Syriac, while approximately 40 per 
cent derive from Persian and IO  per cent from Greek. On Persian borrowings in 
Arabic, see Asbaghi ( I  988  ). Bielawski ( I  9 5 6 )  compares the various methods used 
to expand the lexicon in the old and the modem period (cf. also below, Chapter 
I I )  and provides many examples of loanwords. The examples of translations of 
logical terms are taken from Zimmermann ( I 9J2) .  A dictionary of the Arabic 
equivalents that were used for Greek words by the translators is being compiled 
by EndreB and Gutas ( I 992-). 

On the language of ragaz poetry and the special lexicon used by these poets, 
see Ullmann ( I966), from which the examples quoted above were taken. For the 
development of prose style in Arabic literature, see the programmatic article by 
Leder and Kilpatrick ( I 992) and the surveys in CHAL by Latham ( I 98 3 )  and 
Serjeant ( I 98 3 ). The development of Islamic writing and the dichotomy 
between oral and written in early Islam is the subject of a series of articles by 
Schoeler ( I 98 5 ,  I 989a, I 989b, I 992) .  Information about the development of a 
library system in Islam is in Eche ( I 967) .  The activities of az-Zuhri are dealt 
with by Motzki ( I  99 I ) . For history-writing and the development from ' allbiir to 
annalistic writing, see Rosenthal ( I 968 ) .  The issue of authenticity of historical 
documents in the historians is discussed at length by Noth ( I 973 ) .  For the 
language of writers such as 'Usama and Ibn 'Abi 'U�aybi'a, see below, Chapter 8, 
p. I 20. 

The relationship between Arabic and Turkic in Mamluk Egypt is analysed by 
Haarmann ( I988 ); on the influence of Arabic in Turkish, see below, Chapter I 4, 
p. 234. On the emergence of New Persian as a literary language, see Lazard 
( I 975 ); on Arabic influence in Persian, see below, Chapter I 4, p. 232 .  



6 
The Structure of Classical Arabic 

in the Linguistic Tradition 

6 .  I INTRODUCTION 

Western descriptions of the structure of Classical Arabic, almost without 
exception, use a Greco-Latin grammatical model and hardly ever mention the 
differences between this model and that of the Arabic grammarians. The choice 
of the Greco-Latin model serves a didactic purpose, because these grammars are 
intended for the teaching of Arabic to non-Arabophones, who are usually more 
familiar with the Greco-La tin model of school grammar. Either may be assumed 
to give an adequate description of the structure of Classical Arabic, but the 
framework of the Arabic grammarians served exclusively for the analysis of 
Arabic and therefore has a special relevance for the study of that language. From 
the period between 7 5 0  and 1 5 00 we know the names of more than 4,ooo 
grammarians who elaborated a comprehensive body of knowledge on their own 
language. In this chapter, we shall present some examples of their theories, 
which in spite of their unfamiliarity may provide a novel way of looking at the 
language from the privileged point of view of its own scholars. Most Arabic 
grammars of Arabic follow the order established by the first grammarian, 
Sibawayhi (d. 1 77/793 ? ), in his Kitiib and start with syntax, followed by 
morphology, with phonology added as an appendix. The Western terms used 
here correspond roughly to the two traditional components of Arabic linguis­
tics: ta$rif, usually translated as 'morphology', and nahw, usually translated as 
'syntax'. But whereas we assign to morphology the study of all alterations of 
words, the Arabic grammarians assign the study of declensional endings to 
nahw and all remaining changes in the form of words, e.g. plural endings and 
derivational patterns, to ta$rif. 

A remark is in order here concerning the practice of translating Arabic 
technical terms with technical terms from the Western model. The names of 
the parts of grammar illustrate the lack of correspondence between the two sets 
of terms. Another example is that of the term raf', usually equated with 
'nominative', which introduces the concept of 'case endings' that is foreign 
to the indigenous framework. The term 'amal in Arabic grammar indicates 
the syntactic effect of one word on another; this term is often translated as 
'rection', which suggests a parallel with Greco-Latin grammar, or as 'governing', 
which inevitably suggests a parallel with modem linguistic theories. On 
the other hand, using only the Arabic terms makes it difficult to follow the 
discussion. For the sake of convenience, we have chosen in this chapter to 
provide the Arabic terms with English equivalents, on the understanding 
that these will not be taken as exact equivalents. Where necessary, the 
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difference between the concepts involved will be mentioned. 
The aim of linguistics in the Arabic tradition differed from ours. The gram­

marian had a fixed corpus of language at his disposal, consisting of the text of 
the Qur'iin, pre-Islamic poetry, and the idealised speech of the Bedouin (cf. 
above, Chapter 5 ). Since by definition the native speakers knew how to speak 
Arabic, the grammarians did not have to give instructions: their grammar was 
not a prescriptive discipline. It was not a mere description, either. Since (the 
Arabic) language was a part of God's creation, its structure was perfect to the 
tiniest detail, and the task of the grammarian was to account for every single 
phenomenon of the language, i.e. to determine its status within the system of 
rules. Language was regarded as a hierarchically-ordered whole, in which each 
component had its own function. Explanations often took the form of a com­
parison or analogy (qiyiis). Structural similarity between two components 
implied a similarity in status, or, in the terminology of the grammarians, equal­
ity in rights. Apparent deviations from the perfect harmony of the language 
were explained by assuming that these belonged to the surface structure of 
speech, but that on an underlying level ( 'a$1, ma'nii) the deviations were in line 
with the system of the language. 

In the syntactic part of linguistics, the grammarians' main preoccupation 
was the explanation of the case endings of the words in the sentence, called 
'i'riib, a term that originally meant the correct use of Arabic according to the 
language of the Bedouin ( 'Arab) but came to mean the declension. The case 
endings were assumed to be the result of the action of an 'iimil, a word in the 
sentence affecting or governing another word. This influence manifested itself 
in what we would call 'case endings', i.e. in the definition of the grammarians 'a 
difference in the ending of the words caused by a difference in the governing 
word' (illtiliif 'awiillir al-kalim bi-lltiliif al-'awiimil). Explaining a case ending 
was tantamount to identifying the word responsible for this ending ( 'iimil). 
When no such word could be identified in the surface sentence, the grammarian 
had to reconstruct ( taqdir) the underlying level on which the governing word 
could be seen to operate. 

In morphology ( ta$rif), the focus was on the structure of words and the 
explanation of the non-syntactically-motivated changes which they under­
went. These changes could be derivational, i.e. entailing a change in meaning, 
or non-derivational, i.e. morphonological in nature. Examples of these changes 
will be given below (pp. 83 ,  8 5 ) . Phonology did not count as an independent 
discipline and was therefore relegated to a position at the end of the treatise. 
Only insofar as the phonological rules interacted with the form of the word did 
they draw the grammarians' attention. Purely phonetic issues were only dealt 
with as a kind of appendix to the grammatical treatises, although a considerable 
body of phonetic knowledge was transmitted in introductions to dictionaries 
and in treatises on the recitation of the Qur'iin ( tagwid). 

Arabic grammatical treatises are full of references to the ma'nii 'meaning'. By 
this they refer either to the intention of the speaker, or to the functional mean­
ing of linguistic categories, but not to the lexical meaning of the words, which 
was reserved for lexicography. In both cases, the semantic aspect of speech was 
taken for granted but, at least in early grammar, hardly ever thoroughly dis­
cussed. The meaning of grammatical categories was thought to be expressed by 
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the pattern of a word, the lexical meaning being inherent in the radicals from 
which it was derived. The derivational system of the Arabic grammarians oper­
ated with a chain of combinations of an 'a$1 and a ma'nii. At the highest level, 
the 'a$1 is the consonantal skeleton (root), e.g. 0-R-B carrying the meaning of 
'hitting'; to this root a pattern is applied, e.g. Fa'aLa, which has a meaning of its 
own (transitive verb) .  The result is a morphological form ldarabal, which in its 
tum functions as the 'a$1 for further derivations, e.g. with the pattern yaFa'iL 
(imperfect), which produces lya<;larib l .  The morphological forms serve as the 
point of departure for further extensions, e.g. with a pronoun of the first person 
in ldaraba-tul, or a declensional ending in lya<;larib-u l .  Finally, the morphological 
forms are affected by phonological rules, producing the phonological forms 
fdarabtu/, /ya<;lribu/ (cf. below, p. 84). In the system of segmentation, one of the 
most important axioms was the strict correlation between morphemes and 
grammatical functions: each function was represented by one morpheme, and 
each morpheme could represent only one function. 

Normally, Arabic grammatical writings do not take into account the lexical 
meaning of words and roots. The grammarians left the semantic analysis to 
lexicography ( 'i1m a1-1uga) and concentrated instead on the morphological func­
tion. Still, they did not ignore completely the relationship between lexical 
meaning and the radicals. Very early on, the idea of a relationship between roots 
differing in only one consonant seems to have existed in the Arabic tradition. 
Lexicographers formalised this principle under the name of a1-istiqiiq a1-'akbar 
'greater etymology', stating that words with two similar radicals are semanti­
cally related to each other. The grammarian Ibn Ginnr (d. 392/1002 ), in his 
Ha$ii'i$ (II, ed. an-Naggar, Cairo, 19 52-6, pp. 1 3 3-9), went one step further. 
Already in the earliest dictionary, the Kitiib a1-'ayn (cf. above, Chapter 5 )  the 
arrangement of the roots had suggested a semantic relationship between the 
permutations of a root. Ibn Ginn! formalised this principle by stating that there 
existed an istiqiiq kabii 'great etymology', a higher semantic level on which all 
permutations of three radicals had a common meaning. From the set of radicals 
'-b-r, for instance, Ibn Ginn! derived the following words: 'ibara 'expression', 
'abra 'tear', 'arab 'nomads', bara'a 'to excel', ba'r 'dung', rab' 'spring camping 
site', ru'b 'fear'. He asserted that all these words expressed a common meaning, 
that of 'transfer'. The general idea of a semantic relationship between words 
with similar consonants seems to have been accepted by most scholars in the 
Arabic tradition, although most of them hesitated to go as far as Ibn Ginnr did. 

In modem comparative linguistics, it has been speculated that originally all 
words in Semitic were biradical, the third consonant acting as some kind of 
suffix or prefix. This theory is supported by the fact that there are both within 
Arabic and between the Semitic languages triradical words that differ only in 
one (usually weak) consonant, e.g. in Arabic f-r-r 'to flee', f-r-q 'to tear apart', 
f-r-z 'to separate', f-r-d 'to be alone', f-r-$ 'to slit, pierce'. Similarly, in Hebrew we 
have p-r-d 'to separate', p-r-m 'to tear', p-r-q 'to pull apart', p-r-r 'to dissolve'. On 
the basis of such word groups, a Proto-Semitic root p-r with the general meaning 
'to divide' might be posited. The added consonants are assumed to have served 
to specify the semantic range of the derived words. 

Recently, Bohas ( 1 993,  1 995 ) has proposed a modem version of this theory 
and to a certain degree revindicated Ibn Ginni's ideas. He starts by referring to 
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roots that differ only in one glide (w, y) and that have the same semantic load, 
either within Arabic (e.g. bahha, biih.a, bah.ii, all meaning 'to calm down' ) or 
across Semitic languages. A similar phenomenon is observable with other 
sonants (n, r, l, m, etc. ) and gutturals, e.g. gazza 'to cut, shear', gazara 'to slaugh­
ter, cut off', gazala 'to cut a stick in two pieces', gazama 'to cut off, trim', gaza' a 
'to cut, cross a river'. He concludes that all triradical verbal roots ultimately go 
back to biradical types with a similar semantic load. He then further extends 
this principle to radicals from the same articulatory class, which may occur in 
either order. These constitute matrices, for instance the matrix consisting of a 
uvulovelar and a dental with the general meaning of 'cutting', to which in addi­
tion to the roots above there also belong: gadda 'to cut', gad.ara 'to eradicate', 
gad.ama 'to cut off a hand'; qadda 'to cut lengthwise', qatala 'to kill', qa�ara 'to 
shorten', qata'a 'to cut', and so on. It is difficult to see in what way Bohas' 
theory could be verified, but even in a weaker form it may tell us much about 
the organisation of the Arabic lexicon and explain a number of phenomena 
which up until now have had to be regarded as coincidental. 

6 . 2  SYNTAX 

Traditionally, Arabic grammatical treatises start with a series of definitions in 
which the main categories of language are introduced. The first chapter in 
Sibawayhi's Kitiib, for instance, reads as follows: 

' 

Chapter of the knowledge of words in the Arabic language. Words are 
noun, verb, or particle intended for a meaning which is neither noun nor 
verb. Nouns are ragul 'man', faras 'horse', hii'it 'wall'. Verbs are patterns 
taken from the expression of the events of the nouns; they are construed 
for what is past; for what is going to be, but has not yet happened; and for 
what is being without interruption . . .  As for that which is intended for a 
meaning, without being a noun or a verb, this is like .t.umma 'then', sawfa 
[particle of the future], wa- in oaths, li- to indicate possession, and so on. 
(hiid.ii biib 'ilm al-kalim min al-'arabiyya, fa-1-kalim ism wa-fi'l wa-harf 
ga'a li-ma'nan laysa bi-sm wa-lii fi'l, fa-1-ism ragul wa-faras wa-hii'it wa­
, ammii 1-fi'l fa-' am.t.ila 'uh.id.at min laf:?. 'ahdii.t. al-' asmii' wa-buniyat lima 
maQ.ii wa-limii yakiinu wa-lam yaqa' wa-mii huwa kii'in lam yanqati' . . .  
wa-'ammii mii ga'a li-ma'nan wa-laysa bi-sm wa-lii fi'l fa-nahwa .t.umma 
wa-sawfa wa-wiiw al-qasam wa-liim al-'iQ.afa wa-nahwa hiid.ii, Kitiib I, 
ed. Bulaq, n.d., p. 2 . 1-3 ) 

This division into what we would call three parts of speech remained intact 
throughout the history of the Arabic grammatical tradition. The category of the 
noun (ism) was defined either as a word with certain syntactic characteristics, 
such as its combinability with an article, or as a word denoting an essence. It 
included not only what we call nouns, but also our adjectives, pronouns and 
even a number of prepositions and adverbs, such as 'amiima 'before', kayfa 
'how?'. The category of the verb (fi'l) was defined either as a word that may be 
combined with the future particle sawfa, or as a word denoting an action. It 
included some words which we would call interjections such as hayhiit 'come 
on! ', �ah 'hush! ' .  In the Arabic system, the category of the particle (harf) 
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included the remaining words; they could not be declined and acted only as 
governing words, for instance li- 'for', governing nouns and verbs, and 'an 'that', 
governing verbs alone. Their main function was to assist other words in their 
function in the sentence. 

The basic difference between the three parts of speech is the declension 
( 'i'rab). In principle, only nouns have case endings to indicate their function in 
the sentence. Western grammars usually call the three endings -u, -i, -a 'nomin­
ative', 'genitive', 'accusative', respectively; in Arabic grammar they are called 
raf', garr, na$b. The case endings refer to syntactic functions; they may be fol­
lowed by an ending -n to indicate that the word is indefinite ( tanwin, nunation). 
Unlike the Greco-Latin grammarians, the Arabic grammarians do not assign to 
them any independent semantic content. The nominative case indicates that a 
noun's function is that of agent (fa'il), topic (mubtada'), or predicate (nabar) of 
the sentence (about these sentential constituents, see below, p. 8o). 

The two main functions of the genitive case are to mark the effect of particles 
on nouns and to indicate the second noun in possessive constructions. Particles 
governing nouns are called in the Western tradition 'prepositions', e.g. ma'a r­
raguli 'with the man', 'ila 1-madinati 'to the city'. In the possessive construc­
tion ( 'icjafa), the first noun (al-mucjaf 'ilayhi) has neither article nor nunation, 
and the second noun (al-mucjaf) is put in the genitive case, e.g. baytu 1-maliki 
'the king's house'. The governance relationship between the two nouns in the 
'icjafa construction is a controversial issue. Since in principle nouns do not gov­
ern, later grammarians objected to Sibawayhi's view that the first noun governs 
the second. Instead they attributed the genitive ending to a particle li- 'for, be­
longing to' which was inserted on an underlying level, i.e. *baytu li-1-maliki 
'house for-the-king [genitive]'. 

The accusative case is used for the direct object (maf'ul), e.g. cjarabtu zaydan 
'I hit Zayd', and for a large variety of other objects of time, place, intensity and 
reason, as well as for the so-called hal 'circumstantial', the tamyiz 'specifier' 
and the internal object (maf'ul mutlaq). In Arabic grammar, the verb in a sen­
tence such as cjaraba zaydun 'amran 'Zayd hit 'Amr' is said to 'transcend the 
agent towards the object' (yata'adda 1-fa'il 'ila 1-maf'ul). This means that such a 
verb, which we would call 'transitive', not only causes the accusative of the 
object but also the nominative of the agent. A verb, moreover, implies not only 
an agent and, when it is transitive, an object, but also the time and the place of 
the action. Therefore, expressions of time and place (.?uruf) also receive the 
accusative case ending, as in cjarabtu-hu 1-yawma 'I hit him today' and in 
cjarabtu-hu 'amamaka 'I hit him in front of you'. In addition, the verb implies 
its own action as an internal object, as in cjarabtu-hu cjarban 'I hit him a hitting, 
I hit him hard'. As in English, some Arabic verbs govern through a preposition, 
for instance in marartu bi-hi 'I passed by him'. Later grammarians regarded bi­
hi in such a sentence as a real object, the particle (preposition) bi- serving as a 
link between the verb and its object. 

Although in principle verbs are not declined, there is one category of verbs 
that do receive declension. In Arabic grammar these are called mucjari' 'resem­
bling', since they owe their declension to their resemblance to the nouns. This 
resemblance manifests itself in the fact that in some constructions a verb may 
be used as a substitute for a noun, e.g. 'inna zaydan la-cJ.aribun 'Zayd is hitting', 
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which is equivalent to 'inna zaydan la-yacj.ribu 'Zayd hits'. The resembling 
verbs correspond to what the Western tradition calls 'imperfect verbs', because 
they are used for incompleted actions, e.g. yacj.ribu 'he is hitting, he will hit'. 
The terminological difference demonstrates a difference in approach: Greco­
Latin grammar names after the semantic content, whereas Arabic grammar 
names after formal characteristics, in this case the fact that this category of 
verbs exhibits the same endings as the noun. In Greco-Latin grammar, these are 
called modal endings: indicative (yacj.rib-uL subjunctive (yacj.rib-a), and jussive 
or apocopate (yacj.rib) .  In the Arabic tradition, the endings -u, -a and -fJ are 
regarded as declensional endings with the same status as the endings of the 
nouns, and accordingly such verbs are said to be declined (mu'rab). The endings 
-u and -a are identical with those of the noun and, like these, are called raf' 
'nominative' and na$b 'accusative'; the zero-ending is called gazm, literally 
'cutting off'. 

nouns imperfect verbs 

raf' zayd-u-n yacj.rib-u 

garr (h.afcj.) zayd-i-n 

na$b zayd-a-n yacj.rib-a 

gazm yacj.rib 

Table 6 . 1  The endings of nouns and imperfect verbs. 

When words are combined, they constitute an utterance (qawl). When this 
utterance conveys a meaningful message, it becomes kaltim, a semantically 
complete message. The closest equivalent in Arabic grammar to our notion of 
'sentence' is that of gumla, a syntactically complete string of words. In a sen­
tence, there is always one head word that relays or determines the sentential 
functions resulting in markers in the form of case endings. In their analysis of 
the sentential constructions, the Arabic grammarians differ most from our 
analysis. According to the Western analysis of Arabic sentence structure, there 
are two types of sentences: nominal and verbal sentences. When the sentence 
does not contain a verb, it is called a nominal sentence with two constituents, a 
subject and a nominal predicate, e.g. zaydun tabibun 'Zayd is a doctor'. The 
verbal sentence always contains a verb, and its constituents are either verb­
subject-object or subject-verb-object. Examples of this structure are cj.araba 
zaydun 'amran or zaydun Q.araba 'amran 'Zayd hit 'Arnr', which under this 
analysis are regarded as stylistic alternatives of the same verbal sentence. In 
these two examples, the agreement relations between verb and subject are iden­
tical, both being singular, but when the subject becomes plural there is only 
agreement in number when the subject precedes the verb: ar-rigtilu cj.arabil 'the 
men hit', with both verb and noun in the plural, but cj.araba r-rigalu 'the men 
hit', with singular verb and plural noun. In both word orders, there is gender 
agreement between verb and subject in singular and plural, e.g. al-fataytitu 
cj.arabna and cj.arabat [singular! ]  al-fataytitu 'the girls hit'. 
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In their analysis of the sentence, the Arabic grammarians focused on the 
fundamental difference in agreement between the two word orders. According 
to them, there is a distinction between a nominal sentence (gumla ismiyya), i.e. 
a sentence which in its underlying structure starts with a noun, and a verbal 
sentence (gumla fi'liyya), i.e. a sentence which in its underlying structure starts 
with a verb. These represent not just alternative word orders, but basically 
different sentence types. In the verbal sentence, the two constituents are the 
verb (fi'l) and the agent (fii'il) .  Thus, we have: 

qaraba zaydun 'amran 
fi'l fa'il maf'iil 
'Zayd hit 'Amr' 

In this sentence, the verb is responsible for the nominative of the agent 
zaydun and the accusative of the object 'amran. In the nominal sentence, 
which in Western analysis is simply a sentence without a verb, two basic con­
stituents are distinguished by the Arabic grammarians, the one with which the 
sentence starts (mubtada') and the one that tells something about it (h.abar), 
e.g.: 

muhammadun 'ah.iika 
mubtada' h.abar 
'Muhammad is your brother' 

The grammarians found it difficult to account for the nominative of the first 
constituent in such a sentence: by definition, no other word preceding it could 
be held responsible for its ending. The standard theory found the solution in an 
abstract principle called ibtidii', i.e. the initial position in the sentence, which 
caused the nominative ending. The second constituent in its tum was assumed 
to be governed by the first. 

In the example given here, the h.abar is a noun, but it may also be a sentence, 
as in the following two examples: 

muhammadun 'ah.iihu zaydun 
mubtada' h.abar 

mubtada' h.abar 
'Muhammad, his brother is Zayd' 

muhammadun qaraba 'abiihu 'amran 
mubtada' h.abar 

fi'l fa'il maf'ul 
'Muhammad, his father hit 'Amr' 

Most Western analyses call this phenomenon 'topicalisation': it consists in 
the fronting of a constituent from the sentence for special emphasis. In these 
sentences, the Arabic term mubtada' is, therefore, the exact equivalent of the 
Western term 'topic'. The novelty of the grammarians' approach becomes evi­
dent when it is applied to sentences of the following type: 

muhammadun qaraba 'amran 
mubtada' fi'l-fii'il maf'iil 
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ln snch a sentence, the grammarians analyse cJ.araba as a combination of a 
verb with a zero agent, which is not visible on the surface level but must be 
posited on an underlying level. When the agent is plural, it does appear: 

ar-rigalu cJ_arabii ldaraba-wl 
mubtada' llabar 

fi'l-fa'il 
'the men hit' 

The verbal form cJ_araba is combined here with the agent pronoun of the plu­
ral -w; at a morphological level, this becomes ldaraba-wl, at a phonological level 
/darabu-w/ with assimilation of the vowel to the glide, which is realised as 
[darabu].  Similarly, in cJ_arabta 'you have hit', what we call the ending -ta is 
regarded by the Arabic grammarians as a bound pronoun (fdaraba-ta/ -+ cJ_arabta 
because of a phonological rule which prohibits the occurrence of the sequence 
CvCvCvCv).  In the case of a feminine noun, the analysis is somewhat more 
complicated. In the sentence 

al-fattitu kataba-t 
'the girl wrote' 

the ending -t cannot be analysed as an agent pronoun, since it also appears when 
the noun follows: 

kataba-t al-fattitu 

Since two agents cannot occur in one sentence, the -t cannot be an agent. Con­
sequently, it is analysed by the grammarians as a feminine marker, essentially 
identical with the feminine marker -t of the noun. In al-fattitu katabat, the 
agent of katabat must then be a zero pronoun, just as in the masculine form. 

In this way, the Arabic analysis provides an explanation for the agreement 
between noun and verb in sentences where the noun is initial, and at the same 
time it brings together all noun-initial sentences into one category of 
topicalised sentences. The latter seems to be supported by the semantics of the 
construction: later grammarians pointed out that in a sentence such as zaydun 
cJ_araba the focus is on zaydun, about whom something is predicated, rather 
than on the action. On both syntactic and semantic grounds, the Arabic analysis 
of the linguistic material is certainly preferable to the Western analysis, which 
applies the notion of 'subject' to both sentence types in Arabic. 

6 .  3 MORPHOLOGY 

The most characteristic feature of all Semitic languages is the peculiar relation­
ship between form and meaning. In the majority of words, the lexical meaning 
is represented by three radicals and the morphological meaning is added to these 
radicals in the form of a vowel pattern, sometimes with auxiliary consonants 
(zawti'id). The radicals k-t-b, for instance, represent the general meaning of 
'writing', and from these radicals we get: ktitib 'writing [participle]', plural 
kutttib; yaktubu 'he writes', perfect kataba; kittib 'book', plural kutub; maktab 
'desk, office', plural maktitib; maktaba 'library', plural maktabtit; taktitaba 'to 
correspond', etc. At a very early date, the grammarians invented a notation for 
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the morphological patterns, which represented the three radicals with the con­
sonants f-'-1, in which the vowels and the auxiliary consonants were inserted. 
The pattern of the word katib, for instance, is represented as fa'il, and the 
pattern of maktab as maf'al. 

For the Arabic grammarians, the primary task of morphology ( ta$rif) was the 
breakdown of words into radical consonants and auxiliary consonants 
(zawa'id). There are ten consonants that may serve as augments (/"/, fw/, fy/, 
/'/, /m/, /t/, /n/, /h/, /s/, /1/, contained in the mnemonic phrase 'al-yawma 
tansahu 'today you will forget him' ). Since all ten consonants (except the 
abstract element /"/; cf. below, p. 90) may serve either as augment or as radical, 
it is not always obvious which of the consonants in a given form are radicals and 
which are za'id. The grammarians set up methods to identify the radicals, of 
which the most important was the istiqaq (lit. 'splitting', sometimes translated 
with the Western term 'etymology'), the comparison of the form under scrutiny 
with morphologically-related words with the same semantic content. When 
'aktaba 'he caused to write' is compared with kataba 'he wrote', they tum out 
to have the same semantic load, so that the /' / must be regarded as an augment. 
Likewise in manganiq 'ballista', the first /n/ does not recur in the plural 
maganiq and must therefore be regarded as an augment. Since not all words are 
triradical, this analysis is not as simple as it may sound. Apart from the 
triradical words, there are four-radical verbs, and nouns consisting of four or 
maximally five radicals. The small group of biradical nouns such as yad 'hand', 
ibn 'son', fam 'mouth' were incorporated in the system by deriving them from 
triradical roots (y-d-y, b-n-w, f-w-h) .  In a word such as 'ankabilt f'ankabuwt/ 
'spider' there are six consonants (counting the 'lengthening' w as a consonant; 
cf. below), any of which may be a radical. The form of the plural, 'anakib, shows 
that only four of them, '-n-k-b, are really radicals, since these are the only ones 
to be preserved in inflectional processes. 

6 . 3 . 1  The Noun 

The first part of speech is the noun (ism). We have seen above that nouns receive 
case endings (nominative, genitive, accusative) and, when they are indefinite, 
the nunation. However, there is a category of nouns with only two endings, one 
for the nominative, and one for the genitive and the accusative, which is iden­
tical with the accusative ending of other nouns (called in Western grammars the 
diptotic declension) .  Nouns belonging to this category, when they are indefi­
nite, do not have nunation and lose the genitive ending. When they become 
definite, they return to the triptotic declension. Western grammars usually do 
not go beyond a listing of the groups of words that are diptotic; but, for the 
Arabic grammarians, explaining why some nouns lose part of their declension 
was one of the most important tasks of morphology. Diptotic nouns are called 
in Arabic gayr mun$arif 'not free to move', since they lack part of the alterabil­
ity that is inherent in nouns. According to the Arabic grammarians, the main 
principle is that if a noun deviates from the unmarked (i.e. singular, masculine, 
indefinite) state in more than one way, it resembles a verb and therefore loses 
part of its declensional rights. These deviations are the so-called mawani' a$­
$arf 'the preventing factors of complete declension', for instance, when a noun 
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is definite, plural, feminine, a proper name, of foreign origin, an epithet, or when 
it has a verbal pattern. On this basis, words like yazidu 'Yazid' [name, verbal 
pattern], 'ibriihimu 'Abraham' [name, foreign origin] and the comparative 
'af'alu [epithet, verbal pattern] are assigned to the category of the diptotic 
nouns. 

In Arabic grammatical theory, diptotic nouns are fundamentally different 
from nouns that in their surface form do not exhibit all case endings. This 
occurs in the so-called weak nouns, i.e. nouns containing one of the glides w, y 
or 'ali f. In these nouns, morphonological rules may produce a merger of case 
endings, e.g. qiicj.in 'judge', with genitive qiicj.in, accusative qacj.iyan; or 'af'an 
'viper', with genitive and accusative both 'af'an. The grammarians derive these 
surface forms from an underlying form, on which all three case endings are 
visible: /qa"Q.iyun/, /qa"Q.iyin/, /qa"Q.iyan/; /'af'ayun/, /'af'ayin/, /'af'ayan/. 
According to them, the reason for these specific changes is that the speakers of 
Arabic dislike combinations of the vowels i and u or of two a's with the glide y, 
which they find too 'heavy' to pronounce. 

Apart from the case endings and the nunation, nouns may undergo morpho­
logical alterations, i.e. changes in their form that are not caused by a governing 
word. The most frequent alteration consists in the category of number: nouns 
may become dual or plural. The dual number of nouns is formed with suffixes, 
in the masculine -iini for the nominative, -ayni for the genitive/accusative; in 
the feminine -atiini/ -atayni. In the plural, we have to distinguish between a 
declension with suffixes (the so-called sound plural) and a declension by pattern 
modification (the so-called broken plural). The sound plural suffixes are -iina for 
the nominative, -ina for the genitive/accusative; in the feminine nouns, the 
suffixes are -iitun/ -iitin. The sound plural is used almost exclusively for animate 
plurals and certain adjectives, as well as for the participles. 

Because of the above-mentioned principle (p. 76 )  of one-morph-one-meaning, 
the segmentation of the dual and plural endings constituted a major problem for 
the Arabic grammarians. Take, for instance, the form zaydiina 'Zayds', geni­
tive/accusative zaydina: in the morph-by-morph segmentation of the Arabic 
grammarians, this becomes lzayd-u-w-n-al, lzayd-i-y-n-a l .  The /n/ is analysed as 
a compensation for the fact that plural nouns do not have nunation, which is 
why they receive an /n/ that disappears as soon as the word is followed by a 
genitive (zaydii 1-madinati 'the Zayds of the city') . The vowel /a/ at the end is 
necessitated by the consonant cluster that arises with /-w-n/ at the end of the 
word. The real problems are the vowels /u/, /i/ and the glides /w/, jyj: they share 
between them the double function of indicating plurality and nominative case, 
but it is impossible to assign either function to one of them alone. The linguistic 
model followed by the grammarians did not allow them to posit combined 
morphs 1 -uw- 1, 1 -iy- 1 with a double function. They resorted, therefore, to other 
solutions, for instance, by assigning the function of plural morph to the glides 
jwj, Jy/ and positing an underlying, virtual case ending that was deleted in the 
surface form (for instance, /zayd-uw-u-na/ -+ [zayd-0.-na] ) .  Another solution was 
to deny the existence of case endings in the dual and the plural by calling the 
glides dalii'il 'alii 1-'i'riib 'markers of the declension', rather than real declen­
sional endings. Either solution led to new complications within the framework 
of Arabic morphological theory. 
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The second type of plural is that of the broken or internal plural. The term 
'broken plural' stems from the Arabic tradition, which calls these plurals gam' 
mukassar, referring to the breaking-up of the consonant pattern by different 
vowels. Of all Semitic languages, Arabic exhibits the largest expansion of the 
system of broken plurals (cf. above, Chapter 2, p. r6 ) . There are more than 
thirty-six patterns for plurals, and, while it is sometimes possible to guess 
which plural pattern belongs to which singular pattern, one is as often wrong as 
right. In this domain, the grammarians did not proceed beyond an inventory of 
the patterns without making an attempt to formulate rules for the plural forma­
tion of classes of singular nouns. 

6 .3 .2  The Verb 

The second part of speech is the verb (fi'l). The verbal system of Arabic has a 
two-way distinction of a prefix and a suffix conjugation, traditionally called in 
Western grammars the imperfect and the perfect. The opposition between these 
two verbal forms has been interpreted in different ways: past/non-past, per­
fective/imperfective, completed/uncompleted. Since the suffix conjugation 
usually denotes both past tense and perfective aspect, some scholars propose a 
mixed aspectual/temporal opposition. Others point out that for the prefix con­
jugation to denote the imperfective aspect in the past it needs a past marker 
(kuntu 'af'alu), so that the basic opposition must be aspectual. 

For the Arabic grammarians, the verb's main feature was the indication of 
time: already in Srbawayhi's definition (see above, p. 77 ), three tenses are distin­
guished, namely past, present and future, which are expressed by only two ver­
bal forms, called by him mat}.I 'past' and mut}.ari' 'resembling'. The latter term 
refers to the resemblance of the imperfect verb to the noun, which is the cause 
of its declension. Later grammarians called the prefix conjugation mustaqbal 
'future' and denied the existence of a special form for the physical present. It 
remains surprising that with only two verbal forms the grammarians thought in 
terms of a temporal tripartition; and foreign influence, for instance from Greek 
philosophy, is not to be excluded in this case. In Western grammars, verbs are 
said to be conjugated, and the conjugation of the Arabic verb is represented in 
the same way as that of the Greek and Latin verb, as in Table 6.2. 

We have seen above that the analysis of verbal forms by the Arabic grammar­
ians was quite different: they regarded the forms in Tables 6 .2 and 6 .3  as 
combinations of a verb and a pronoun. A form such as t}.arabtu 'I have hit' is 
analysed by them as the verb t}.araba with the bound pronoun of the first person 
singular -tu; t}.arabii is the same verb t}.araba with the pronoun of the third 
person masculine plural -w. The form t}.araba itself is ambiguous: in a verbal 
sentence it is the verbal form, but in a nominal sentence it is the verbal form 
with the zero pronoun for the third person masculine singular ( cf. above, p. 8 r ); 
likewise, the form t}.arabat is either the verb with a feminine marker -t, or the 
verb with the feminine marker and a zero pronoun. 

There are three morphological types of the perfect, fa' ala, fa'ila, fa'ula. These 
correlate with three patterns of the imperfect verb, yaf'alu, yaf'ilu, yaf'ulu. The 
imperfect patterns are derived from the perfect; they consist of a prefix, the 
verbal stem and an ending. The verbal stem in the imperfect has the form 
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CCvC, in which the first radical is vowelless and the second radical has a vowel 
that correlates with the vowel of the perfect. The underlying form is CvCvC 
like the perfect, but in combination with the prefix and the ending this would 
produce a non-allowed form with a sequence of four Cv's, hence the deletion of 
the first vowel ( *ya-4-a-ri-bu > ya(j.ribu) .  According to the grammarians, the 
derivation of the imperfect from fa'ila and fa'ula perfects is rule-bound: they 
always have an imperfect yaf' alu and yaf'ulu, respectively. In the case of fa' ala, 
the vowel of the imperfect is either u or i: here the correlation is sama'I 'based 
on hearing', in other words, it has to be learnt from the speakers and cannot be 
predicted. Those fa' ala verbs that have a guttural as second or third radical, e.g. 
zara'a 'to sow', have a regular (qiyasi) imperfect with a, yazra'u. The endings 
-u/-a/-o of the imperfect verb are case endings (cf. above, p. 79 ) .  Finally, the 
prefixes of the imperfect cannot be pronouns, since they co-occur with nominal 
agents, as in ya(j.ribu zaydun 'Zayd hits'. Consequently, they are to be regarded as 
some kind of markers (dala'il) that have no independent status like the pronouns. 

When a verb contains one of the glides w or y, it is commonly known as a 
weak verb (mu'tall). For this class of verbs, the grammarians set up a number of 

'to hit' singular dual plural 

perfect Ist (j.arabtu 4-arabna 
2nd masc. 4-arabta 4-arabtum 

(j.arabtuma 
2nd fern. (j.arabti (j.arabtunna 
3rd masc. (j.araba (j.araba {j.arabii 
3rd fern. 4-arabat 4-arabata (j.arabna 

Table 6.2 The conjugation of the perfect verb. 

indicative subjunctive jussive 

singular I 'a(j.ribu 'a(j.riba 'a(j.rib 
2ffi ta(j.ribu ta(j.riba ta(j.rib 
2f ta(j.ribina ta(j.ribi ta(j.ribi 
3ffi ya(j.ribu ya(j.riba ya(j.rib 
3f ta(j.ribu ta(j.riba ta(j.rib 

dual 2 ta{j.ribani ta(j.riba ta(j.riba 
3ffi ya(j.ribani ya(j.riba ya(j.riba 
3f ta(j.ribani ta(j.riba ta(j.riba 

plural I na(j.ribu na(j.riba na(j.rib 
2ffi ta(j.ribuna ta(j.ribu ta(j.ribii 
2f ta(j.ribna ta(j.ribna ta(j.ribna 
3ffi ya{j.ribiina ya(j.ribii ya(j.ribii 
3f ya(j.ribna ya(j.ribna ya(j.ribna 

Table 6 .3  The conjugation of the imperfect verb. 
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morphological and phonological rules to explain the various changes that affect 
them. Morphologically, they patterned weak verbs on the sound verbs, and by 
reconstructing underlying forms they managed to achieve greater symmetry. 
For the hollow verbs (verbs in which the medial radical is w or y), for instance, 
they reconstructed the medial radical by referring to morphologically-related 
words: qala 'to say' is related to qawl 'speech', sara 'to go' to sayr 'journey', and 
llafa 'to fear' to llawf 'fear', therefore their radicals are q-w-1, s-y-r and ll-w-f 
respectively. Their next step was to determine to which perfect pattern these 
verbs belonged on the basis of the underlying forms of the imperfect *yaqwulu, 
*yasyiru, and *yallwafu. The first two must come from a perfect fa' ala 
(yaqwulu cannot come from fa'ila, for then it would have an imperfect yaf' alu, 
and it cannot come from fa'ula, since that pattern is reserved for intransitive 
verbs; for *yasyiru the only possibility is fa' ala ) .  But *yallwafu must come from 
*llawifa, since otherwise the imperfect pattern yaf'alu would be inexplicable. 

The next step was the explanation of the phonological changes: how do we 
come from *yaqwulu and so on to yaqulu and so on? We cannot go into all the 
details of the intricate system of rules set up by the grammarians and will have 
to limit ourselves to some examples (an extensive analysis of all weak forms, 
including the perfect forms such as qultu, sirtu, lliftu, will be found in Bohas 
and Guillaume 1 984) .  One of the first rules states that a combination of /a/ 
followed by fwf or fyf plus a vowel is changed into 'alif /"/, an abstract element 
on the underlying level, thus /qawama/ -+ fqa"ma/, which is realised phoneti­
cally as [qama] (cf. below, p. 90), likewise /sayara/ -+ /sa"ra/ and /hawifa/ -+ 
/ha"fa/. 

A second rule changes the order of the vowels and the glides for ease of pro­
nunciation, so that, for instance, /yaqwulu/ becomes fyaquwlu/, and /yasyiru/ 
becomes /yasiyru/. A third rule states that there is a special relationship be­
tween /i/ and /y/, fuf and /w/, and fa/ and /" /; therefore, after a vowel, glides 
often change into the related glide of the vowel, e.g. /iw/ -+ /iy/, fuyf -+ /uw/, as 
in the words /miwqa"t/ -+ /miyqa"t/ and /muysir/ -+ /muwsir/. In the case of the 
weak verbs, this rule is invoked to explain derivations such as the imperfect of 
llafa: /yahwafu/ -+ /yahawfu/ -+ /yaha"fu/. 

In the system of phonological rules with which the Arabic grammarians 
operated, one of the most important principles was that of the relative weight of 

underlying 3rd person 3rd person rst person 
perfect imperfect imperfect 

Iw wa'ada wa'ada ya'idu wa'adtu 
Ilw qawama qama yaqilmu qumtu 

llawifa llafa yallafu lliftu 
Ily sayara sara yasiru sirtu 
Illw da'awa da'a yad'ii da'awtu 
Illy masaya mas a yam sf masaytu 

laqiya laqiya yalqa laqftu 

Table 6 -4 The classes of weak verbs. 
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the phonemes of the language. They set up a hierarchy that went from the 
lightest elements, the vowels, via the glides to the consonants. Within the class 
of the vowels, they determined the following order: /a/ < /i/ < Juj . In the 
explanation of phonological changes, this relative order of the phonemes played 
an important role, since the speakers of the language were credited with an 
aversion to combinations that were too heavy. Thus, for instance, the 
combination /-iya-/ is possible, because it goes from heavy to light, whereas 
the combination /-iyu-/ is regarded as too heavy and therefore impermissible 
because it contains a passage from a heavy to a heavier element (e.g. in 
/qa"diyu/ 'judge', which therefore becomes /qa"c).iy/J. 

Among the derivational alterations of the verb are the so-called verbal 
measures. These involve additions to the verbal stem, with a concomitant 
modification of the lexical meaning of the verb. In some cases the modification 
is productive, but in the majority of cases it has become lexically fixed. As 
examples, we may quote kataba 'to write', 'aktaba 'to force someone to write' 
[causative], takataba 'to correspond' [reciprocal]; kasara 'to break', kassara 'to 
shatter' [intensive], inkasara 'to break' [intransitive]; harraka 'to move' [tran­
sitive], taharraka 'to move' [intransitive]; gafara 'to forgive', istagfara 'to ask 
forgiveness'; gama'a 'to collect', igtama'a 'to assemble' [reflexive] . Tradition­
ally, Western grammars distinguish ten measures; infrequently one finds other 
measures as well, up to sixteen. The distinction of numbered measures is a 
Western innovation, probably introduced by Erpenius. The Arabic grammarians 
regarded the verbal measures as part of the derivational morphology. They dis­
tinguished between three primary augmented verbal measures, 'af' ala, fa" ala 
and fa' ala, each with its own concomitant meaning. Each of these measures 
could receive an additional augment t or n in order to express the meaning of 
mutawa'a, reflexivity or medial voice: fa"ala ..... tafa"ala; fa'ala ..... tafa'ala; 
fa'ala ..... ifta'ala; fa'alaj'af'ala ..... infa'ala. What mattered to them was the fact 
that the augment (ziyadaj correlated with an additional meaning, e.g. 
intensivity; they were not concerned with the precise analysis of this meaning. 

6 . 4  PHONOLOGY 

Although Arabic grammarians were not concerned with phonetic analysis as 
such, they usually included an elementary description of the speech-sounds in 
their treatises. In the introduction to the first Arabic dictionary, al-Halrl's Kittib 
al-'ayn, the consonants are classified according to their place of articulation 
(manragj. Al-Halrl identifies each group of consonants with a collective term, 
but he does not differentiate between the active and the passive articulator 
(Kitab al-'ayn I, ed. Mahdr al-Mahzumr and 'Ibrahim as-Samarra'I, Beirut, 1 988, 
p. s 8 J: 

halqiyya 'consonants of the throat' :  h, ', h, n, g 
lahawiyya 'consonants of the velum': q, k 
sagriyya 'consonants of the palate': g, s, cJ. 
'asaliyya 'consonants of the tongue-tip': $, s, z 
nifiyya 'consonants of the prepalate': t, t, d 
lit.awiyya 'consonants of the gums':  d, d., 1 
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d.alaqiyya 'consonants of the tongue-apex': r, 1, n 
safawiyya 'consonants of the lips': f, b, m 
hawii'iyya 'consonants of the air': y, w, " ( 'ali!), ' 

In Srbawayhi's Kitiib (II, p. 405 ), a more detailed description of the various 
places of articulation is given, in which Srbawayhi corrects al-Halrl's classi­
fication in some points and identifies the active and the passive articulator of 
each group of consonants. In most respects, this classification is remarkably 
similar to our own classification of the phonemic inventory of Arabic (see 
above, p. 20 ) . 

One of the reasons why the Arabic grammarians concerned themselves with 
the classification of the consonants is that this classification played an impor­
tant role in the analysis of roots. In Semitic languages, certain constraints oper­
ate in verbal root-formation to avoid the co-occurrence of similar consonants. A 
general principle states that the first two radicals of the triliteral root may not 
be identical, nor homorganic (belonging to the same articulatory class), while 
the last two radicals may be identical, but not homorganic; the first and the 
third radical usually obey the same principle. Thus, for instance, there are no 
roots in Arabic beginning with b-m- (two bilabials) or g-k- (two velars; g deriving 
from *g, cf. above, p. 2 1 ); likewise, there are roots like m-d-d, but no roots like 
m-d-t (two dentals) .  In their formulation of these constraints, the Arabic 
grammarians set up articulatory classes which extended over adjacent places of 
articulation. Thus, for instance, a root like h.-h-q is inadmissible because the 
three consonants belong to the same 'articulatory class'. Obviously, for the 
formulation of the constraints on root-building, the Arabic grammarians 
needed articulatory terms to describe the nature of consonants. In the analysis 
of loanwords, the grammarians formulated similar constraints. One of their 
most interesting observations is that there are no quadriliteral Arabic roots that 
do not contain at least one of the consonants b, f, m, r, n, 1, which are called by 
al-Halrl collectively d.alaqiyya. 

In some respects, the classification of the consonants by the Arabic gram­
marians differs from the Western standard account. Their main classification of 
the consonants according to manner of articulation was that betwe·en 
mahmusa 'whispered' (h, h, h., k, s, t, $, s, t f) and maghflra 'spoken aloud' (b, g, 
d, r, 1, m, n, w, y, Q_, c], t, q, ', " ) . In describing these two categories, Srbawayhi 
(Kitiib II, p. 405 )  says that in the maghura consonants 

the pressure is fully applied at the place of articulation and the breath is 
impeded from flowing through till the pressure is completed and the 
sound goes on. ( 'usbi'a 1-i'timad fi mawQ_i'ihi wa-muni'a n-nafas 'an 
yagriya ma'ahu hattii yanqaQ_iya 1-i'timiid 'alayhi wa-yagriya fi-f;awt) 

The mahmflsa consonants are described as follows: 

the pressure is weakly applied at the place of articulation so that the 
breath flows freely with it. ( 'uQ.'ifa 1-i'timiid fi mawQ_i'ihi hattii garii n­
nafas ma'ahu) 

Elsewhere, he adds that in the case of the maghura consonants the articula­
tion is accompanied by a f;awt fi f;-f;adr 'sound in the breast', apparently in an 
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effort to account for the difference in sound between voiced and voiceless con­
sonants. He could not refer to the action of the vocal cords as such, since their 
function was unknown at the time (they were not discovered until the sixteenth 
century). The inclusion of the t and the q in the category of the maghiira may 
seem surprising, since these are usually classified as voiceless consonants, 
which is how they are realised in Modem Standard Arabic. On the basis of his­
torical data (cf. above, p. 2 1 )  it is not unreasonable, however, to suppose that in 
Sibawayhi's time these two consonants were indeed voiced. In most of the mod­
em Bedouin dialects, the q is still realised as (g] (cf. below, Chapter 9, p. 143 ). 

A third consonant whose description by Sibawayhi differs from the modem 
pronunciation is the t/.tid. The unique character of this consonant is borne out 
by the fact that the grammarians called the Arabic language 'the language of the 
t/.tid' (lugat at/.-t/.tid), apparently believing that only an Arab would be able to 
pronounce this sound. The modem realisation of the t/.tid is that of an emphatic 
4, yet there is reason to believe that in Classical Arabic it was a lateral conso­
nant 41 (cf. above, p. 2 1 ) . In Akkadian, the name of the Arabic god Rut/.ti' was 
transcribed as Ruldti'u or Rultti', and early loans from Arabic in Spanish (e.g. 
alcalde 'mayor' < al-qtit/.I) and in Malaysian languages (e.g. in Bahasa Indonesia, 
ridla as a spelling variant of ridha, ridza 'God's blessing' < rit/.ti) also exhibit 
traces of this lateral character of the t/.tid. In itself the evidence of loans can 
never be conclusive, but it is supported by Sibawayhi's description (Kittib II, p.  
405 ) of the place of articulation of the t/.tid, which he says is 'between the first 
part of the side of the tongue and the adjoining molars' (min bayna 'awwal bafat 
al-listin wa-mti yalihi min al-'at/.rtis) .  

Although the Arabic grammarians were not interested in phonetics as such, 
they did distinguish a number of allophones, some of them permissible variants, 
others incorrect realisations of the phonemes of Arabic. In Classical Arabic, in 
certain contexts, the consonants r and 1, for instance, could have an emphatic 
allophone (e.g. in the name of God after a back vowel: walJtihi as against billtihi) .  
Such emphatic realisations are called by the Arabic grarnrnarians mufahham. 
Impermissible allophones refer to deviations in the pronunciation of Arabic by 
non-native speakers, for instance 'the kafbetween the gim and the kaf ( i.e. [c] ), 
'the gim that is as the sin' (i.e. [z] ) and 'the bti' that is as the fa'' (i.e. [v] ) .  

Arabic script, like most Semitic scripts, does not represent the vowels in 
writing. In Classical Arabic, there are only three vowels, a, i and u. The descrip­
tions of the grammarians indicate, however, that there were various allophones, 
as in the Modem Standard realisation. The a has the allophone [re] in emphatic, 
non-pharyngal contexts; this pronunciation is usually called 'imtila 'leaning (to­
wards an anterior realisation]'; in emphatic contexts the allophone is [t?] 
( tafllim).  The i has an allophone in emphatic contexts that was probably a cen­
tralised high [y]. It is not entirely clear why the grammarians occupied them­
selves with the allophones of the vowels, which are irrelevant for the morpho­
logical structure of the words. One possible explanation may be that the rules 
for 'imtila are not entirely phonological in nature, but depend at least in part on 
the morphological context. 

With regard to the long vowels, the relevance of phonological analysis for 
morphology is much more obvious. Arabic script indicates what we call 'long 
vowels' with an orthographic device, by writing the short vowels together with 
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one of the so-called matres lectionis, i.e. the three letters waw, ya' and 'alif (cf. 
above, p. 30) .  According to the Arabic grammarians, the long vowels are to be 
analysed as combinations of a short vowel and a glide (h.arf al-lin wa-1-madd). 
The three glides which they distinguish are w, y and an abstract element called 
'alif, indicated here with the sign /" f. Thus, for instance, sudun 'black [plural]' is 
represented as /suwdun/, biqun 'white [plural]' as /biydun/, damn 'house' as 
/da"run/. In this analysis, the glide 'alif is a purely abstract element, which does 
not have any phonetic status but serves purely as an element in the underlying 
phonological structure. Since the names of the phonemic glides are identical 
with those of the letter signs that are used to indicate the long vowels in the 
script, it has sometimes been assumed that the analysis of the Arabic grammar­
ians was based on a confusion between letters and phonemes; but this is cer­
tainly wrong. The main argument for their analysis was its advantage in the 
analysis of word structure: compare, for instance, /suwdun/ with the word 
/humrun/ 'red [plural]', which has the same structure. This analysis forms the 
basis for their explanation of the changes in the weak verbs (cf. above, p. 85 ) .  

Finally, there i s  one topic that i s  completely missing in Arabic linguistic 
treatises, that of stress. In Classical Arabic, stress is not phonemic: there are no 
two words that are distinguished solely by a difference in stress. It is, therefore, 
understandable that the Arabic grammarians did not feel the need to discuss 
stress as a feature of Arabic. Stress must have existed as a prosodic feature in 
speech, but it is difficult to say where it fell in the word. Usually it is assumed 
that in Arabic stress always falls on the first closed syllable from the end, 
barring the final, and never before the antepenultimate: h.ubla, cja'1fun, qatala, 
cjflribun, but madrasatun (the so-called Dreisilbengesetz 'law of three 
syllables' ) .  This is the practice that is generally followed in Western manuals of 
Arabic. In the modem realisation of Classical Arabic, stress rules vary according 
to the rules of the local vernacular. 

FURTHER READING 

There is a whole range of grammars of Classical Arabic in the Western philologi­
cal tradition, although a complete, modem reference grammar of the Classical 
language is still sorely missed. A classic is Howell ( I 883-I 9 I I ); on this gram­
mar, Caspari ( I 887; this is the fifth edition, revised by A. Muller) is based, which 
in its tum formed the basis for the best available grammar, W. Wright ( I 8 5 9-62), 
usually consulted in the revised third edition by Robertson Smith and de Goeje 
( I 896-8, numerous re-editions) .  In French, the best grammar is Blachere and 
Gaudefroy-Demombynes ( I 9 52 ) .  Shorter (teaching) grammars are Brockelmann, 
revised by Fleischhammer ( I 96 5 ), and Blachere ( I 96 I ); the best modem gram­
mar of this type is Fischer ( I 972 ) .  Detailed treatment of the morphology and 
phonology of Classical Arabic with numerous references to the grammatical 
tradition is in Fleisch ( I 96 I ,  I 979 )  and Roman ( I 983 ) .  A sketch of the Classical 
language is given in Beeston ( I 968), Fleisch ( I 968 )  and Denz ( I 982) .  For 
grammatical descriptions of Modem Standard Arabic and for course books, see 
Chapter I I , p. I 87 .  

The lexicon of Classical Arabic still remains to  a large extent unexplored. For 
detailed information, research depends on the indigenous Arabic dictionaries, in 
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particular the Lisan al-'arab of Ibn Ma�ur (d. 7 I I / I 3 I I ) . About the develop­
ment of lexicography in Islam, see Haywood ( I 96 5 )  and Wild ( I 965 ;  about al­
Halil ibn 'Ahmad); handbook treatment is in Sezgin ( I 982) .  The beginnings of 
modem lexicography in the Middle East are described by Sawaie ( I 987, 1 990). 
The Western Orientalist dictionaries of the Classical Arabic language that were 
written in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were superseded by Lane 
( I  86 3-9 3 ); his dictionary included all the available information from the Arabic 
sources, but remained incomplete (up to the letter qaf). Dozy ( I 88 I )  was in­
tended as a supplement, with special emphasis on the vocabulary of the North 
African and Andalusian sources. In I 9 5 7, the Deutsche Morgenliindische 
Gesellschaft began to work on a new dictionary of the Classical Arabic language 
(WKAS), starting with the letter kaf; in the meantime, this dictionary has 
reached the letter mfm (on the WKAS, see Gatje 1 985 ) . In France, Blachere, 
Chouemi and Denizeau ( I 964-) started their large Arabic-English-French dic­
tionary with the letter 'alif. The lexicon of the h.adf! literature may be studied 
with the help of the index that was started by Wensinck ( Concordances) .  The 
only dictionary of the Qur'anic lexicon is the outdated Pernice ( I 87 3 ) . For the 
lexicon of the translation literature, see EndreB and Gutas ( 1 992-), in course of 
publication. Of the smaller dictionaries of the Classical language, Hava's ( I 964) 
Arabic-English dictionary deserves to be mentioned. 

For the phonetic and phonological structure of Classical Arabic, Cantineau 
( 1 960) is still one of the best studies. Fleisch's Traite de philologie arabe in two 
volumes ( I 96 I ,  I 979 )  analyses the morphological structure of the language, 
with observations about its Semitic setting and the indigenous system of gram­
mar. Reckendorff's manuals of Arabic syntax ( I 89 5-8, r 92 I )  are still valuable 
research tools. Noldeke's studies on Arabic grammar ( I 897 )  contain important 
additions to the existing grammars; they were re-edited by Spitaler together 
with Noldeke's marginal notes ( 1 963 ) . 

For the indigenous grammatical system, Carter ( I 98 I )  is recommended as a 
first introduction. This book is a commentary on a late grammatical treatise, 
the 'Agurriimiyya, and its notes touch on virtually every aspect of Arabic gram­
mar. A general survey of the history of the Arabic grammatical tradition is Oayf 
( I 968); handbook treatment is in Sezgin ( I 984); for shorter accounts see 
Versteegh ( I 987 )  and Carter ( I 990). A synthetic view of the theories of the gram­
marians is given by Bohas, Guillaume and Kouloughli ( I  990 ) . A lucid analysis of 
the phonological and (mor)phonological principles of the Arabic grammarians is 
Bohas and Guillaume ( I 984), one of the best studies of the Arabic theory of 
grammar. For the grammarians' methodological presuppositions, see the com­
mentary on az-Zaggagi's '14ah. (Versteegh I995 ) .  The thorny question of the 
comparison between Arabic grammar and modern Western linguistics is dealt 
with admirably by Owens ( I 988) .  On the notion of 'underlying level' in Arabic 
grammar, see Versteegh ( I 994). 

On Sibawayhi's theory of grammar, there is a large literature. The text of the 
Kitab was published by Derenbourg (2 vols, Paris, I 88 I-9, repr. Hildesheim, 
I 970), which formed the basis for both the Bulaq edition (2 vols, AH I 3 I 6, repr. 
Baghdad, n.d. ) and the edition by 'Abd as-Salam Muhammad Harun ( 5  vols, 
Cairo, I966-77) .  There is an older German translation by Jahn (2 vols, Berlin, 
I 895-I 900, repr. Hildesheim, I 96 I ) . Sibawayhi's grammatical system is 
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analysed by Mosel ( I 97 5 ) . An index of his grammatical terminology was com­
piled by Troupeau ( I 976 ) .  For the status of the Kitab as a book, see Schoeler 
( I 989a). The early textual history of the Kitiib and its reception are dealt with by 
Humbert ( I 99 5 )  and Bernards ( I 997 ) .  

Special mention should be made of a few studies on methodological issues: 
Bohas ( I 98 I ,  I 985 ) deals with the phonological argumentation of the Arabic 
grammarians; Ayoub and Bohas ( I  98  3 )  treat the Arabic grammarians' analysis of 
sentence structure; in Versteegh ( I  98  5 )  the structure of morphological segmen­
tation is analysed; the nature of the case endings in Arabic linguistic theory is 
discussed by Ermers ( I 99 5 ) . 

The literature on the Arabic verbal system is extensive: see, for example, 
Aartun ( I 96 3 ), Fleisch ( I 979 :  I 69-206 ) and Nebes ( I 982) .  An interesting treat­
ment of aspect and tense in Arabic in the framework of functional grammar is in 
Cuvalay ( I 996 ) .  On the problem of the weak roots in Semitic and in Arabic, see 
Voigt ( I 988 ) .  On the system of the verbal measures, see Leemhuis ( I 977); Saad 
( I 982 )  discusses the relations between transitivity and the causative measure 
and the passive. 

On the phonetic/phonological theories of Sibawayhi, see Al-Nassir ( I 993 ); on 
Arabic phonetics in general, see Bravmann ( I 934); on the interpretation of the 
notions maghiiia/mahmiisa, see Blanc ( I 967 )  and Fleisch ( I 95 8 ). Ibn Ginru's 
theories are dealt with by Bakalla ( I 982 ); a modem version of this theory is 
found in Bohas' publications on the Arabic lexicon ( I 993, I 99 5 ) . There is an 
extensive literature on the nature of Arabic cj.ad: see, for example, Cantineau 
( I 96o: 54-6) .  On the pronunciation of the qaf and the split between /q/ and /g/, 
see Blanc ( I 969) .  The incompatibility of phonemes within Semitic roots is ana­
lysed by Greenberg ( I 9 50), with comprehensive tables of all existing verbal 
roots in Arabic. On the problem of stress in Classical Arabic, see Birkeland 
( I 9 54) and Janssens ( I 972 ) .  



7 
The Emergence of New Arabic 

7 .  I THE LINGUISTIC SITUATION IN THE I SLAMIC EMPIRE 

The period of the Islamic conquests immediately after the death of the Prophet 
in ro/632  constituted a drastic change in the history of the Arabic language. 
Within a few decades, speakers of Arabic spread over an enormous territory and 
imposed their language on the inhabitants of the conquered countries. Even 
though speakers of Arabic had been resident in Syria and Egypt before Islam (see 
above, Chapter 3 ), their language had never been a language of prestige outside 
the peninsula, and consequently there had never been an incentive for non­
Arabs in these countries to learn their language. In this chapter, we shall look at 
the consequences of the process of arabicisation after the conquests for the 
structure of the language. First, we shall describe the linguistic situation in the 
conquered territories, then the changes in the language will be discussed. 
Finally, we shall look into the explanations that have been advanced for these 
changes. 

The historical details of the conquests are known from the detailed accounts 
of the Muslim historians, but much less is known about the process of 
arabicisation. In the earliest stages of the conquests, the military efforts of the 
Islamic authorities in Medina were aimed at the political control of the Arabic­
speaking tribes, first within the peninsula during the so-called ridda-wars, and 
then outside the peninsula, where since time immemorial Arabic-speaking 
tribes had roamed the Syrian desert and in Iraq. The initial motive behind the 
conquests may have been the idea that all Arabic-speaking peoples should be 
united under Islamic domination, while the conquest of the neighbouring sed­
entary areas occurred more or less as an afterthought. 

Because of the lack of relevant documents, it is hard to tell what the rate of 
arabicisation was, and in most cases we can only make a guess as to the period 
of time that was needed for the adoption of Arabic as the main language of the 
empire. We do know that arabicisation was much more complete and possibly 
even progressed at a faster rate than the process of islamisation. There were 
probably material advantages in conversion to Islam, for instance, the dispen­
sation of the poll-tax (gizya) and the loss of the minority status as d.immi, but on 
the whole the prevailing tolerance on the part of the Muslims towards 
Christians and Jews did not generate an urgent need to convert to Islam. As a 
result, language became a binding factor for the Islamic empire to a far greater 
degree than religion. Even nowadays there are large groups of Christians, and to 
a lesser degree Jews, in the Arabic-speaking countries whose mother tongue is 
Arabic just like that of their Muslim neighbours. 
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The linguistic situation in the incipient Islamic empire is relatively well 
known. In the Arabian peninsula, the only 'foreign' language which the Arabs 
encountered was South Arabian. The language was no longer used in its epi­
graphic form, but some varieties must have remained in use as a colloquial 
language, since in a few linguistic pockets South Arabian languages are still 
spoken today by some tens of thousands of speakers, in the provinces of Mahra 
(Yemen) and �afar (Oman) and on the island of Suqutra. Six different languages 
have been identified so far (Mehri, I:Iarsusi, Bathari, Gibbali, Soqotri and 
Hobyot), all of them incomprehensible for a speaker of Arabic. We have seen 
above (p. 3 8 )  that in al-Hamdani's (d. 3 34/946 ) description of the linguistic situ­
ation in the peninsula they are characterised as gutm 'incorrect, indistinct' and 
distinguished from varieties of Arabic that had been influenced by South Ara­
bian. The modern South Arabian languages probably do not derive directly from 
the Old South Arabian language, but represent isolated forms that were never 
touched by Arabic influence until the modern period. 

In Iraq, most of the population spoke Aramaic, the lingua franca of the area. 
Middle Persian (Pahlavi) was used as an administrative language in the regions 
under Sasanian control. Arabic was spoken by a sizeable portion of the popula­
tion, most of them nomadic tribes who roamed the desert areas of Iraq. Some of 
the Arabic tribes had become sedentary, such as the Banu Tanuh, who inhab­
ited an entire quarter of the city of Aleppo at the eve of the conquest. The 
majority of these tribes had converted to Christianity a long time ago, in par­
ticular those tribes who formed the state of al-I:IIra, which the Persian kings 
used as a buffer between themselves and the Bedouin tribes of Arabia. Some of 
the tribes of North and East Arabia, even though their core area lay within the 
peninsula, had frequent contacts with the Mesopotamian tribes. 

In Syria, Greek remained in use for some time as the language of administra­
tion, but was replaced by Arabic at the end of the first century of the Higra. 
Syriac continued to be used by the Christians as a spoken language until the 
eighth century cE, and as a literary language until the fourteenth century. In its 
spoken form, it has remained in use in a few isolated linguistic pockets: Western 
Aramaic in the village of Ma'lula in the mountains of the Antilebanon; Central 
Aramaic or Turoyo in Tur 'Abdin in Western Kurdistan. Eastern Aramaic, usu­
ally called Assyrian or Neo-Syriac, is still spoken by approximately 30o,ooo 
speakers in Iran, Turkey and Iraq, and by immigrants from Iraq in Syria and the 
Caucasus. Almost all of them belong to a Christian community. 

The history of Persian is a special case. During the first century of Islamic 
rule, the Middle Persian language (Pahlavi) was still used as an administrative 
language, but after the reforms of 'Abd al-Malik it was replaced by Arabic, in 
Hurasan at a somewhat later date, 1 24/741 ,  than in Western Iran. After that, it 
remained in use only as a written language in the circles of the Mazdaean 
priests, and Arabic reigned supreme as the administrative, literary and religious 
language. By the third/ninth century, Arabic had become the language of cul­
ture and literature. A large part of the relevant Iranian literature had been trans­
lated into Arabic, and Persian intellectuals, even when they proclaimed their 
ethnic distinctness in the movement of the Su'ubiyya, accepted Arabic as the 
natural language of Iranian culture. 

The spoken language of the Iranian provinces was a different matter, however. 
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Arabic had been the language of the Arab settlers in  some of the towns and the 
language of the Arab tribes that came to live in Hurasan. But, by the eighth 
century, these Arabic-speaking immigrants had taken over the colloquial lan­
guage of the majority of the population, the dialect that was known as Dari or 
Parsi-i dari that had been in use as the spoken language of the court in Sasanian 
Iran and that represented the colloquial register of Middle Persian. With the 
spread of Islam, Dari was adopted by an increasing number of people and even­
tually ousted all the other local dialects. By the ninth century, most inhabitants 
of the Iranian provinces spoke Dari, albeit with a measure of regional variation. 
We shall see below that, starting at the courts of some of the independent East­
ern dynasties, Persian in its colloquial form regained its position as a language 
of literature during the ninth and tenth centuries (cf. Chapter 1 4, p. 232 ) .  

In  Egypt, as  in Syria, Greek was the language of  a small, hellenised elite, and 
besides it served as the language of administration. The mass of the population 
spoke Coptic, which had become a literary language by the ninth century, when 
the Bible was translated into the Sahidic dialect of Coptic in Upper Egypt. It 
served as a religious language for the common believer, who certainly did not 
understand Greek. When 'Arnr ibn al-'A� started the conquest of Egypt in 640 
with a small group of 4,ooo soldiers - later reinforced with an additional 1 2,ooo 
- he followed the pattern of the settlement policy in Iraq and made the military 
camp of al-Fustat his centre of administration. Very soon, Copts came to live 
here, too, and the contacts between Coptic-speaking inhabitants and Arabic­
speaking garrisons all over the country increased. Once the country had been 
incorporated into the Islamic empire, further migration of Arabian tribes took 
place on an irregular basis. 

During the early centuries of Islamic domination of the country, Coptic 
patriarchs had to communicate with the Arab conquerors through interpreters, 
but by the tenth century the Coptic bishop Severns of Eshmunein, author of a 
history of the patriarchs, complained that most of the Copts no longer under­
stood Greek or Coptic and were only able to communicate in Arabic. This prob­
ably means that in Lower Egypt all Christians had switched from Coptic to 
Arabic. In Upper Egypt, Coptic may have survived somewhat longer, but by the 
fourteenth century Coptic had become limited to a few small pockets in the 
countryside and to the clergy in the monasteries. Although there are some 
references to Coptic being spoken in a few villages up to the sixteenth century, 
it is generally believed that by this time the use of the language had become 
restricted to the liturgy in the Coptic church, as it is now. The period of Coptic/ 
Arabic bilingualism in Lower Egypt, which lasted about two centuries, was 
shorter than the period of bilingualism in Syria; this may be responsible for the 
limited influence of the language in the Egyptian Arabic dialect (cf. pp. r o6, 
r 62) .  Even the number of loans from Coptic is surprisingly low. 

The arabicisation of North Africa is a special case, since it took place in two 
distinct waves which were centuries apart in time. During the first Arab inva­
sion of North Africa, the few urban centres which were left after the wandering 
of the peoples in the fourth and fifth centuries cE were occupied by the Arab 
armies. But the most important centre for the dissemination of Arabic culture 
and language became a new city, the military camp of Qayrawan, which soon 
grew into the most important city of North Africa. In Qayrawan, as in other 



THE ARABIC LANGUAGE 

urban centres, Arabic soon became the language of communication, although 
there are some reports according to which as late as the twelfth century there 
were still speakers of Romance in Gafsa and Gabes. Most of the countryside and 
the nomadic population of North Africa remained Berber-speaking until the 
second invasion in the eleventh century, when the Bedouin tribes of the Banii 
Sulaym and Banii Hilal entered the Maghreb. These tribes originally came from 
Syria and North Arabia; they were joined by a third tribe, that of the Ma'qil, of 
Southern Arabian origin. They had migrated first to Egypt, but had been sent 
away by the Fa timid caliphs, no doubt because the presence of so many nomads 
had become a threat to Egyptian society. 

The total number of Bedouin coming to North Africa was estimated by con­
temporary sources at one million (out of a total population of six million), but 
their invasion was not a single event. It took the Bedouin two years to reach 
Tunisia, but about 100 years to come to Algiers, and eighty more years to reach 
Oran. Morocco had been invaded by them somewhat earlier. Parts of the Ma'qil 
confederation conquered Mauritania, where their dialect is still spoken 
nowadays under the name of I:Iassaniyya (cf. below, p. 1 67 ) .  Wherever they 
went, the Bedouin tribes became an important military factor. They themselves 
were not interested in political power, but the political landscape in North 
Africa with its numerous dynastic quarrels enabled them to switch alliances all 
the time. 

The result of the invasion of the Bedouin tribes was that a large part of the 
Berber population in the countryside took over the Arabic language. Nowadays 
the Berber languages are found almost exclusively in mountainous areas where, 
even after the second wave of arabicisation, many people continued to speak 
Berber. A considerable percentage of the population still speak Berber as their 
only or as their first language. No exact figures about the number of speakers is 
available, partly because of the lingering taboo on Berber language and culture 
(cf. below, Chapter 1 2, p. 205 ), but the usual estimates are for Morocco 4D-45 
per cent, for Algeria 30 per cent, for Tunisia 5 per cent and for Libya 25 per cent. 
In Egypt, Berber is spoken only in the small oasis of Siwa. 

The conquest of North Africa was the starting point of the conquest of the 
Iberian peninsula and the subsequent attempt to penetrate Europe. From ? I I  
onwards, the Arab presence in al-'Andalus, as the peninsula was called in the 
Arabic sources, was uninterrupted until 1 492, and Arabic very soon became the 
administrative, religious, cultural and even colloquial language of most of Spain 
(cf. below Chapter 1 4, p. 227) .  The island of Malta was conquered by the 
Aghlabid empire in present-day Tunisia in 2 56/870; the further history of the 
Arabic language on this island will be dealt with below (Chapter 1 3, p. 209) .  

In the early stages of the conquests, Arabic was disseminated primarily from 
the cities, either existing ones like Damascus, or the military centres that were 
established all over the empire. Most contacts with the indigenous population 
took place in these camps, which soon grew into new cities and towns, such as 
Ba�ra, Kiifa, al-Fustat and Qayrawan. In these centres, the necessary contacts 
between conquered and conquerors in matters of taxation, trading and adminis­
tration led to some kind of linguistic accommodation on the part of the con­
quered. In Arabic geographical literature, the difference between the speech of 
the sedentary population and that of the Bedouin is mentioned frequently (cf. 
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below, p. 1 3 1 ), but the only linguistic sources that we have about the kind of 
Arabic that was spoken between non-Arabs and Arabs are the numerous anec­
dotes about the speech of the early converts. The standard form of an anecdote 
is that a client (mawla), i.e. a recently-converted non-Arab, comes to the caliph 
and attempts to speak in correct Arabic, without success (cf. above, p. so) .  What 
these anecdotes document is not the actual colloquial speech of the new con­
verts, but their efforts to adopt the standard language in certain situations. They 
confirm that, for the newly converted, the standard language with the 
declensional system was still available as a model: mistakes in the use of case 
endings only occur when people attempt to imitate a model in which the end­
ings occur. 

Throughout the history of Arabic philology, treatises were written about the 
linguistic mistakes of the common people (lal;n al-'amma).  But in spite of what 
the titles of these treatises might lead us to believe, they are not concerned with 
the colloquial language as such. Their aim is to preserve the purity of the stand­
ard language; and, while some of the mistakes which they criticise may have 
been caused by interference of the colloquial language, it would be wrong to 
assume that we can reconstruct the vernacular on the basis of this material. A 
few examples from a sixth/twelfth-century Andalusian treatise of this genre 
may suffice to demonstrate this. In his Madh.al 'ila taqwim al-lison wa-ta'llm 
al-bayan ( 'Introduction to the correction of speech and the teaching of 
eloquence'), Ibn Hisam al-Lahmi (d. sn/r r 82 )  mentions a large number of 'mis-
takes' that the common people make (yaqiiliina . . .  'they say . . .  ' ) and gives the 
form which he regards as correct (wa-$-$awab . . .  ): wrong vowels (muqamat 
instead of maqamat; d.ihab instead of d.ahab), wrong consonants (mirkas in­
stead of mirqas; mutada'di' instead of mutaQ.a'Q.i'), inappropriate assimilations 
(mustahid instead of mugtahid), wrong form of the verb ( 'arsa instead of rasa), 
noun of place instead of noun of instrument (magsal instead of migsal), drop­
ping of glottal stop (.t.ar instead of .t.a'r; riyya instead of ri'a), wrong construction 
of the numerals (.t.ala.t. suhiir instead of .t.ala.t.at 'ashur). Some of these mistakes 
may have been inspired by the spoken language, but the author's main concern 
is with mistakes that are made in writing. Thus he also mentions cases such as 
l;alwa (with ta' marbiita) instead of l;alwa (with 'alif maq$iira), which in his 
time must have been purely a matter of orthography. The sum total of the mis­
takes may tell us something about the interference of the colloquial language in 
the use of Classical Arabic, but it does not provide a complete view of the struc­
ture of the vernacular of the time, let alone of the relative chronology of the 
changes. 

An important source for our reconstruction of the colloquial in the early 
Islamic period is the so-called Middle Arabic texts, in the first place the papyri, 
and in the second place the more or less literary texts which contain many 
'mistakes' and deviations from Classical grammar. Some of these mistakes can 
indeed be explained as interference by colloquial speech, but since the written 
medium remained the domain of the Classical language, Middle Arabic texts 
cannot provide us with material to study the chronology of the development of 
spoken Arabic. What the written texts document are changes in the norms for 
the standard language. A striking illustration is the use of colloquial personal 
suffixes in North African Middle Arabic texts. While these texts exhibit fairly 
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often the use of the first person singular of the imperfect with n- (in writing nqtl 
'I kill'lt the use of n- . . .  -ii (in writing nqtlw 'we kill') for the first person plural is 
much less common. It is reasonable to assume that the avoidance of the plural 
form is connected with the fact that in Classical Arabic such a form cannot 
occur in writing, whereas the singular form is at least a possible word, even 
though it has a different meaning in Classical Arabic. When in later texts the 
plural form does occur, this cannot be taken to imply that it has recently been 
introduced in the colloquial language, but it simply means that the norms for 
the written language have changed, and the form has become less stigmatised 
(for more details about Middle Arabic, see below, Chapter 8 ) .  

7 . 2  THE NEW TYPE OF ARABIC 

Our main sources for the reconstruction of the historical process of emergence 
of a colloquial type of Arabic are the modem dialects. Terminologically, there is 
some confusion about the name for the new type of Arabic. The name 'New 
Arabic' (or 'Neo-Arabic') will be used here for the colloquial type of Arabic that 
was current in the early stages of the conquests and that developed into the 
Arabic dialects as we know them nowadays. In this terminology, the new type 
of Arabic is contrasted with Old Arabic, i.e. the Arabic that was used in the 
Gtihiliyya. As we have seen in Chapter 6, there is no general consensus about 
the linguistic situation in the pre-Islamic period, so that the term 'Old Arabic' is 
used both for the 'Arabiyya as the uniform language of the Bedouin tribes, the 
Qur' tin and pre-Islamic poetry, and alternatively, for the poetico-Qur'anic koine 
that was used as an artificial language transcending the dialects of the Bedouin 
tribes. In either case, Old Arabic represents the type of Arabic that in its codified 
form by the grammarians became the literary and cultural language of the 
Arabo-Islamic empire and is usually called Classical Arabic. After the period of 
the conquests, Old and New Arabic coexisted in a sociolinguistic relationship 
that is usually called 'diglossia' (see below, Chapter 1 2 ). 

Whatever our views on the linguistic situation in the pre-Islamic period, we 
still need an explanation for the emergence of the new type of Arabic, since even 
if some of the traits of this new type of Arabic were already found in the pre­
Islamic dialects - such as the subject/verb agreement or the undeclined dual in 
the I:Iigaz (cf. above, Chapter 4, p. 45 ), or the possible disappearance of the 
declensional endings in the peripheral dialects in North Arabia (cf. above, p. 47) 
- no-one maintains that all features of the modem dialects can be traced back to 
the pre-Islamic period. Any theory about the emergence of the dialects must 
therefore account for the changes that took place after the conquests and that 
demarcate the new type of Arabic from the old type. At the same time, such a 
theory must not only explain the common features of the dialects as against the 
Classical standard but also provide an explanation for the numerous differences 
among the dialects. In the pre-Islamic period, Arabs from all over the peninsula 
could with relative ease communicate with each other. Nowadays, Moroccans 
and Iraqis, each speaking their own dialect, would find it extremely difficult to 
understand each other, and it is fair to say that the linguistic distance between 
the dialects is as large as that between the Germanic languages and the 
Romance languages, including Romanian, if not larger. 
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Before we go into the theories that have been advanced for the present-day 
situation of Arabic, we shall first survey the common features that characterise 
the dialects vis-a-vis the Classical language. No single dialect exhibits all of 
these features, but they may be regarded as a common denominator of the most 
innovative dialects in the Arab world. Generally speaking, the innovations are 
much more frequent in the sedentary dialects, for which Syrian Arabic has been 
used here in most examples, whereas the Bedouin dialects tend to be more con­
servative (cf. below, Chapter 9) .  

In the phonological system of the dialects, a number of changes have taken 
place: 

• the glottal stop, which was already absent in West Arabic (cf. above, pp. 
40, 42), has disappeared in all dialects (e.g. Classical Arabic ra's 'head', 
Syrian Arabic riisi Classical Arabic mi' a 'hundred', Syrian Arabic miya). 

• in the sedentary dialects, the interdental spirants have been replaced by 
dental occlusives (e.g. Classical Arabic t.alat.a 'three', Syrian Arabic 
tliitei Classical Arabic d.anab 'tail', Syrian Arabic danab)i most Bedouin 
dialects have preserved the interdentals. 

• the two Classical Arabic phonemes /Q./ and /0/ have merged into /Q./ in 
the sedentary dialects, and /0/ in the Bedouin dialects (e.g. Classical 
r;Juhr 'afternoon', Syrian Arabic cjahr). 

• final short vowels have been dropped in the dialectsi final long vowels 
have become short (e.g. katabafkatabii 'he wrote/they wrote', Syrian 
Arabic katabfkatabu). 

• stress in the Arabic dialects has become more expiratory, as shown by 
the frequent reduction of short vowels in open syllables (e.g. Classical 
Arabic kat.ir 'many' > kit.ir > Syrian Arabic ktiri Classical Arabic kiitiba 
'writing [feminine] '  > Syrian Arabic kiitbeb in the dialects of North Af­
rica, only stressed short vowels have been retained. 

• the opposition of the two short vowels /i/ and fu/ has been reduced in 
many of the sedentary dialectsi often they merge into one phoneme, 
usually transcribed with /'d/, e.g. in Syrian Arabic 'a��a 'story' < Classi­
cal Arabic qi��a, and marr 'bitter' < Classical Arabic murr. 

Partly as the result of phonological changes, there are a number of 
morphonological differences between the dialects and Classical Arabic: 

• the use of the vowel -i- instead of -a- in the prefixes of the imperfect 
verb, which already occurred in some of the pre-Islamic dialects (cf. 
above, p. 42), e.g. Classical Arabic yahmilu 'he carries' > yihmil > Syrian 
Arabic yahmel). 

• the use of the pattern fu' iil instead of fi' iil in the plural of adjectives 
(Classical Arabic kibar 'large [plural]' > kuba:r > Syrian Arabic kba:r). 

• the absence of the consonant -h- in the pronominal suffix of the third 
person masculine after consonants (Classical Arabic qatala-hu > Syrian 
Arabic 'atalo). 

• the use of the pattern f' alii instead of fa' iilil in quadriliteral plural pat­
terns (Classical Arabic sikkin, plural sakiikiri 'knife', Syrian Arabic 
sakkin, plural sakakin) .  
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• the use of the ending -i in nisba adjectives instead of -iyy or -Iy (Classi­
cal Arabic masi}Jiyyun 'Christian' > Syrian Arabic masi}Ji) .  

The morphology of the dialects is characterised by a considerable reduction of 
morphological categories: 

• the sedentary dialects have lost the gender distinction in the second and 
the third person plural of pronouns and verbs, whereas the Bedouin dia­
lects have retained this distinction. 

• in the verbs and pronouns the category of the dual has disappeared; in 
the nouns the names for parts of the body have retained the historical 
dual ending, which came to be used for the plural as well (pseudo-dual, 
cf. below); most dialects have developed a new dual ending with strictly 
dual meaning, which may be used with many nouns. 

• the internal passive (Classical Arabic fu'ila, yuf'alu) has been replaced 
by either an n-form or a t-form, e.g. in Syrian Arabic nQ.arab 'to be hit'; 
Moroccan Arabic tt�Q.n�b 'to be hit'; in some of the Bedouin dialects, the 
internal passive is still productive. 

• the causative of the verb ( 'af'ala) has been replaced in most dialects by 
analytical expressions with the help of verbs meaning 'to make, to let'; 
only in some Bedouin dialects does the causative pattern remain pro­
ductive (cf. below, p. 1 49 ) .  

• of the three patterns of the perfect verb in Classical Arabic, fa'ula has 
disappeared; verbs of this pattern, which in Classical Arabic was used 
for permanent qualities, have merged with fa'ila, or been replaced with 
other forms, e.g. Classical Arabic hamucj.a 'to be sour', Syrian Arabic 
hammaQ.. 

• the three feminine endings of Classical Arabic, -ah, -ti and -ti', have 
merged into one ending, -a, as for instance in the feminine adjective 
hamrti'u 'red' > Syrian Arabic hamra. 

• the relative pronoun (Classical Arabic allad.I, feminine allati, plural 
allad.Ina, allawtiti, alltiti) has lost its inflection, for instance in Syrian 
Arabic (y)�lli. 

The working of analogy has eliminated a large number of anomalous or 
irregular forms. In Classical Arabic, weak verbs with a third radical w were still 
distinct from verbs with a third radical y in the basic pattern of the verb; in the 
dialects, both categories have merged into those with a third radical Y; thus we 
find, for instance, in Syrian Arabic ramaframet 'he/I threw' and saka/ saket 'he/ 
I complained', against Classical Arabic ramtiframaytu and sakti/ sakawtu. Like­
wise, the reduplicated verbs (Classical Arabic radda 'to repeat', first person sin­
gular of the perfect radadtu) have been reanalysed as verbs with a third radical 
y in the second measure, e.g. in Syrian Arabic radd, first person singular raddet. 

Individual dialects have gone a long way towards a general levelling of the 
endings of the weak and the strong verbs. In many dialects, some of the endings 
of the weak verbs have been replaced by those of the strong verbs, for instance 
in Syrian Arabic ramu 'they threw' like katabu 'they wrote', as against Classi­
cal Arabic katabii/ramaw. Inversely, in Muslim Bagdad! Arabic, weak endings 
have substituted for some of the endings of the strong verbs (e.g. kitbaw 'they 
wrote', like masaw). In the Jewish dialect of Baghdad, this tendency is also 
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manifest in the endings of the imperfect verb, e.g. ykgtbon 'they write' /tkgtben 
'you [feminine singular] write', like ygnson 'they forget'jtgnsen 'you forget' (cf. 
Classical Arabic yaktubtmajtaktubina and yansayna/tansayna) .  In the Shi'ite 
dialect of Bahrain, the first person singular of the perfect of all verbal classes has 
taken the weak ending: kitbet 'I wrote', niimet 'I slept', liget 'I found' (Classical 
Arabic katabtu, nimtu, laqitu) .  

In some syntactic constructions, the Arabic dialects developed towards a 
more analytical type of language, in which syntactic functions were expressed 
by independent words rather than by morphological means. Often, these 
independent words were subsequently grammaticalised and became new 
morphological markers. In the nominal system, the declensional endings have 
disappeared, and in the place of the Classical Arabic possessive construction 
with a genitive an analytical possessive construction has developed, in which a 
genitive exponent expresses the meaning of possessivity (see below).  In the verbal 
system, the distinction between three moods in the imperfect verb has disap­
peared. The imperfect verb without modal endings has taken over most modal 
functions. In most dialects, a new morphological contrast has developed in the 
imperfect by means of a set of markers to express tenses and aspects (see below).  

The sentence structure of Classical Arabic has changed drastically in the 
modem dialects. The distinction between two types of sentence, one with 
topic/comment and one with verb/agent (cf. above, Chapter 6 ), has disappeared. 
In its place, one canonical word order has emerged, which seems to be in most 
dialects subject-verb-object, although verb-subject occurs in many dialects as 
a stylistic variant. But even in those cases in which the verb precedes the sub­
ject, there is full number agreement between them. This proves that such con­
structions are not simply a translation of a Classical Arabic pattern, but belong 
to the structure of the dialect (on the occurrence of variable agreement patterns 
in some dialects, see below, p. r I I ) . 

In Classical Arabic, the pronominal indirect object had a relatively free 
syntactic position: both 'uridu 'an 'aktuba lakum risiilatan 'I want to write you 
a letter' and 'uridu 'an 'aktuba risiilatan lakum 'I want to write a letter to you' 
were allowed. In the modem dialects, the pronominal indirect object is con­
nected clitically with the verbal form: Syrian Arabic bgddi 'gktob-lkon 'I want 
to write you'. The dialects differ with regard to the extent of this construction: 
some dialects allow almost any combination of direct and indirect object 
suffixes on the verb, others make a more restricted use of clitics. In combina­
tion with the negative circumfix mii- . . .  -s, the aspectual particles of future and 
continuous, and the clitics, verbal forms in some dialects can become quite 
complex, as for instance in Moroccan Arabic 

ma-ga-nekteb-o-lek -s 
[negation]-[future]-1 write-it-to you-[negation] 
'I won't write it to you' 

or in Egyptian Arabic 

ma-bi-tgib-ha-lnii-8 
[negation]-[continuous]-you bring-her-to us-[negation] 
'you're not bringing her to us'. 
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In modal expressions such as 'want to, must, can', Classical Arabic made use 
of a hypotactic construction with the conjunction 'an governing the following 
verb in the subjunctive form of the imperfect, e.g. yuridu 'an yaqtul-a-ni 'he 
wants to kill me'. In the modem dialects, this construction was replaced by an 
asyndetic construction of the imperfect without modal endings, e.g. in Syrian 
Arabic b-addo y-a't-alni 'he wants to kill me' (from Classical Arabic bi-wuddihi 
'it is in his wish'), in Egyptian Arabic lazim ti'mil da 'you must do this', in 
Moroccan Arabic h.-a$$ni n-akt-ab 'I must write' (from Classical Arabic h.a$$a 'to 
concern specially'). 

There is a set of lexical items that is found in almost all dialects, e.g. the 
verbs gab (< ga'a bi-) 'to bring', saf 'to see', sawwa (sawa) 'to do, make', and rti.h 
'to go away'. Some of these items were used in Classical Arabic in a less general 
sense, which was expanded by a process of semantic bleaching; saf, for instance, 
originally meant 'to observe from above' (cf. sayyifa 'scout'), sawwa 'to render 
equal, to arrange', rah 'to go away in the evening'. Characteristic of the dialects 
is the nominal periphrasis of some interrogative words: they all have a variant 
of the expression ' ayyu say' in 'which thing?' instead of Classical Arabic mti, e.g. 
Egyptian 'eh, Moroccan as, Syrian snu. For kayfa 'how?', such periphrases as 
Syrian Arabic slon (< 'es Ion, literally 'what colour? ', Classical Arabic lawn) and 
Egyptian Arabic izzayy (< 'es zayy, literally 'what appearance? ', Classical 
Arabic ziyy) are found. 

7 .  3 THEORIES ABOUT THE EMERGENCE OF NEW ARABIC 

The current opinion about the linguistic situation in the Gahiliyya is that the 
shift from Old to New Arabic took place as early as the pre-Islamic period in the 
colloquial language of the Arab tribes. The Arabic sources view the develop­
ment of their language quite differently. According to them, as long as the tribes 
lived in the peninsula the language was basically uniform, with only marginal 
differences. But after the conquests, when the Arabs came in contact with peo­
ple who spoke other languages, they transmitted their language to these people, 
who then started to speak Arabic with lots of mistakes. As a result, the language 
became corrupted (fasad al-luga), and the grammarians had to intervene be­
cause the text of the Revealed Book threatened to become incomprehensible. 
This view is summed up by the famous historian Ibn Hal dun (d. 7 5 7/ r 3 5 6 )  as 
follows: 

When Islam came and they [the Arabs] left the I:Iigaz . . . and started to 
mingle with the non-Arabs, their [linguistic] habits began to change as the 
result of the different ways of speaking they heard from those who tried to 
learn Arabic, for hearing is the source of linguistic habits. As a result of 
this influence, Arabic became corrupt . . .  Their scholars began to fear lest 
the [linguistic] habit become completely corrupted, and lest people grow 
used to it, so that the Qur' tin and the Tradition would become incompre­
hensible. Consequently, they deduced laws from their [the Arabs'] ways of 
speaking, that were universally valid for this habit . . .  and that could be 
used as a canon for the rest of their speech. (fa-lammti gti'a 1-'Islti.m wa­
faraqii 1-I:Iigaz . . .  wa-halatii 1-'Agam tagayyarat tilka 1-malaka bima 
'alqa 'ilayhti s-sam' min al-musta'ribin wa-s-sam' 'abii 1-malakti.t al-



THE EMERGENCE OF NEW ARABIC 103 

lisaniyya wa-fasadat bima 'ulqiya 'ilayha . . .  wa-h.asiya 'ahl al-'ulum 
minhum 'an tafsuda tilka 1-malaka ra'san wa-yafflla 1-'ahd biha fa­
yangaliqa 1-Qur'an wa-1-I:Iadii 'ala 1-mafhum fa-stanbaffl min magari 
kalamihim qawanin li-tilka 1-malaka muttaridatan . . .  yaqisflna 'alayha 
sa'ir 'anwa' al-kalam, Muqaddima, ed. Beirut, n.d., p. 546 )  

This quotation shows clearly that in the mind of the Arabs the changes in the 
language and the emergence of the colloquial varieties were linked with the 
polyglot composition of the Islamic empire and the introduction of Arabic as 
the new lingua franca. 

Some scholars have attempted to explain the presence of numerous common 
features in the Arabic dialects as against the Classical language with a theory of 
monogenesis, which posits a single point of origin for the present-day dialects. 
According to Ferguson ( I  9 5 9 ), for instance, the common ancestor of the dialects 
originated in the military camps in Iraq, where the speakers of the various pre­
Islamic dialects mingled. The coalescence of these dialects led to the emergence 
of a military koine in which the common features developed. Specifically, 
Ferguson bases his theory on a list of fourteen features, which in his view 
cannot be attributed to an independent, general trend in the development of the 
dialects, but must be assigned to a common ancestor, for instance the use of the 
lexical items saf and gab, the disappearance of the dual in the verb and the 
pronoun, the merger of /d/ and /0/, and the merger of verbs with a third radical 
w and y. 

A theory of monogenesis, such as Ferguson's, proposes a common origin for 
the modern dialects in order to explain the features which they have in common 
against the standard language. Differences between the dialects are then 
explained as the result of a later process of divergence, possibly because of the 
substrata! influence of the languages that were spoken in the various regions 
into which Arabic was imported. Critics of the theory of a common origin have 
objected to Ferguson's theory that the resemblances could also be explained as 
either the product of a general trend, or as the result of a later process of conver­
gence which homogenised the dialects in the various areas. Proponents of the 
idea of a general trend point out, for instance, that languages not related to 
Arabic have also lost their dual, just like the Arabic dialects, so that it is entirely 
possible that the dialects lost this category independently from each other. The 
main problem with the theory of a general trend is that the explanatory power of 
such a principle is minimal since the mere fact that similar phenomena occur in 
different languages does not provide us with an explanation of the causes behind 
them. 

Other critics of a theory of common origin emphasise the role of convergence 
in the development of the language. According to Cohen ( 1 970), the Arab armies 
consisted of a mixture of different tribes, so that the existing differences be­
tween the pre-Islamic dialects were levelled out. The new dialects in the con­
quered territories must have resulted from local, independent evolution. Later 
convergence resulted from the pervasive influence of Classical Arabic and the 
spreading of linguistic innovations from one or several cultural or political cen­
tres. These innovations were taken over by speakers accommodating to the 
language of prestige. Theories of convergence look upon the origin of the dia­
lects as a polygenetic process: colloquial varieties sprang up independently in 
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each region where the Arab armies came and gradually became more similar to 
each other as the result of later contact. While some of the similarities between 
the dialects within one region can undoubtedly be regarded as convergence 
from one cultural centre, it would be difficult to explain in this way the com­
mon features that exist between remote regions of the Arabophone world that 
were never in contact with each other. 

Whether the similarities between the dialects are the result of a common 
origin or a secondary process of convergence, there are many differences 
between the dialects, too. In the theory of polygenesis, these are regarded as the 
natural outcome of the independent development of colloquial varieties. The 
linguistic input in all regions outside the original tribal area was more or less 
the same (the type of speech spoken by the Arab armies), but the local circum­
stances differed because of the presence of other languages in the region into 
which Arabic was introduced. When the speakers of these languages came into 
contact with the speakers of Arabic, they started speaking the new language in 
their own special way, introducing the kind of interference that takes place in 
any process of second-language-learning. In the course of time, these special 
ways of speaking developed into local features, even after the speakers of the 
original language had shifted to Arabic. 

In the case of Berber, the original language triggering off the deviations is still 
spoken in approximately the same area, even though some Berber speakers have 
now given up their own language. In such a case, it is customary to speak of an 
adstratal language, whose interference in the realisation of Arabic both in bilin­
gual and in monolingual speakers is to be expected. Thus, for the Algerian 
dialect of Djidjelli, Ph. Mar�ais (n.d. ) traces a number of phenomena to the 
surrounding Berber dialects. Berber influence is first of all demonstrated by the 
presence of more than r s o  words of Berber origin with the prefix a-, e.g. agmez 
'thumb', arisek 'blackbird', agrilm 'bread' . The use of this prefix has spread to 
words of Arabic origin as well, e.g. asder 'breast' (Classical Arabic $adr), aineh. 
'wing' (Classical Arabic ganiih.), aqtot 'cat' (Classical Arabic qitt), ah.mir 
'donkey' (Classical Arabic h.imiir, plural h.amir). In most words the prefix may 
be omitted, so that both asder and sder are heard. The origin of the Berber prefix 
is obscure, but contemporary speakers seem to regard it as a definite article: 
when it is used in a word, it cannot be combined with the Arabic article. 
Mar�ais also mentions a few syntactic phenomena. Certain nouns change their 
gender under the influence of the Berber equivalents: lh.em 'meat', for instance, 
is feminine (like Berber tifi), and riel 'foot, leg' is masculine ( like Berber acjar). 
The word ma 'water' is plural in Djidjelli Arabic like its Berber equivalent 
aman. In possessive constructions with kinship names, the first word carries a 
pronominal suffix, e.g. htu dd9-mh.9mmed 'sister-his of-Muhammad 
[Muhammad's sister]'. Djidjelli Arabic also uses a presentative particle d- in 
sentences such as d-iina 'it's me', d-buk w-ull 'is it your father or not?', huma d­
el-hiiwa 'they are brothers'. This particle may have its origin in a Berber particle 
d.-, although some of its uses are paralleled in Egyptian Arabic. 

In the examples mentioned from Djidjelli Arabic, the Berber connection is 
obvious, since most of the speakers of the dialect speak Berber as well, and the 
phenomena concerned do not occur elsewhere. In many cases, however, the 
original language has disappeared completely, as in the case of Syriac or Coptic. 
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When interference of such a language in the development of Arabic is claimed, 
one speaks of substrata! influence. This influence is much harder to prove than 
that of an adstratal language. Phenomena that appear in a certain region and 
could in principle be attributed to substrata! influence sometimes appear in 
other regions as well, where the substrata! language concerned was never 
spoken. In Egyptian dialects, for instance, the interdentals have shifted to 
dentals, and it has sometimes been claimed that this was caused by the 
substrata! influence of Coptic. But the disappearance of the interdentals is a 
widespread phenomenon in all sedentary dialects of Arabic, even in places 
where Coptic was never spoken. The shift from interdentals to dentals can, 
therefore, not be attributed to substrata! influence alone, but must be regarded 
as an instance of a more general process of second-language acquisition, in 
which marked phonemes like the interdentals were replaced by unmarked 
ones, just as the emphatic or pharyngal consonants disappeared in some of the 
Arabic linguistic enclaves (cf. below, pp. 2 10, 2 1 2 ) .  

A similar situation of bilingualism to that in North Africa must have existed 
in the Syrian area between Aramaic and Arabic, and still exists in the linguistic 
enclaves in the Qalamun mountains north of Damascus where Western Neo­
Aramaic is spoken in three villages around Ma'lula. The Arabic dialects in the 
neighbourhood of these villages exhibit several traces of Aramaic influence. 
According to Arnold and Behnstedt ( r 99 3 ), isoglosses of possible Aramaic traits 
in these dialects increase in frequency as one approaches the area where Ara­
maic is still spoken. They conclude that for a long time, possibly until the 
fourteenth century, Aramaic remained the language of the entire region and 
that it was gradually forced back towards its present small area. Some of the 
phenomena in the Arabic dialects in this region may help clarify the question of 
Aramaic substrata! influence in Syrian dialects. Arnold and Behnstedt show, for 
instance, how the personal pronoun of the third person plural hinne, suffix -hun 
(Damascus hanne, suffix -bon) could have originated in a bilingual environ­
ment, in which the Aramaic forms hinn, suffix -hun were current. 

Other phenomena in Syrian dialects that have been attributed to Aramaic 
substrata! influence include the voiceless realisation of /q/, the elision of short 
Ju/ and /i/, and the shift from interdentals to dentals. But the general occur­
rence of these phenomena in many other areas of the Arabic-speaking world 
obviates the need for such an explanation. This is not to say that the presence of 
substratal languages was completely immaterial. Obviously, when speakers of 
a language having interdentals started learning Arabic, they had no reason to 
shift to dentals. But for speakers of languages like Coptic or Syriac, which had 
no interdentals, there was nothing in their own language to prevent them from 
following the general tendency of simplifying the articulation of the 
interdentals. In this sense, we may say that the structure of Coptic and Aramaic 
reinforced a change that was already taking place. 

In general, substrata! influence on the Arabic dialects has been invoked in 
many cases without much justification. In an article that appeared in 1 979, 
Diem follows up on all the alleged cases of substrata! influence in the Arabic 
dialects. He allows the attribution to substrata! influence only on two condi­
tions: in the first place, the presence of a certain phenomenon in the modern 
dialect as well as in the original language spoken in the region; in the second 
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place, the absence of this phenomenon in any other region. His conclusion is 
that in most of the alleged instances similar developments can be attested in 
other dialects as well, where the same substratal language was not present, so 
that the explanatory power of a theory of substrata! influence is minimal. Only 
in a few cases does he concede that the structure of the language of the conquered 
population may have affected the development of the local dialect, e.g. the split 
of the phoneme /a/ into /i/ and /a/ (or fa/ and /e/) in North Lebanese dialects; cf. 
pp. I 5 3-4), and perhaps the elision of /a/ in open unstressed syllables in these 
dialects, which may have been influenced by the phonemic structure of the 
Aramaic dialects spoken in this area. In the case of Berber influence in North 
Africa, Diem mentions cases such as the affrication of /t/ and the loan pattern 
taf�" a1�t, but adds that it is difficult to decide whether this is an instance of 
substrata! influence or of interference as the result of prolonged bilingualism. 

Of special interest are those phenomena in Yemenite Arabic dialects that are 
attributed to substrata! influence from South Arabian. In this region, the 
evidence of the Modem South Arabian languages makes it relatively easy to 
determine substrata! influence. Among the phenomena mentioned by Diem are 
the use of the k- perfect and the plural patterns fa'awwi1ffa'awi1 and fi'wa1J 
fu'wa1 (fi'ya1/fu'ya1). In some of the Yemenite dialects, the first and the second 
person singular of the perfect verb have a suffix -k-, instead of Classical Arabic 
-t-, e.g. katab-k 'I have written'. This feature, which they share with the South 
Semitic languages (cf. above, Chapter 2 ), occurs in the Western mountains, 
where according to Classical sources the I:Iimyaritic language was spoken, i.e. 
the area of the pre-Islamic immigrants in the South Arabian region (cf. above, 
Chapter 4, and below, p. I SO; see also Map IO. I ) . 

The plural patterns fa' awwi1 and fi'wa1 are used exclusively in some regions 
in Yemen: for fa' awwi1, Diem cites cases such as bi1adjbe1awwid, ka1am/ 
ka1awwim, kitabjkutawwib. These are related to a plural pattern that exists in 
Mehri (qetOwe1 < *qetawwe1), and it may reasonably be assumed that in this 
case the Arabic dialect borrowed the plural pattern from South Arabian during 
the early stages of settlement, perhaps even before the Islamic conquests. Like­
wise, the pattern fi'wa1 occurs in the mountainous regions of Yemen where the 
first settlement of Arab tribes took place; the dialects in this region present 
forms such as tarigftirwag 'street', sarytfsirwat 'rope' that are related to Modem 
South Arabian plurals qetwo1/ qetyol. 

In the majority of cases, the interference that resulted from language contact 
may have consisted not in the emergence of new phenomena but in the tipping 
of the balance towards one of two existing alternatives. In such cases, the 
learners of Arabic may have been influenced by their first language in the selec­
tion of one alternative. An interesting example is that of the position of the 
interrogatives in Egyptian dialects. In Egyptian Arabic, there is no fronting of 
interrogative words, which remain at their structural position in the sentence, 
as for instance in the following two sentences: 

'uJti da 1i-1-mu'allim 'you told the teacher this' 
'u1tf 'eh li-1-mu'allim 'what did you tell the teacher? '  

In other Arabic dialects, such a word order is  also possible, but then it  is 
highly marked (corresponding to English 'you told the teacher what! ?' ) .  Like-
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wise, in Egyptian it is possible to say 'eh 'ult! li-1-mu'allim, meaning something 
like 'what was it you told the teacher? '  Such alternatives exist in all spoken 
languages as discourse phenomena that have to do with emphasis, highlighting, 
topicalisation and so on. Speakers of Coptic were used to a language in which 
there was no fronting of interrogatives, for instance ekdo de u 'what are you 
saying?', in which the interrogative pronoun u remains at the normal position of 
the object instead of being fronted. When they became acquainted with the two 
alternatives of Arabic, they were likely to choose the alternative that was more 
similar to their own language, even though in Arabic this was the marked 
option (for a similar explanation of word order in Uzbekistan Arabic, see below, 
p. 2 !7 ) .  

Substrata! influence is  not a sufficient explanation for the differences 
between the dialects, but neither is convergence for the common features. Good 
examples of structural changes that took place in virtually all dialects, but with 
a different realisation, are the possessive construction and the aspectual parti­
cles. New Arabic was characterised by the disappearance of the case endings, 
often quoted as the most characteristic difference between colloquial and 
standard language. We have seen above (Chapter 4, p. 49)  that there are several 
reasons why this process cannot be explained by purely phonetic reasons. In all 
dialects, the genitive case in the possessive construction was replaced by an 
analytical possessive construction: 

Classical Arabic baytu 1-maliki 
house the-king [genitive] 
'the house of the king' 

Egyptian Arabic il-bet bitcl' il-malik 
the-house [possessive particle] the-king 
'the house of the king' 

In the analytical construction, the meaning of possessivity is indicated with 
a possessive marker, bitti' (also called 'genitive exponent'), which replaces the 
Classical Arabic possessive construction with a genitive case ending. This con­
struction is found in all dialects, but they differ with regard to the form of the 
possessive marker, as shown in Table 7. I .  

Egyptian Arabic (Cairo) bitii' 
Syrian Arabic (Damascus) taba' 
Moroccan Arabic (Rabat) dyal, d-
Maltese ta' 
Sudanese Arabic l;wqq 
Chad Arabic han a 
Cypriot Arabic sayt 
Baghdad Muslim Arabic mal 
q�ltu Arabic lil 

Table 7 . 1  Genitive exponents in Arabic dialects. 
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The second phenomenon of pluriform development of a common feature is 
connected with the loss of the modal endings. In Classical Arabic, there is a 
distinction in the imperfect verb between yaktubu (indicative), yaktuba (sub­
junctive) and yaktub (jussive). In the dialects, the morphological category of 
mood has disappeared, and in the singular the form is always yaktub. In most 
dialects, this form has acquired a modal meaning. In Egyptian Arabic, for in­
stance, tisrab 'ahwa� means 'would you like to drink coffee?' For non-modal, 
aspects the dialects have developed a new system of aspectual markers, origi­
nally auxiliary verbs or temporal adverbs, which became fossilised as part of the 
morphology of the verbal form. In Egyptian Arabic, for instance, we find bi- for 
the continuous aspect, ha- for the future. 

b-tisrab 'you are drinking, you habitually drink' 
ha-tisrab 'you will drink' 

In this respect, too, all dialects have gone through the same development, but 
again they differ with regard to the form of the markers. Most dialects have a 
system of two markers: continuous/habitual and future. The exact distribution 
of semantic functions differs in the various dialects. In Syrian Arabic, strict 
continuity is expressed by 'am-, while bi- is used for actions that are intended in 
the future and for habitual actions. In Iraqi Arabic, da- is used for continuous/ 
habitual actions, but the imperfect without marker is used for sta�ements that 
are generally valid. In many cases, the exact etymology of the markers is un­
known, but it seems to be the case that future markers often derive from verbs 
meaning 'to go' (e.g. Egyptian Arabic ha-, Syrian Arabic rah-, Tunisian Jewish 
Arabic masi-, Maltese sejjer), whereas continuous markers derive from the verb 
kana, or from participial forms meaning 'sitting', 'doing', 'standing' (Syrian Ara­
bic 'am < 'ammtil, Anatolian Arabic qa- < qa'id, Moroccan Arabic ka-, Maltese 
'aed < qa'id, Uzbekistan Arabic woqif). 

In both the analytical genitive and the system of aspectual markers, we find a 
similar pattern: a general trend that has occurred in all Arabic dialects, and an 
individual translation of this trend in each area. Any theory about the emer­
gence of the new type of Arabic must take into account this development. The 
difference in realisation precludes an explanation in terms of later convergence, 
because typically dialect contact leads to the borrowing of another dialect's 
markers, not to the borrowing of a structure which is then filled independently. 

One possible scenario connects the origin of the changes in the language with 
the acquisitional process. During the first centuries of Islam, Arabic was learnt 

Syrian Arabic (Damascus) 
Egyptian Arabic (Cairo) 
Moroccan Arabic (Rabat) 
Iraqi Arabic (Baghdad) 
Yemeni Arabic (San'a') 

continuous/habitual 

'am-, bi­
bi-
ka-
da-
bi- ( r st person bayn-) 

Table 7 .2 Aspectual markers in Arabic dialects. 

future 

rah(a)-, lah(a)­
ha-
ga-
rah-
'a- ( r st person sa-) 
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by the local population as a second language in a highly unstructured way, with 
no formal teaching and with minimal attention to correctness and maximal 
attention to communicational value. During the period of bilingualism, most 
speakers used Arabic as a second language, whereas only a minority spoke it as 
their mother tongue. In such a situation, redundant forms disappear, leading to 
a greater degree of regularity; preference is given to analytical constructions (as 
in the case of the genitive exponent), and various categories are conflated in 
order to increase leamability. Besides, the lexicon is partially restructured, as 
items of lesser transparency are replaced by items that are more transparent. 

In such a scenario, most of the 'initiative' in the changes is assigned to the 
inhabitants of the conquered territories. Most theories about the emergence of 
the new dialects, however, tend to look for the cause of the innovations in natu­
ral tendencies that already existed latently in the pre-Islamic language. Gener­
ally speaking, scholars agree that in the beginning of the Islamic era simplified 
varieties of the language were current, but the consensus seems to be that these 
disappeared without leaving any traces. This issue hinges on the development 
of the standard language. If at first the acquisition process of Arabic led to a 
drastic restructuring of the language and to the emergence of simplified varie­
ties, one must assume that at a later stage the influence of the Classical 
standard and in particular the language of the Qur' an reintroduced many of the 
features of standard Arabic that are found in the modem dialects, such as the 
inflection of the verb and the existence of two verbal forms. In this scenario, the 
population of the urban centres of the Islamic empire originally communicated 
with the Arab conquerors in a simplified variety of Arabic. In the linguistic 
melting-pot of the cities, such varieties became the mother tongue of children 
in mixed marriages between Arabs and indigenous women, or between speakers 
of different languages whose common second language was Arabic. 

The dissemination of Classical Arabic as the prestige language of culture and 
religion introduced a model that affected the linguistic situation to such a de­
gree that between colloquial speech and standard language a linguistic con­
tinuum arose that paralleled the present-day diglossia of the Arabophone world. 
In this continuum, the lower (basilectal) speech levels were stigmatised and 
ultimately abandoned by the speakers in favour of higher (acrolectal) features. 
In principle, the replacement of basilectal features by acrolectal features is not 
uncommon. There is no direct evidence for such a large-scale restructuring in 
historical times, but to some extent the process may be compared to contempo­
rary Classical interference, which leads to shifts in the language used by dialect­
speakers. For many literate speakers of Arabic, for instance, the use of the 
Classical genitive construction alongside the dialectal construction has become 
a normal part of their linguistic competence, and this use filters down to the 
speech of illiterate speakers. A major difference with the situation in the first 
centuries of Islam is, of course, the influence of the language of the mass media. 

A similar process takes place between dialects. In Cairene Arabic, the 
massive influx of dialect speakers from the countryside led to a stigmatisation 
of those features that Cairene Arabic at that time had in common with the 
countryside dialects. As a result, some of these forms have become restricted to 
the lower classes, and eventually they may even disappear completely. As an 
example, we may mention the ending of the third person plural of the perfect 
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verb, which was probably -urn in all registers in the nineteenth century, but 
which is now predominantly heard in the poor quarters of the city (cf. below, 
Chapter 10) .  Another example is the introduction of the b- imperfect in Bedouin 
dialects of the Negev and the Sinai. According to Palva ( 1 9 9 1 ), these Bedouin 
dialects belong to a group of dialects that in general do not have the b- prefix, 
and he ascribes its occurrence in them as the result of levelling to sedentary 
speech. In some cases, variation may still be observed in which the b- imperfect 
is used in polite conversation with sedentary speakers, whereas the y- imperfect 
is used with fellow tribesmen. 

The possibility of disappearance of basilectal speech is illustrated dramati­
cally by recent developments in Sudan, where the pidginised and creolised vari­
ety of Arabic that goes by the name of Juba Arabic seems to be recovering some 
of the categories of 'normal' Arabic under the influence of the prestige dialect of 
Khartoum (cf. below, p. 2 1 8 ) .  Juba Arabic has only one verbal form that is used 
in combination with aspectual markers. When speakers of Juba Arabic are 
exposed to Standard Arabic and Khartoum Arabic in the media and become 
acquainted with both the prefix and the suffix conjugation of Arabic, they at 
first reanalyse the personal prefixes of Arabic imperfect verbs ya-, ta-, na- as 
aspectual markers and start using them instead of or in combination with the 
aspectual markers in Juba Arabic, without regard to personal agreement. At a 
later stage, they become aware of the real function of the personal prefixes and 
learn to use them correctly. Diachronically, this means that in their speech 
they have introduced a new opposition between perfect and imperfect verbs, 
thus making their dialect structurally similar to the 'normal' dialects of Arabic. 

The development in Juba Arabic only took place in the speech of some speak­
ers, but the present variation in the language shows at the very least that it is 
possible for an Arabic dialect to lose the distinction between perfect/imperfect 
and then recover it later through the interference of a prestige variety. If we had 
no knowledge of the previous structure of the language of these speakers, we 
would probably regard their speech as just another regional variety of Arabic. 
Since our only information about the vernacular in the early centuries of Islam 
derives from written sources that were highly classicised, we must at least 
allow for the possibility that this vernacular resembled the uncontaminated 
form of such varieties as Juba Arabic and was later classicised to such a degree 
that the original structure was erased. 

Against the scenario of interference from Classical Arabic, various argu­
ments have been adduced. Contrary evidence consists, first of all, of Classical 
features in dialects that cannot be attributed to Classical interference. Ferguson 
( 1 989 )  cites the case of the dual in modern dialects. Most dialects distinguish 
between a pseudo-dual and a 'real' dual. The pseudo-dual is used for paired parts 
of the body (hands, feet, eyes, ears) and also for the countable plurals of these 
words; it loses the -n- before a personal suffix. The 'real' dual almost always has 
the same ending as the pseudo-dual, but it is never used for a plural and cannot 
be combined with personal suffixes. In Egyptian Arabic, for instance, we have 
riglen 'feet' as plural and pseudo-dual (with personal suffixes riglehum, rigleki 
etc. ), and waladen 'two boys' as a real dual. In some dialects the two duals are 
distinguished, for instance in Moroccan Arabic wadnin 'ears', railin 'feet' as 
against yumayn 'two days'. The point of this argument is that the 'real' dual 
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always takes plural agreement and thus cannot have been introduced from 
Classical Arabic. The evidence of Middle Arabic shows that when a dual is used 
as a classicising device it sometimes takes feminine singular and sometimes 
plural agreement. Therefore, in Ferguson's view the distinction of two duals 
must be an old dialectal distinction; since they were both used for countable 
entities, they took plural agreement. 

Ferguson also signals the existence of an equivocal agreement pattern as an 
alternative for plural agreement. In Damascene Arabic, for instance, instead of 
using plural agreement between subject and predicate it is possible to say 
'aiana makatib ktii/'aiatna makatib ktii 'many letters reached us'. This pat­
tern may seem to conform to the Classical Arabic pattern, and one might, there­
fore, be tempted to attribute it to interference from the standard language. Yet, 
Ferguson believes that it cannot be regarded as a reintroduction of the standard 
pattern, since contrary to expectation the dialect pattern of plural agreement, 
'aiiina makatib ktii, instead of disappearing, is gaining in popularity over the 
Classical pattern. In the absence of a reliable corpus of dialect speech, which 
would allow frequency counts, it is hard to judge the validity of this particular 
argument. The point of the argument is that it should not be taken for granted 
that all movement on the continuum between dialect and standard is upwards. 
In some contexts, it is perfectly possible that there is a movement towards the 
dialect pattern. In other cases, interference from the standard language leads to 
a redistribution of grammatical functions. In the case of the agreement in 
Syrian Arabic, there probably is a semantic difference in that the plural is used 
for countable entities, whereas the feminine singular is used for non-countable 
or collective plurals. 

A second argument against the interference of Classical Arabic calls into 
question the capacity of the standard language to affect the structure of the 
colloquial language. Diem ( 1 978 )  points out that historically in most dialect 
areas there are two layers. The first wave of conquests led to the emergence of 
urban dialects with a high rate of innovation. These spread in the form of urban 
koines over the area immediately adjacent to the cities. The urban dialects were 
superseded by a second wave that was much more gradual: the steady migration 
of Arabian tribesmen to areas outside the Arabian peninsula. In Mesopotamia, 
for instance, the older layer of sedentary qaltu dialects was partially covered by 
a second layer of Bedouin gilit dialects. In Lower Egypt, a sedentary dialect was 
introduced during the first conquests, but the countryside and Upper Egypt 
were arabicised by later migrations of Bedouin tribes from the peninsula. In 
North Africa, the arabicisation of most of the countryside was not accom­
plished until the invasion of the Banu Hilal in the eleventh century. In Diem's 
view, this second wave of arabicisation achieved a measure of homogeneity of 
Arabic dialects within each area that was absent before the Bedouin immigra­
tion. Compared to the development of the Aramaic dialects, which produced 
widely differing Eastern and Western varieties, Arabic dialects in spite of their 
differences are remarkably uniform typologically. In Diem's view, this is the 
result of convergence during the formative period, which prevented too large a 
deviation from the target. In this process, the Bedouin dialects that broke up the 
sedentary koines played a much more important role than the Classical 
language. 
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Others, for instance Holes ( I  99 5 a), add to these objections considerations of a 
sociopolitical nature: the situation in the early Islamic empire was such that 
simplified varieties of Arabic did not get a chance to develop into full-blown 
vernaculars. He assumes that in the early stages of the conquests linguistic 
accommodation did take place, but neither the linguistic data nor the historical 
record supports the existence of an environment in which the simplified 
varieties could be maintained over time. According to Holes, the early papyri 
(cf. below, p. u8 )  document a transitional phase on the road to standardisation, 
in which the linguistic norms were still unstable. In his view, the language of 
the papyri does not document any drastic breakdown of the language, and 
accordingly he opts for a gradual evolution of the language towards the present 
colloquial type for most speakers, while only a few professionals among the 
population learnt the standard language. Most people, he maintains, were not in 
contact with any model of the Classical language. In short, Arabic, when it was 
learnt, was learnt as a foreign language rather than a makeshift variety. 

One way of reconciling the two views on the possibility of influence by the 
standard language could be to speculate that it was the second wave of arabici­
sation that was responsible for the reintroduction of Classical features. The 
Bedouin speakers involved in the second wave of migration had not yet been 
affected by sedentary speech patterns and were able to impose their own 
dialects' patterns. Secondary bedouinisation is not an uncommon feature even 
in more recent times, when Muslim urban populations shifted to a bedouinised 
dialect, whereas the Christians and Jews stuck to their urban dialect. As for the 
Bedouin speakers themselves, even today some of them have managed to escape 
sedentary interference to a certain degree (cf. p. 143 ) .  Besides, in the course of 
time the scale of prestige has changed. In the early period of the Islamic con­
quests, the urban dialects almost certainly did not have the kind of prestige that 
they enjoy nowadays, so that they were not likely to affect the way of speaking 
of the Bedouin. At a later stage, the urban centres became the focus of Islamic 
civilisation and the seat of power, so that the Bedouin could hardly avoid the 
interference of urban speech. 

In general, we must conclude that too little is known about the process of 
classicisation to determine the extent to which it may have influenced the 
growth of the dialects. Since we know only the output of the process of change 
which Arabic underwent after it was exported from the Arabian peninsula, 
namely the modern dialects, the question of interference on the part of the Clas­
sical standard is crucial if we wish to extrapolate from the structure of the modern 
dialects to the early vernacular varieties of the language during the first centu­
ries of the Islamic era. On the other hand, none of the existing theories about the 
emergence of the new dialects - monogenesis, substrata! influence, convergence, 
natural development, general trends - offers a comprehensive explanation of the 
evolution of the dialects, although each of them explains a subset of the phe­
nomena in this process. In the present state of affairs, we have to conclude that 
the study of the history of the Arabic language alone cannot provide a satisfac­
tory answer. Much more information is needed about the sociolinguistic con­
text of the early Islamic empire and the pattern of settlement in each particular 
area. Even more help may be expected from general diachronic linguistics in the 
form of better models to explain the evolution of language in general. 
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FURTHER READING 

Many details of the Islamic conquests are still unknown, if we wish to go be­
yond the military account (for which see Donner I 98 I ) . There is no comprehen­
sive account, for instance, of the process of arabicisation. For individual areas, 
we may refer to Poliak ( I 938, the arabicisation of Syria), W. Marc;ais ( I 96 I ,  the 
arabicisation of North Africa), Anawati ( I 97 5 ,  the arabicisation of Egypt) and 
Zarrinkiib ( I 97 5 ,  the conquest of Persia). For the role of the Bedouin in the 
process of arabicisation, see Singer ( I 994) .  For the history of Persian in the Is­
lamic empire, see Lazard ( I 97 5 ) . 

An extensive survey of the common features in the modem Arabic dialects is 
given in Fischer and Jastrow ( I98o: 3 9-48 ); most of the examples from Syrian 
Arabic quoted above have been taken from Grotzfeld's ( I 96 5 )  analysis of the 
dialect of Damascus. 

In view of the many conflicting theories about the emergence of the new type 
of Arabic, it is hardly possible to refer to an authoritative account. For a general 
overview, see A. Miller ( I 986 ) .  The original theory of a monogenetic develop­
ment was advanced by Ferguson ( I 9 5 9a) and repeated by him ( I 989 ); for a dis­
cussion of the fourteen features, see Kaye ( I 967:  I 3 7-70). D. Cohen's article 
( I 970) on convergence has already been referred to in this chapter (see also Diem 
I978 ), as was Diem's survey of possible substrata! changes ( I 979a). Some publi­
cations deal with the Coptic influence on Egyptian Arabic, e.g. Bishai ( I 96o, 
I96I ,  I 962 ), Sobhy ( I 9 SO)  and Palva ( I 969b); on the word order in interrogative 
questions, see Nishio ( I  996) .  Aramaic influence in Syrian Arabic is discussed by 
Arnold and Behnstedt ( I  99 3 ); for the issue of substrata! influence in the personal 
pronouns in Syrian Arabic, see also Diem ( I 97 I ) . On Berber influence in the 
Arabic of Djidjelli, see Ph. Marc;ais (n.d.: 607-I I ) . Versteegh's proposal to inter­
pret the development of the new dialects in terms of a process of pidginisation/ 
creolisation ( I 984) has met with considerable scepticism (e.g. Ferguson I 9 89; 
Diem I99I ;  Holes I 99 s a: I 9-24; Fischer I 99 s ) .  

For special topics dealt with in this chapter, we may refer to the following 
publications: the lahn al-'iimma treatises: Molan ( I 978 ); Perez Lazaro ( I 990, 
edition and critical study of Ibn Hisam al-Lahmi's treatise); for the anecdotes 
about the mawiili, see above, Chapter 4, p. s o; the possessive construction in 
the Arabic dialects: Eksell Haming ( I 98o; partly based on written texts that 
contain classicisms); the aspectual particles: Czapkiewicz ( I 97 5 ); pseudo-dual: 
Blanc ( I 970a); agreement rules: Ferguson ( I 989) .  

The data about Juba Arabic derive from Mahmud's ( I 979 )  study on variation 
in this dialect; cf. also Versteegh ( I993b) .  On classicisation in Arabic dialects, 
see Palva ( I 969a). 
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Middle Arabic 

B .  I THE DEFINITION OF 1MIDDLE ARABIC ' 

In the preceding chapters, both the development of literary Arabic and the 
emergence of colloquial Arabic have been discussed. A principal question that 
we should now address concerns the relationship between these two varieties of 
the language in the written production, both literary and non-literary, in early 
Islam. The language of many of the preserved written sources does not corre­
spond to the form of Arabic as it was codified by the grammatical tradition. This 
applies both to the formal literary language of the later period and to the lan­
guage of the early papyri. No grammarian, for instance, would ever use a form 
such as yaktubil instead of yaktubilna for the indicative of the verb, but this 
form regularly turns up both in the papyri and in some written texts. Since this 
is the form that the contemporary dialects use, the obvious conclusion is that 
this usage reflects the vernacular of the writer. In this chapter, we shall look at 
the source of the deviations from the Classical norm in written texts. 

In modem studies of Arabic, the collective name for all texts with deviations 
from Classical grammar is Middle Arabic. The term in itself has led to a lot of 
ambiguity, and it is essential to explain first what it does not mean. In the 
history of English, Old English, Middle English and Modem English are distin­
guished as chronological periods, and it is tempting to take the term Middle 
Arabic to mean a stage of the language between the Classical period and the 
modem period, say between Boo and I Boo. As a matter of fact, some writers use 
the term 'Middle Arabic' in this way. In his handbook of Christian Middle 
Arabic ( I 966-y: I, 36 ), Blau stated that 'M[iddle] A[rabic] constitutes the missing 
link between C[lassical] A[rabic] and modem dialects'. In later publications, 
however, he has modified his use of the term, in order to avoid the misunder­
standings that arise when Middle Arabic is treated as a historically intermediate 
stage. In contemporary Arabic texts, mistakes may occur just as easily as in the 
Classical period, and it would therefore be a mistake to assign any chronological 
connotation to the term 'Middle Arabic'. We shall see below that when we 
analyse mistakes in contemporary texts, these tum out to be very much like 
those in Middle Arabic texts from the 'Classical' period. 

Some people regard Middle Arabic as a discrete variety of the language, a 
special brand of Arabic, situated between the Classical language and the collo­
quial language. This is not in accordance with the true nature of these texts. 
Anyone wishing to write in Arabic does so with the Classical norm in mind. 
The amount of deviation or the distance from the colloquial varies with the 
degree of education of the author of the text. Thus, some Middle Arabic texts 
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exhibit only an occasional mistake, whereas in other texts the entire structure 
of the language is almost colloquial. But even in the most extreme cases of 
colloquial interference the texts still cannot be regarded as truly dialectal, 
because they continue to be approximations of Classical Arabic, albeit with a 
lot of colloquial features thrown in. When in 1 888 Landberg edited one of the 
first Middle Arabic texts to be published, he was convinced that he had found in 
the story of Basim a true specimen of Egyptian dialect. In reality, it is easy to see 
that although some of the passages of the story really sound Egyptian, in most 
cases its author was not able to escape, and probably did not even want to, the 
norms of written Arabic. But the novelty of finding dialectal expressions in a 
written text was still such that it is easy to understand why Landberg believed 
that this story had been recorded in 'real' dialect. 

In every linguistic community, there is a certain distance between the collo­
quial language and the written norm, in spelling, lexicon and even in structure. 
But in those communities in which there is an institutionalised relationship 
between a high and a low variety (called 'diglossia': see below, Chapter 1 2 ), the 
distance between the written standard and normal everyday speech is very 
large. If in such a community the average level of education is low, access to the 
written language remains severely restricted. At the same time, the use of the 
written medium is automatically linked with the acceptance of the written 
norm: if one wishes to write in Arabic, one has no choice but to submit to the 
written norm. The problem is, of course, that the level of the written standard 
language is beyond the reach of most people. As soon as they start writing in 
Arabic, they make mistakes, which in many cases originate in their spoken 
language. An example is the merger of the two Classical phonemes /d/ and /d/ 
into colloquial /d/, which leads to spelling errors such as 'a (jim instead of 'ad_im 
or cjabyun instead of <Jabyun. An example from the domain of morphology is 
the disappearance of the modal endings of the imperfect verb in dialect, which 
makes it difficult for people to know when to use the indicative yaktubiina and 
when the subjunctive yaktubii. This induces them to use the colloquial form 
yaktubii in all contexts. 

It would be wrong to suppose that every deviation in a written text is collo­
quial. Since people know that there is a difference between written and spoken 
language, they make a conscious attempt to write correctly but in doing so 
sometimes overreact using forms that are neither colloquial nor standard. In the 
case of the modal endings just cited, for instance, the correct form in the jussive 
is lam yaktubii, but in their fear of colloquial interference people sometimes 
use lam yaktubiina in order to show that they are not illiterate. Such errors are 
called 'pseudo-corrections'. Usually two categories are distinguished: hyper­
corrections and hypocorrections. In the example given above, we have an 
instance of a hypercorrection: in correcting the dialectal forms, the writer 
exaggerates and ends up using a form that is 'too Classical'. In hypocorrections, 
on the other hand, the correction is incomplete. In Middle Arabic texts, the 
usual verbal form to refer to a dual subject is the plural, e.g. ar-ragulani yadb.ulii 
'the two men [dual] enter [plural]' .  When this form is corrected incompletely, it 
becomes yadb.ula, which is neither colloquial nor Classical Arabic (yadb.ulani). 
A further example of incomplete correction occurs when the writer inverts the 
order of the sentence to make it more Classical, but leaves the dual form instead 
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of changing it into a singular as in Classical Arabic yadh.ulu r-ragulani. 
The use of pseudo-corrections is not limited to written speech. Since the 

written standard also serves as the model for formal elevated speech, in modern 
times one finds many examples of pseudo-corrections in speech. Egyptian 
speakers, for instance, are very much aware of the correlation of Classical /q/ 
with colloquial /'/ (glottal stop). When they wish to appear educated, they tend 
to replace every glottal stop with /q/, not only in those words that in Classical 
Arabic contain /q/, but also in those words that never had /q/ in the first place. 
Thus, one occasionally even hears forms such as qurqan for qur'an. 

Apart from deficient knowledge of the standard, manifesting itself in plain 
errors and pseudo-corrections, deviations in written language from the standard 
norm may have another source. Because of the large distance between spoken 
and written language, it is difficult to represent in written language a lively 
dialogue between real people. In modern Arabic literature, this is a much­
debated problem, and it must have existed in the Classical period as well, in 
particular in stories that were intended to be read to a larger audience. As a 
result, in such text types there was always a tendency to enliven the dialogue 
with dialect words or even dialect constructions. In the aforementioned story of 
Basim (Landberg 1 888 ), for instance, we find in a conversation between the 
Caliph Hartin, his vizier Ga'far and his eunuch Masrtir the following expres­
sions, that add to the couleur locale. First the vizier says to the caliph: 

ya 'amir al-mu'minin masrflr 'ammal yaqulu li rubbama 'anna 1-malika 
ga'a is'alhu r-rugil' li-s-saraya '0, Prince of the Believers, Masrtir keeps 
telling me "perhaps the Caliph is hungry, ask him to return to the palace! " '  

To this Masrtir says: 

'ana qultu laka walla ' anta bi-taqulu li qul lahu 'Did I say that or were you 
saying that to me? Tell him! '  

And the Caliph says: 

manis gfan h.alluna natafarrag 'I am not hungry; let's have a look! '  

All participants in the conversation use colloquial expressions: continuous 
imperfects with an aspectual prefix ('ammal yaqulu, bi-taqulu), li- instead of 
'ila, walla for Classical 'am, nominal negation manis. In telling the story, the 
narrator doubtless adapted to the colloquial pronunciation even more (bi-t'ul, 
'ultillak, etc. ) .  Obviously, the writer knew very well what the correct Classical 
expressions were, but he chose to use the colloquial ones in order to amuse his 
audience. In some cases, one has the impression that he deliberately has some­
one deliver a sentence in Classical Arabic ending with a colloquial word in order 
to increase the humorous effect. One may be sure that the audience had to laugh 
when such lofty personages were speaking in what they recognised as Egyptian 
colloquial. In the Syrian version of the same story, the Egyptian colloquialisms 
were dutifully replaced by Syrian forms. 

In another story of the same type, that of the Doctor and the Cook (Noldeke 
I 89 I ), the deviations are clearly not intentional. 

wa-had.ihi 1-gasilra marakib murabbatin fi ba'cl.ihim al-ba'cl. wa-tamsi n­
nas 'alayhim li-yaqcl.una 'asgalahum . . .  wa-baynama huwa fi d.at yawm 
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yatafarrag fi 1-'aswtiq fa-gttiza 'ala dukktin tabbtih. 'These bridges were 
ships that had been tied together and the people crossed them in order to 
go about their business . . .  and one day when he was looking through the 
markets, he came upon a cook's shop' 

In this story, it is apparent that the author attempts to write in Classical Arabic, 
but is unable to observe the rules of the standard language consistently. Thus, 
for instance, he refers to the plural gasiira sometimes with a feminine singular 
and sometimes with a masculine plural, he uses the indicative instead of the 
subjunctive of the verb after the conjunction li-, and gets into trouble with the 
complicated reciprocal expression ba' t}.uhti fi ba' Q.. In the temporal sentence 
with baynamti, he tries to enhance the Classical character of his language by 
introducing the main clause with fa-. The author of this text does not bother to 
insert dialecticisms for humorous reasons. 

There may be a third reason for the presence of deviations in a Middle Arabic 
text, connected with the use of Middle Arabic as a written in-group language in 
the Classical period. Since for Christians and Jews the model of the language of 
the Qur' tin was not as powerful or authoritative as it was for Muslims, they felt 
much freer than Muslims did to use colloquial forms in their written language. 
In this sense, it is legitimate to speak of Jewish Middle Arabic (or Judaeo-Arabic) 
and Christian Middle Arabic as a special language, in much the same way that 
the in-group language of the early Christians in the Roman empire may be 
called Christian Latin or Christian Greek. 

While it is true that the term 'Middle Arabic' may be used for texts that are 
found as early as the seventh and as late as the twentieth century, it is also true 
that most studies of Middle Arabic concentrate on texts from the Classical 
period. This is because these texts are often used in attempts to reconstruct the 
emergence of the dialects. The presupposition here is that the use of colloquial­
isms in the texts reflects a diachronic development in the spoken language. 
However, because of their nature, the Middle Arabic texts have only limited 
value for historical linguistic research. The mixture of spoken/written language 
depends on the individual author's abilities and inclinations, so that the pres­
ence or absence of a certain feature does not tell us anything about the actual 
situation in the vernacular. Because of this individual character, the increased 
frequency of a feature over time does not necessarily correlate with a develop­
ment in the vernacular, but only signals a change in the linguistic norms. The 
fact that the analytical genitive does not occur in early texts but is used increas­
ingly often in later texts does not reflect an increased use of this construction in 
the vernacular, but an erosion of the norm that proscribed the use of such a form 
in writing. 

Besides, as we have seen, some of the deviations in the texts stem from a 
different source: pseudo-corrections, forms that never existed in either variety 
of the language. This is not to say that we cannot use the evidence of Middle 
Arabic texts, but it should be done with care. From the confusion of 4 and rj. in 
Middle Arabic texts, we may draw the conclusion that these two phonemes had 
merged in the vernacular, but the texts provide us only with a terminus ante 
quem, i.e. we know that this feature existed at the time of writing the text, but 
we do not know for how long it had been present in the vernacular. 



I I 8 THE ARABIC LANGUAGE 

This conclusion even applies to the very few examples of vocalised transcrip­
tions of Arabic into other scripts, of which the best-known example is that of 
the psalm translation in Greek letters that was edited by Violet. The text, a 
translation into Arabic of Psalm 78 probably dating from the beginning of the 
ninth century, is unique in that it provides us with some clues about the pro­
nunciation of the vowels in this period. It exhibits, for instance, the loss of short 
vowels at the ends of words, e.g. oamithi rami eibou.chour (wa-mi.t.I rami ai­
buhur 'and like the sand of the seas') . The 'imaia of the a/a in certain environ­
ments is clearly visible, e.g. fa.dat (fac;lat) as against faseiet (fa-saiat), ken 
(kana), geb (gaba) as against sak (saqa). There are some indications that the 
Arabic represented here had taitaia, i.e. the prefix vowel -i- in the imperfect 
instead of Classical -a-, e.g. in the form iechfa.dou (yahfa�u), in which the e 
probably does not represent 'imaia, because of the following h, but i > e. The 
form semig (sami'a) possibly indicates a change fa'ila > fi'il. But the language of 
the translation itself is not particularly colloquial, and the author of the tran­
scription must have had a written example, since the article is transcribed in an 
unassimilated form, e.g. eiturab (at-turab), and the vowel of the hamzat ai­
wa�I, which is dropped in pronunciation, is retained in the transcription, e.g. 
fa.ankaiebu (fa-nqaiabu). 

There were also transcriptions in other scripts, for instance in Coptic, Syriac, 
Iranian, Latin, Hebrew, Armenian and South Arabian, but most of these tran­
scriptions date from later periods and are therdore not very helpful in any re­
construction of the pronunciation of Arabic in the earliest period. In section 8.3 
below, on Jewish Middle Arabic, we shall mention the transcription of Arabic 
into Hebrew, and in section 8 .4, on Christian Middle Arabic, Arabic texts in 
Coptic letters will be discussed. 

8 .  2 MUSLIM MIDDLE ARABIC 

There is one category of texts that stands apart from all other categories to be 
mentioned here, namely the large corpus of papyri. The earliest manuscript 
copies of Classical Arabic texts, literary and non-literary alike, date from the 
third century of the Higra. Since they may contain adaptations and corrections 
by scribes or copyists, it is hazardous to draw any conclusions from them about 
the state of the language at the time the texts were composed. The papyri, how­
ever, are original documents. It has been estimated that more than I 6,ooo papyri 
have been preserved and a total of more than 3 3,000 items written on paper; 
there is, moreover, a very large collection of texts written on other materials 
(leather, wood, coins, glass and so on), as well as a corpus of inscriptions. 

The earliest papyri date from year 22 of the Higra (two papyri and a Greek­
Arabic bilingual; cf. above, p. 5 I ) . From the period between years 54  and 70 of 
the Higra, there are the archives of Nessana, and from years 90-9 1 of the Higra 
the archives of Aphrodito. From the end of the first century of the Higra, there 
is a steady increase of papyri, the largest number dating from the third century 
of the Higra, after which they gradually disappeared. Most of the papyri stem 
from Egypt, most of them were written by Muslims, and most of them contain 
non-literary (administrative or commercial) texts. 

The significance of the papyri lies in the fact that their language exhibits 
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more or less the same traits as later Middle Arabic texts, which confirms the 
fact that from the very beginning these changes had been present in colloquial 
language. On the other hand, the colloquial interference should not be exagger­
ated, since the language of the papyri is never free from influence of the 
Classical norms. In view of the purpose of most of these documents, this is not 
surprising: they were written by official scribes (i.e. people who had had some 
kind of education) for official purposes, and their bureaucratic language con­
tains many stereotyped formulae. Thus, for instance, when we find that in the 
papyri the internal passive is used rather frequently or that the negative lam is 
quite common, this does not mean that people used the passive in everyday 
speech. Such forms are typical examples of Classical markers (not only then but 
still today! ) .  This is also confirmed by the abundant occurrence of pseudo­
corrections in the papyri, for instance, the use of the accusative 'alif in nomina­
tive position, the ending -iina after lam, etc. There are no instances of analytical 
genitives or aspectual particles, but this is not unexpected, since such forms 
belonged to the most informal register of speech. 

Apart from the papyri, various categories of pre-modem Middle Arabic texts 
may be distinguished. Among the best known are fairytales of the Arabian 
Nights ( 'Alf layla wa-layla) type. Most of these stories originated in the period 
from the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries, and the manuscripts date from the 
thirteenth to the nineteenth centuries. In the form in which we have them, they 
have undergone a literary adaptation, and the colloquial elements represent a 
conscious attempt to enliven the narrative. Most printed editions have 'cor­
rected' the text in the manuscripts according to the standard norm, but the most 
important collection, that of the Arabian Nights, is now available in a critical 
edition by Mubsin Mahdi ( 1 984), based entirely on the manuscripts. As an ex­
ample of this style, we quote from another collection of similar stories the fol­
lowing passage, illustrating the dialogue style with a number of colloquial traits 
(use of the negation ma, imperatives imQ.I, gi; feminine gender of h.atim; 
asyndetic use of a hypotactic clause with 'a$lal;I): 

fa-qala r-Rasid: d.alika 1-Malih. man huwa! 'ah.birni bihi! fa-qala: ya 
mawlana ma yanfahim kalam Masriir! fa-qala: imcj.I iz'aq bihi! fa-qala 
Masriir: ma 'amcj.I 'ilayhi, fa-qala r-Rasid: ya Ga'far, udhul bi-llah wa­
, ab$ir man huwa llad.I qad Q.araba Masriir wa-had.ihi h.atimi imcj.I biha 
'ilayhi wa-gi bihi! fa-qala Ga'far: ya mawlana Masriir yagi 'a$lal;I! 'Ar­
Rasid said: "Who is this Malib? Tell me about him!" .  He said: "My Lord, 
are Masrti.r's words not understood? "  He said: "Go and frighten him! " 
Masrti.r said: "By God, I'm not going! " Ar-Rasid said: "Ga'far, by God, go in 
and see who it is that hit Masrti.r; here is my ring, take it to him and bring 
him!"  Ga'far said: "My Lord, it is better for Masrti.r to go". '  (Wehr 1 9 5 6 : 
386 . 12-1 5 )  

The Arabian Nights differ from real folktales in that the latter stem from an 
oral tradition of folk poetry and folktales, told by professional storytellers 
wherever people were gathered in the marketplace. Presumably these stories 
were originally told in the vernacular. When they were written down later by 
interested collectors, they did not escape the influence of the standard norm, so 
that in their present form they cannot be regarded as examples of pure 
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colloquial speech. Many of these stories are still extant in manuscript form, 
especially in the libraries in Moscow and Cambridge. 

Throughout history, poets have sometimes used the medium of colloquial 
Arabic to express their feelings. This led to some kind of literary vernacular 
rather than a true reflection of the colloquial as it was spoken by the poet and 
his audience. Such poems have been preserved from the Syrian poet 'Umar al­
Mahhar (thirteenth century), the Egyptian poet 'Ali ibn Sudun (fifteenth cen­
tury) and the I:Iadramawti poet as-Sa'd ibn Suwayni (fifteenth century) .  This 
kind of poetry was particularly popular in the Maghreb, where it even infiltrated 
Classical poems. In the genre known as muwassal;l, it became customary to add 
a refrain in the colloquial language, either the Arabic colloquial or in some cases 
the Romance language spoken in Andalusia (the so-called jarchas; cf. below, 
Chapter 1 4, p. 227) .  

In the types of texts mentioned thus far, the colloquial elements were con­
nected with their literary or narrative function. In Arabic scientific treatises, 
however, when the topic is exclusively technical and of no interest to the 
general intellectual elite, the colloquial elements are more or less accidental. In 
the field of medicine or pharmacology, or in the field of the technical sciences 
such as mathematics, astronomy or mechanics, the author was less constricted 
by the norms of the Classical language, and, if he preferred to follow the rules of 
his colloquial speech instead, nobody blamed him. In such texts, as in those 
texts whose author deliberately chose a more informal medium of expression, 
deviations from the Classical norm are widespread, but pseudo-corrections are 
seldom found. 

As an example of 'educated' Muslim Middle Arabic, we quote here a passage 
from the memoirs of 'Usama ibn Munqig (d. 5 84/ r r 88 ) .  

fa-lammii wasalnii 'Asqaliin sal;laran wa-wat/.a'nii 'at.qalanii 'inda 1-
musallii sabal;liina 1-'Ifrang 'inda tulii' as-sams fa-baraga 'ilayna Nasir 
ad-Dawla Yiiqiit wiili 'Asqaliin fa-qiila: irfa'ii, irfa'ii 'at.qiilakum, qultu: 
tah.afu lii yaglibiinii 1-'lfrang 'alayhat qiila: na'am, qultu: Iii tah.afu, hum 
yarawnii fi 1-barriyya wa-yu'arit/.iinii 'ilii 'an wasalnii 'ilii 'Asqaliin, mii 
h.ifnahum; nah.afuhum 1-'iin wa-nal;lnu 'inda madinatinat 'When we 
came to Asqalon at daybreak and we put down our luggage at the prayer 
site, the Franks came on us at sunrise. Na!;lir ad-Dawla Yaqut, the governor 
of Asqalon, came to us and said: "Take up, take up your luggage! "  I said: 
"You're afraid the Franks will take them away from us? "  He said: "Yes ! "  I 
said: "Don't be afraid! They saw us in the desert and kept up with us until 
we came to Asqalon. We didn't fear them, so shall we fear them now that 
we are near our city? " ' ( 'Usama ibn Munqi.d, Kitab al-i'tibar, ed. Qasim as­
Samarra'I, Riyadh, 1 987, pp. 3 8-9) 

In this fragment, we find the kind of language that could be expected from an 
'Arab gentleman' like 'Usama, who had studied grammar without becoming a 
purist. He had no qualms about leaving out accusative endings, using verb/ 
subject agreement, using 'ayy say' (i.e. 'es) instead of mii, connecting verbs with 
hypotactic clauses asyndetically, and using the imperfect verb ending -ii instead 
of una. In his writing, he maintained a colloquial flavour without losing touch 
with the standard language, and felt free to bend the grammatical rules without 
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appearing illiterate. The common feature between this kind of Middle Arabic 
and the texts mentioned above is the presence of deviations from standard 
grammar. But pseudo-corrections are completely absent from the prose of 
'Usama and other writers like him. 

8 .  3 JUDAEO-ARABIC 

As we have seen above, Middle Arabic is not a special variety of the language 
but the name for a category of texts with deviations from the Classical standard 
language. When Jews and Christians write in Arabic, however, it is legitimate to 
regard their language as a special variety, since their brand of written Arabic 
became a special in-group form of the language, a new norm. The Jewish variety 
of Middle Arabic is often indicated with the special name of 'Judaeo-Arabic'. At 
the beginning of the Islamic conquests, the language of the Jews in the conquered 
territories was Aramaic; Hebrew was theii language of religion and poetry, but 
was not used as a spoken language. We do not know when the colloquial 
language of the Jews became Arabic, but it must have been rather early. The first 
literary works written in Arabic by Jews date from the ninth century, and most 
of the non-literary documents date from the period after the year woo; the 
majority of them have been found in the Cairo Geniza. Since for Jewish speakers 
of Arabic the Classical standard served less as a constraint, their written version 
of the language exhibited more colloquial features. These are not to be regarded 
as mistakes or signs of deficient knowledge. Maimonides (d. 1 204), for instance, 
uses a flawless type of Classical Arabic in letters to Muslims, but when he 
writes to his co-religionists his language contains many of the features found in 
other Middle Arabic texts. 

The written Arabic of Jewish authors is characterised by two special features: 
the fact that it is written in Hebrew script, and the presence of a large number of 
Hebrew loans. The representation of the Arabic phonemes by Hebrew letters is 
strictly a system of transliteration, i.e. every character of the Arabic text is 
represented by a Hebrew character on a strict one-to-one basis. Since the Hebrew 
alphabet has fewer letters than the Arabic, some adjustments were needed. The 
most ingenious invention of the Jewish scribes is their use of Hebrew 
allophones for Arabic phonemes. In Hebrew, most occlusives have a spirant 
allophone in certain environments, indicated by a dot in the letter (the so-called 
dages), e.g. the Hebrew dalet indicates the d, and with a dot its allophone d.; 
similarly, tav indicates t/t kaf indicates kill, and so on. In transcribing Arabic 
words, the scribes used these letters with dots to represent Arabic 4 t h. (in the 
manuscripts the dot is often omitted, so that the script retains a certain ambigu­
ity). For those letters with which this device did not work, they used the letters 
for Hebrew voiceless sounds, and provided them with a dot: in this way, $ade 
with a dot was used for Arabic 4, and tet was used for (jii.'. The fact that the 
scribes distinguished between qii.d and (jii.' already indicates that we are dealing 
here with a strictly written tradition, since in pronunciation both phonemes 
had merged. Likewise, the scribes faithfully rendered the Arabic article, even 
when it was assimilated, as well as the otiose 'alif in Arabic verb forms. 

There are traces of an earlier stage in which the transliteration of Arabic into 
Hebrew took place on the basis of the spoken language. Although most Judaeo-
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Arabic texts date from the period after the year IOoo, we have a few ninth­
century Judaeo-Arabic papyri from Egypt, written in a transcription not 
influenced by the orthography of Classical Arabic. The most significant feature 
is that both Arabic cj and d are transcribed with Hebrew dalet, which for the 
scribes must have been the closest phonetic equivalent available. Moreover, the 
Arabic article when assimilated is always represented in its assimilated form. 
This means that originally the scribes used a transcription system that was 
based on the conventions of their own Hebrew/ Aramaic script applied to an oral 
form of Arabic. After the year IOoo, this system was replaced by a system based 
entirely on the Arabic script, possibly because of the influential position held 
by the Arabic translation of the Pentateuch by Saadya Gaon (882-942 cE), in 
which these conventions are used. There are a few early texts in which the 
Arabic vowels are consistently transcribed with Hebrew Tiberian vowel signs. 
In a fragment of Saadya's translation of the Bible (Levy 1 936 :  1 8 ), the 
declensional endings are indicated, as befits a Bible translation, but other--short 
final vowels have been elided. Noteworthy are the strong 'imiila (e.g. milse for 
Milsii, allehi for Allahi) as well as the -i- in the relative pronoun illad.I (allad.I), 
the conjunction wi-, and the article il. 

The reason behind the use of Hebrew letters is the special position of the 
Jews in the Islamic empire. Although generally speaking they were emanci­
pated, and as d.immis lived under the protection of the caliph and could freely 
exercise their religion, the social barriers between Jews and Muslims were con­
siderable, and no doubt they remained a special group. The use of their own 
alphabet reinforced this in-group feeling. Many Arabic texts were either tran­
scribed by them in Hebrew letters or translated into Hebrew. 

The second feature that sets the Judaeo-Arabic texts apart from the rest of 
Arabic literature is the extensive use of Hebrew loans. Through the use of these 
loans, the language of Jewish literary and scientific writings became in fact 
incomprehensible or unfamiliar to Muslims. Thus, although structurally 
Judaeo-Arabic is quite similar to Muslim Middle Arabic or to Christian Arabic, 
the presence of Hebrew words immediately marks a text as having been written 
by a Jewish author. The use of Hebrew words is not restricted to the written 
language only, as we know from the evidence of the modem Judaeo-Arabic dia­
lects, for instance the Arabic of the Jews of Tunis, or that of the Jews who 
emigrated from Iraq to Israel. In their colloquial speech, one finds many Hebrew 
words, especially in typically Jewish domains such as religion and worship. 

In some Judaeo-Arabic texts, Hebrew passages alternate with Arabic ones, for 
instance in explanations of the Talmud, where first the Hebrew (or Aramaic) 
text is quoted and then explained in Arabic. But exclusively Arabic passages 
also abound in Hebrew words. When Hebrew words are used in their Hebrew 
form, i.e. not as loans but as instances of code-switching, they are integrated 
syntactically; in most cases, however, the Hebrew words are also integrated 
phonologically and morphologically, thus showing that they have become part 
of an Arabic vocabulary. The writers of Judaeo-Arabic were aware of 
equivalences between Hebrew and Arabic, and this enabled them to arabicise 
Hebrew words, for instance by shifting them from the Hebrew hitpa' el measure 
to the Arabic tafa"ala, or from the Hebrew hif'il to the Arabic 'af'ala: hit' abel 
becomes ta'abbala 'to mourn', hisdii becomes 'asdara 'to organise a prayer'. 
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Hebrew verbs may be  inflected as Arabic verbs, e.g. nal)usu 'we fear' ( < Hebrew 
has 'to fear' with the Maghrebi Arabic prefix of the first person plural n- . . .  -u ) .  

Hebrew substantives may receive an Arabic broken plural, e.g. rewa}), plural 
'arwtih 'profits' instead of the Hebrew plural rewah.ot; seder 'prayer', Hebrew 
plural sedarim, receives an Arabic plural 'asdtir; mab.zor 'prayer book for the 
festival', Hebrew plural mab.zorim, receives an Arabic plural mab.azir. The Ara­
bic article replaces the Hebrew article sometimes even when the entire context 
is Hebrew, thus demonstrating the fact that al- was regarded as an integral part 
of the Hebrew words, e.g. bet al-kneset 'the synagogue', or al-berit qode8 'the 
holy covenant'. There is one text from the Cairo Geniza in which the Arabic 
components are written in Arabic and the Hebrew ones in Hebrew, so that it is 
easy to see which elements were regarded as Hebrew. In this text, the combina­
tion of Arabic article with Hebrew noun is written in Hebrew characters. As an 
example illustrating the mixed character of Judaeo-Arabic, we may quote from 
Blau ( 1 96 5 :  1 5 2; Hebrew written words underlined) the phrase al-'iqtir we- 'af'al 
gab 'in lam yuktab settir 'the immovable property, in spite of the fact that no 
note was written'. 

The ad hoc character of the use of Hebrew words instead of Arabic words is 
demonstrated in texts in which both alternatives are used in an arbitrary 
pattern; thus we may find in one line zawg t.tini 'a second husband' and in the 
next ba'luhti 1.-t.tini 'her second husband', or diney goyim 'laws of the Gentiles' 
alternating with maghab al-goyim. This happens even with proper names, so 
that the same person may be indicated within one text alternatingly as Selomoh 
ben Dawid and Sulaymtin ibn Dti'ud. Most of the integrated loanwords, but by 
no means all of them, belong to the sphere of religion and religious practice, for 
which there were sometimes no corresponding Arabic words. 

It is difficult to distinguish regionally-defined categories within the group of 
Judaeo-Arabic texts. In the first place, the use of written Arabic by Jews tended 
to become conventionalised, and a kind of standard Judaeo-Arabic developed all 
over the empire. In the second place, the patterns of migration among the Jews 
in the Islamic empire often disturbed the picture, so that, for instance, Egyptian 
Jews wrote in a markedly more Maghrebi Arabic than their Muslim compatri­
ots. Finally, as in all varieties of Middle Arabic, even Judaeo-Arabic could not 
escape entirely the attraction of the Classical standard. 

8 .  4 CHRISTIAN MIDDLE ARABIC 

Just as was the case for Judaeo-Arabic, texts in Arabic written by Christians 
were much less influenced by the Classical standard than those written by 
Muslim writers. The majority of the texts stem from the Southern Palestinian 
area, including the Sinai. Many of the texts are preserved nowadays in the 
Monastery of Saint Catherine in the Sinai. A special characteristic of Christian 
Arabic literature is the fact that most of the texts are translations from either 
Greek or Syriac and only a very few were written originally in Arabic. This adds, 
of course, to the peculiar quality of the language of these texts and makes it at 
times difficult to distinguish between regular phenomena of interference by the 
vernacular of the writer, on the one hand, and interference due to the transla­
tion, on the other. The translations were often rather literal, using loan 
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constructions from the Greek or Syriac original. Such constructions no doubt 
sounded awkward in Arabic, but they could become productive in the idiom of 
Christian Arabic writers in the same way that the Bible translations in Euro­
pean languages to a large extent influenced the stylistic and idiomatic develop­
ment of these languages in spite of the fact that they contained calques from the 
original Greek or Hebrew text. 

Christian Arabic documents go back to an earlier date than the Jewish Arabic 
documents, sometimes even to the eighth century. In this period, Aramaic was 
still a living language, and many of the Christian writers were bilingual in 
Aramaic/Syriac and Arabic, so that their use of Arabic may even reflect direct 
interference from their first language. Some of the texts are written in Syriac 
characters, known as Kharsuni texts, and there is one in Greek characters, the 
famous psalm fragment mentioned above (p. u 8 ). There are even a few texts 
that have been preserved in Coptic characters (cf. below). 

Among the Christian Middle Arabic texts, translations of hagiographic texts, 
for instance vitae of Christian saints, homilies and sermons, and patristic texts 
constitute the most important category. A considerable number of Bible trans­
lations existed, both of the Old Testament and of the New Testament, but it is 
doubtful that these go back to pre-Islamic times, as has sometimes been main­
tained, since they contain the type of pseudo-corrections that belong to the 
period in which there was a codified linguistic norm. A number of texts have 
originally been written in Arabic and are not a translation of a Greek or Syriac 
original; most of these concern christological treatises by Arab Christians, for 
instance the treatises by Theodore 'Abu Qurra (d. ± 82o). Non-literary texts by 
Christians include historical texts, for instance the chronicle of Agapius (tenth 
century) and that of Yahya ibn Sa'id al-'Antaki (tenth/eleventh century). 

In the South Palestinian texts from the eighth century onwards that were 
used by Blau in his grammar of Christian Arabic, some features are conspicu­
ously absent. Blau specifically mentions the near-absence of the genitive 
exponent in these texts. In these older texts, the norm of the standard language 
was still more or less adhered to, and some features do not make their appear­
ance until much later, when the norm had been eroded. In a Christian Arabic 
text written in Coptic script and dating from the thirteenth century, we find 
clear traces of colloquial pronunciation, but in spite of the fact that it was 
written in a foreign orthography the syntax and part of the morphology are still 
Classical, and the presence of several pseudo-corrections shows the inclination 
of the author towards the standard language. 

Although this Coptic text, possibly a vita of Saint Pachomius, does not 
exhibit many deviations from Classical Arabic, it is a fascinating document of 
thirteenth-century Arabic because of the spelling of the vowels. The 'imiila is 
very pronounced, afii are consistently transliterated as e, except after an 
emphatic or guttural consonant, e.g. wekefeh (wiiqifa) 'standing', seha (sii'a) 
'hour', bemexafet ( bi-ma.b.iifa) 'in fear'. Since the article is written with e even 
before emphatic consonants (essora = a�-�iira 'the picture'), we may assume that 
it transliterates colloquial il rather than Classical al with 'imiila. The vowel e is 
also used for unstressed i/u, which were probably elided and reduced as in the 
modem dialects, e.g. esseyoux (as-suyii.b. 'the old men'). A striking feature of the 
text is the use of a suffix en, sometimes written as an independent word, which 
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is used after indefinite nouns, regardless of its syntactic function in the sen­
tence, to indicate that they are connected with an attribute, as in k' en 
mehellemen garib (kana mu'allim garib 'there was a strange teacher'), be 
mesk'enet'en hazimeh (bi-maskana 'a�Ima 'in awful poverty'), rojol en kaddis 
ebsar (ragul qaddis 'ab$ara 'a holy man saw') .  This suffix is probably derived 
from the Classical nunation, but it has become a new marker that serves as the 
connection between indefinite noun and attribute. In this function, it resembles 
the tanwfn markers in modern Arabic Bedouin dialects in the Arabian penin­
sula (cf. below, Chapter 10, p. 149) .  

As we go to later Christian texts, we find phenomena that demonstrate a 
clear neglect of the Classical norm. For an example of an analytical genitive in 
a manuscript, we may refer to a vita of Saint Menas dating from the eighteenth 
century: bi-1-haqiqa la budd hadihi 1-'a'Q.a min as-suhada' bita'ina 'indeed, 
these bones must belong to our martyrs' (Jaritz 1 993 :  452.6 ) .  The vita of Saint 
Menas is preserved in many versions, most of which contain an abundance of 
pseudo-corrections, e.g.: 

fa-lammii masayat fi 1-barriyya wah.daha wa-hiya bi-1-qurb min bay'at 
al-qiddisa Tikla nah.wa may] wa-lam yakun 'ahadan min an-ntis yamsi 
ma'aha wa-'ida bi-gundi min h.urriis at-tariq qad dallala fihi s-saytiin 
gamr 'a'tiihu fa-masakahii wa-qiila lahii: 'ilii 'ayna maQ.iya! fa-Q.annat  
'annahu yahmil alladi 'alladathu ma'  aha fa-qalat lahu: 'ana maQ.iya yii 
sayyidi 'ila bay'at as-sahid al-'a�Im 'Abu Minii 'When she was going in 
the desert all alone and came near the church of Saint Thecla, approxi­
mately one mile, and nobody was walking with her, and lo, there was a 
soldier from the guardians of the road, in all whose limbs the devil had 
gone, and he grabbed her and said to her: "Where are you going?"  She 
thought that he was going to carry away the things she had taken with her 
and said to him: "I am going to the church of the great martyr 'Abu Mina". '  
( Jaritz 1993:  4 16 )  

In this text, we  find several instances of pseudo-correct accusatives, incorrect 
verbal forms (masayat, lam yakiln), use of 'anna instead of 'an, colloquial con­
struction of the participle without subject (maQ.iya), and a real jumble in the 
orthography (sometimes 4 for �' sometimes t: Q.annat, 'a'tiihu = 'a'Q.a'ihi, and a 
fairly consistent replacement of all ta' marbiltas with ta' (on the other hand, 
Q.annat is spelled with tii' marbuta! ) .  

These examples show on the one hand that Christian writers did feel re­
stricted by the Classical standard (otherwise they would not have been tempted 
to use pseudo-corrections), and on the other hand, that in some respects the 
standard had become more lenient than before (otherwise there would not occur 
any analytical genitives in these texts) .  In the explanatory texts on Coptic icons 
from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, although these belong to the 
religious domain, one finds elements that are conspicuously absent from con­
temporaneous Muslim Arabic texts, for instance the use of the bi- imperfect. 
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8 .  5 CONTEMPORARY MIDDLE ARABIC ? 

Depending on the definition of 'Middle Arabic', contemporary texts in a mixed 
style may be regarded as a special category, or they may be included in the 
category of texts that has been discussed so far. Paradoxically enough, with the 
spreading of education the number of people with some degree of schooling in 
Standard Arabic has increased immensely. There is a large number of semi­
literates, people who are able to write simple messages but lack the skills to 
write the language correctly according to the strict rules of grammar. When 
these people write Arabic, they tend to make the very same mistakes which one 
finds in the Middle Arabic texts of the Classical period. 

The most obvious feature of both Classical and contemporary texts is their 
variation and inconsistency, which underscores the fact that these texts are not 
written in a discrete variety of the language. An incorrect form in one sentence 
may be repeated correctly in the next, the word order may vary between the 
colloquial and the standard order, the agreement rules of Classical Arabic are 
applied in one sentence and neglected in another, within one and the same 
sentence reference to two persons may be made in the dual and in the plural, 
and so on. 

In the usual definition, the term 'Middle Arabic' also includes literary texts 
with dialectal elements, such as the memoirs of 'Usama ibn Munqi.d. There is a 
large difference, however, between the mixed literary texts of the Classical 
period and examples from modern literature. After the period of the Nahtf.a (cf. 
below, Chapter I I ), the use of colloquial elements in literary texts became a 
permanent issue in any discussion between intellectuals in the Arab world. In 
Egypt, the emphasis on 'egyptianisation' stimulated some writers to experi­
ment with the diglossic reality of their language. Some writers felt that the use 
of dialect in dialogues was unavoidable when reporting the speech of illiterate 
people, and started using a combination of standard and colloquial. Although 
educated people, too, use dialect in their everyday speech, there was a general 
feeling that it would be improper to have them speak like that on paper. 

After the initial attempts to integrate dialect and standard in literary texts in 
the early part of the twentieth century, the shift towards pan-Arabic national­
ism in most Arab countries turned the use of colloquial elements in literature 
into a controversial option. Even those writers who had used dialect in earlier 
publications, such as Tawfiq al-I:Iakim, publicly regretted their transgressions 
and reverted to the use of a pure standard. Two points are to be noted here. In 
the first place, even those writers who were determined to write in colloquial 
Arabic could never escape completely the influence of the written language. 
Thus, the language of their writings is hardly ever an example of 'pure' collo­
quial speech. Very often, the use of dialect amounts to no more than the inser­
tion of colloquial markers (cf. also below, Chapter 1 2 ) . 

In the second place, literary writers have an intimate knowledge of Classical 
Arabic and their use of colloquial language is always intentional. Thus, in their 
writings there are no examples of pseudo-correction due to lack of grammatical 
education. This kind of Middle Arabic is therefore much more akin to those 
Middle Arabic texts in which colloquial elements are used for the purpose of 
couleur locale. Some contemporary Arab authors pride themselves on being 
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able to write theatre plays in 'pure' colloquial speech, whereas in reality they 
have adopted a literary form of the dialect. Admittedly, contemporary Egypt is 
farthest in this direction, since the position of the dialect in Egypt is different 
from that in other Arab countries. But even in Egypt, written dialect is not 
identical with spoken dialect, and theatre plays have to be 'translated' before 
they can actually be staged. 

An interesting parallel is the use of colloquial colouring in formal radio 
speech. Sometimes the speaker in a radio programme, in order to create an inti­
mate atmosphere, tries to transform the (written) text serving as the basis for 
the broadcast into a dialect text with the help of dialect markers. Take the 
following example from the beginning of a programme for housewives. 

fi 'akbar magalla nisa'iyya fi 'urubba 'aret dirasa 'an il-mar'a; dirasa 
gariba wi-mufida, wa- 'ayc;lan musira; li-'annaha tikallim 'an is-sirr 
'allad_I yag'al il-mar'a sall$iyya lii tunsa, sall$iyya mii }).addis 'abadan 
yi'dar yinsaha 'In the largest women's weekly in Europe I read an article 
about women; a strange and useful article, and also touching; because it 
talks about the secret that makes a woman into an unforgettable personal­
ity, a personality that nobody can ever forget' (Diem 1974: ? I )  

In this example, the speaker tries to use dialect - and apparently feels that 
she is actually speaking dialect - but at the same time it is clear that the original 
of her speech is Classical Arabic: the construction with 'akbar, the use of 
'ayc;lan, the use of the conjunction li-'annaha, and the phrase with an internal 
passive (Iii tunsa), which is paraphrased in its entirety. This example shows the 
strength of the standard model in formal settings: even when speakers deliber­
ately attempt to speak dialect, they will always unconsciously revert to Classi­
cal patterns. 

An interesting parallel may be found in official Dutch brochures for the 
Moroccan minority. For ideological reasons, the policy in the Netherlands has 
become to use the Moroccan dialect. In actual practice, this leads to the inser­
tion of a few markers, whereas the structure of the text remains decidedly 
Standard Arabic. As an example, we quote the following sentence from a bro­
chure about taxes in the Netherlands. 

kama ta'rifiina 'inna 1-'agnabi ka-yitlaqqa kat.Ir a$-$U'iibat wa-t­
tagayyurat fi 1-hayat dyalo wa-bi-l-llu$ii:S ma' a 1-' awlad 'illi ka-yimsiw li-
1-madrasa; wa-li-had.a fa-min al-wagib 'alaykum bas ta'rifii n-n4am wa­
kayfiyyat at-ta'lim fi hiilanda 'As you know, a foreigner encounters many 
difficulties and changes in his life and in particular with the children that 
go to school; therefore, it is necessary for you to know the system and the 
nature of education in Holland' 

In spite of the obvious attempts at writing Moroccan dialect (aspectual prefix 
ka-; genitive exponent dyal; conjunction bas; the verbal form ka-yimsiw, 
spelled k -y-m-s-i-w), the translator of this originally Dutch text obviously could 
not escape Standard Arabic phraseology and structure of the sentence (al­
though, of course, the transcription used here masks some of the dialectal 
features that would come out in pronouncing the text). In the rest of the text, 
there is a constant variation between dialectal and standard forms that shows 
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the inability of the translator to avoid classicisms. 
It is certainly not current usage to call a text such as the one just quoted 

'Middle Arabic'. Yet, there is an unmistakable similarity between these con­
temporary examples and the texts discussed in the preceding sections of this 
chapter. The common denominator in all instances of mixed language and at all 
levels of written production is the centripetal force of the standard language. 
Whether authors deliberately use colloquial features or simply fail to attain the 
level of grammatically correct speech, they always remain within the frame­
work of the standard language. In Chapter 1 2, we shall see that something 
similar happens even in the production of spoken speech. 

FURTHER READING 

The best general introduction to Middle Arabic is still Blau ( 196 5 ); see also 
Lebedev ( 1977 ) .  In numerous articles, Blau has defined the character of Middle 
Arabic (e.g. 1 972-3, 1 98 1 ); especially worth reading is his terminological dis­
cussion of the term 'Middle Arabic' ( 1 982 ), in which he admits that the earlier 
use of the term erroneously assumed that Middle Arabic is a speech variety 
rather than a sociolinguistic label to indicate a category of texts. The important 
subject of hyper- and hypocorrections is dealt with by Blau ( 196 5 :  27-34, 1970). 
A reprint of Blau's most important articles on the subject of Middle Arabic was 
published in Blau ( 1988 ) .  

On Muslim Middle Arabic, an introduction to the study of the papyri is  in 
Grohmann ( 1966 ); see also analysis of the language of the papyri by Hopkins 
( r 984) with details on the publication of the material. Studies on texts in Mus­
lim Middle Arabic include Schen (the memoirs of 'Usama ibn Munqi_i 1 972-3 ) 
and A. Muller ( r 884; the language of Ibn 'Abi 'U�aybi'a's biographical lexicon of 
medical scholars) .  Of primary importance is the critical edition of the Arabian 
Nights by Mahdi ( 1 984) :  most of the preceding editions consisted in an adapta­
tion of the text to Classical norms and did not give an insight in the real 
language of the texts. On folktales, see Lebedev ( 1993 ); on colloquial poetry in 
al-'Andalus, see Corriente ( 1 980) and Zwartjes ( 1 99 5 ) . 

The best manual for Judaeo-Arabic is Blau ( 1 9 6 5 ); it contains a large appendix 
about the Hebrew element in Judaeo-Arabic, as well as an appendix on the 
characteristics of Muslim Middle Arabic. An anthology of texts in Judaeo­
Arabic was published by Blau in 1 980. On the early orthography of Judaeo­
Arabic, see Blau and Hopkins ( 1 984) .  

For Christian Arabic, Blau ( 1966-7 ) is fundamental; an older publication on 
the language of Arabic texts written by Christians is Graf ( 1 905 ); on the litera­
ture of the Arab Christians, see Graf ( 1 944-66) .  The Arabic psalm translation in 
Greek letters was edited by Violet ( r 902 ); see also the remarks in the section on 
phonology in Hopkins ( 1 984: r-6 r ) . The text in Coptic letters was edited 
partially by Casanova ( 1 902 ) and fully by Sobhy ( 1926 ); for an analysis, see Blau 
( 1 979 ) .  An edition of the vita of 'Abu Mina (Menas) and analysis of its language 
is in Jaritz ( 1 993 ). The Arabic of the Bible translations is studied by Bengtsson 
( 1 99 5 ) on the basis of the translation of the Book of Ruth. 

On the controversy about the use of dialect in literature, see Diem ( 1 974: 96-
12 5 ) . Woidich and Landau ( 1993 ) produced 'Ahmad il-Far's farces in Egyptian 
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dialect from the beginning of the twentieth century, with extensive notes on 
their language. Analysis of a work in contemporary colloquial Egyptian (Sa'd ad­
Din Wahba's theatre play Il-wazir sal it-talltiga) in Malina ( 1 987) .  A list of 
dialect words in Egyptian literature was compiled by Vial ( 1 98 3 ) . 



9 
The Study of the 

Arabic Dialects 

9 .  I THE STUDY OF THE ARABIC DIALECTS 

In the preceding chapters, we have concentrated on the features which the Ara­
bic vernaculars or dialects have in common as against the Classical Standard 
language. In that context, we have shown that they represent a different type of 
Arabic, rather than just a modified version of the Classical language. In this 
chapter and the next the focus will be on differences between the dialects, in 
particular the geographical variation and the separation into several dialect ar­
eas. The issue of the sociolinguistic variation between the dialects and the 
standard language will be reserved for Chapter 12 .  

The systematic study of dialect geography i s  a typical invention of Western 
European nineteenth-century linguistics. But it would be wrong to suppose that 
the Arabs themselves were not aware of the variation in speech in the 
Arabophone world. We have seen above that the grammarians accepted the vari­
ation in the pre-Islamic dialects and even collected the variants, because in their 
view these belonged to the corpus of pure Arabic speech (p. 39 ) .  They were not 
interested, however, in the urban dialects that arose all over the empire. In 
accordance with their views on the Arabic language, they regarded these as 
erroneous and refrained from mentioning them in their writings. But those out­
side the grammatical tradition did show an interest in the linguistic difference 
between the various parts of the empire and its causes. At an early date, al­
Gahi� (d. 2 5 5/868 )  informs us that 'the people in the cities talk according to the 
language of the Bedouin immigrants that had settled there, which is why you 
find lexical differences between the people of Kufa and Ba�ra and Syria and 
Egypt' (wa-'ahl al-'am$ii.I 'innamii yatakallamiina 'alii lugat an-niizila fihim 
min al-'Arab, wa-li-d.alika tagidu 1-ih.tiliif fi 'alfii?. min 'alfii?. 'ahl al-Kiifa wa-1-
Ba$ra wa-s-Sam wa-Mi$r, Bayiin I, 38 ) . In Kufa, he adds, the immigration of 
Persians to the city brought in a number of Persian words: the inhabitants of 
this city say gahiir-siig (Persian cahiir 'four' + sii(g) 'road') where the Basrans say 
marba' a for a crossroads, and they use words such as h.iyiir instead of qittii' 
'cucumber', and wiiziir instead of siiq 'market' (Persian h.iyar, biiziir). The topic 
of linguistic variation is restricted almost exclusively to writings such as these, 
as well as the books of the Arab historians, geographers and travellers. They 
sometimes inform us about different pronunciations in various areas and about 
the lexical variation in the areas which they visited. The most extensive 
description of the ways of talking in the Islamic empire and the differences 
between the various regions was given by al-Muqaddasi (d. 3 3 5/946 ) in his 
Kitiib 'ahsan at-taqiisim fi ma'rifat al-'aqiilim 'The best arrangement for the 
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knowledge of the regions'. For all the provinces visited by him, he systemati­
cally discusses their linguistic peculiarities and supplies a list of lexical and 
phonetic regionalisms. 

In other writers, the emphasis is on the social distribution of linguistic 
features. We find for instance in Ibn Haldiin (Muqaddima, ed. Beirut, n.d., pp. 
5 5  7-8 ) a chapter dedicated to the differences between sedentary and Bedouin 
speech, entitled 'The language of the sedentary population and the city-dwellers 
is an independent language, differing from the language of Mudar' (fi 'anna Juga 
'ahJ aJ-haQ.ar wa-J-'amf/ar Juga qa'ima bi-nafsiha li-Juga Mucj.ar). In this chap­
ter, he explains that the way in which city people talk differs essentially from 
the language of the Gahiliyya (the language of Mudar, the ancestor of the Qurays 
through whom they traced their descendance from 'Adnan, the ancestor of all 
Northern Arabs) and from the language of the contemporary Bedouin, for in­
stance by their omitting the declensional endings, a phenomenon called by the 
grammarians Jahn. Each region has its own dialect, the eastern dialects differing 
from the western dialects, and the Andalusian dialect being different from both. 

As we have seen above (p. ro2), Ibn Haldiin ascribes the changes in the Arabic 
language to the contact with the population of the conquered territories, and in 
this connection he again correlates the differences between the various dialects 
with the presence of other ethnic groups. Thus, the peculiarity of the dialect of 
the Maghreb is explained by him with a reference to the Berber presence: 'it has 
become a different language, a mixed one, and the foreign language has gained 
the upper hand in it' (wa-f!arat Juga 'ullra mumtaziga wa-J-'Agamiyya fiha 
'agJab) .  Similarly, he says, the contact with speakers of Persian and Turkic in 
the East has brought changes to the dialects spoken in the Islamic East. 

In one passage, the historian demonstrates that he is very much aware of the 
peculiarities of Bedouin speech: 

One of the phenomena that happen in the speech of these Arabs until this 
day . . .  is their special way of pronouncing the q. They do not pronounce it 
at the place of articulation of the urban people, as it is mentioned in the 
books on Arabic, namely between the back of the tongue and the opposite 
point of the upper palate. They do not pronounce it at the place of articu­
lation of the k, either, which is somewhat lower than the place of the q on 
the tongue and the upper palate, but they pronounce it at a place that is 
somewhere in the middle between the q and the k. (wa-mimma waqa'a fi 
Juga had.a J-gayJ aJ-'arabi li-had.a J-'ahd ma kana min aJ-'aqtar sa'nuhum 
fi n-nutq bi-J-qaf fa-'innahum Ja yantuqiina min mah.rag aJ-qaf 'inda 'ahJ 
aJ-'amflar kama huwa mad.kiir fi kutub aJ-'arabiyya 'annahu min 'aqf/a J­
Jisan wa-ma fawqahu min aJ-hanak aJ-'a'Ja wa-ma yantuqiina biha 
'aycj.an min mah.rag aJ-kaf wa-'in kana 'asfaJ min mawcj.i' aJ-qaf wa-ma 
yaJihi min aJ-hanak aJ-' a'Ja kama hiya baJ yagi'iina biha mutawassitatan 
bayna J-kaf wa-J-qaf, Muqaddima, p. 5 5 7 ) 

· This is an accurate description of one of the best-known differences between 
Bedouin and sedentary speech, the realisation of /q/. We have seen above (Chap­
ter 6, p. 89) that in Sibawayhi's description of the qaf, it is classified as a voiced 
(maghiir) phoneme. Ibn Haldiin does not mention that most sedentary dialects 
realised it as a voiceless phoneme, but emphasises the difference in place of 
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articulation. In grammatical texts, one looks in vain for any reference to such 
variations in speech. 

When in the nineteenth century European scholars started to become 
interested in the colloquial varieties of the Arabic language (cf. above, Chapter 
I, p. 6 ), this new trend did not always meet with approval in the Arab countries 
themselves. Since the dialects were a non-prestigious variety of the language, 
interest in their structure for its own sake was regarded as suspect. An excep­
tion is the situation in Egypt, where an interest in lexical regionalisms can be 
witnessed as early as the sixteenth century. In his dictionary entitled Daf' al-'i�r 
'an kaltim 'ahl Mi�r ( 'The removal of the burden from the language of the people 
of Egypt' ), Yiisuf al-Magribi (d. IO I9/I 6 I I )  intends to record the way in which . 
Arabic is spoken in Egypt. He criticises some of the 'errors' that Egyptians 
make, but in many cases he defends the Egyptian way of speaking by showing 
that it is related to Arabic. Even when he disapproves of ' errors' his examples are 
a precious source of information about early Egyptian Arabic: 

The people in Egypt, including some of the elite, say without thinking, for 
instance fultin 'ad huwwa 'amal kad.ti 'someone acted like this' or 'ad 
huwwa gti 'look, he came'. There is no way of correcting such an expres­
sion; what they mean is hti huwa or htid.ti huwa. (an-ntis fi Mi�r yaqiiluna 
hattti ba'cj al-b.awti�� bi-gayr fila fultin 'ad huwwa 'amal kad.ti 'aw 'ad 
huwwa gti mat.alan htid.ihi 1-la#.a lti hila fi ta�hifihti wa-murtiduhum 
ma'nti hti huwa 'aw htid.ti, Yiisuf al-Magribi, I)af' al-'i�r, facsimile edn, 
Moscow, 1 968, p. 3b) 

In the nineteenth century, however, even in Egypt many people felt that the 
role of the Classical language as the uniting factor in the Arab world was threat­
ened by too much attention to the dialects, symbols of the fragmentation of the 
Arab world. There was some truth in this suspicion, since in some cases the 
colonial authorities actively promoted the use of the dialect. In Algeria, for in­
stance, the French for some time outlawed the teaching of Classical Arabic, 
which was replaced by the Algerian dialect, and in Egypt the British authorities 
actively supported experiments by Orientalists to replace the Arabic script with 
the Latin script as a medium for the Egyptian dialect. As a result, dialectology 
became associated with the divisive policy of the colonial authorities, and the 
dialectologist was regarded as a tool of imperialism. In addition, orthodox 
circles condemned any attempt to study the dialects as detrimental to the 
language of the Qur' tin. 

In the modern period, it remains difficult in the Arab world to arouse interest 
in the dialects as a serious object of study. Many speakers of Arabic still feel that 
the dialect is a variety of language without a grammar, a variety used by chil­
dren and women, and even in universities there is a certain reluctance to accept 
dialect studies as a dissertation subject. This is not to say that there are no Arab 
dialectologists. Many Arab linguists have applied their expertise to their native 
dialect, and some of the best dialect monographs have been written by Arab 
linguists. But on the whole, one may say that the study of dialectology still 
suffers from the drawbacks mentioned here. 

Apart from the 'political' problem in Arabic dialectology, researchers are also 
confronted by a general problem of dialectological research, that of the observ-
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er's paradox. This is not a specific problem in the study of Arabic dialects, 
although the study of these dialects is particularly affected by it. Researchers are 
always faced by a paradox in that they wish the speakers of the dialect to speak 
as informally as possible, but it is precisely the attention to their speech which 
forces the speakers to upgrade their dialect and talk as 'correctly' as possible. In 
a situation of diglossia (see Chapter 1 2 ), this problem is even more intense than 
elsewhere, since there is a constant temptation for the speakers to move up­
wards on the speech continuum, even without the presence of a dialectologist. 
The result is manifest in a considerable number of dialect monographs and 
collections of dialect texts, which exhibit many traces of classicising. Dialect 
grammars often state, for instance, that the dialect has two ways of expressing 
possession, one with the Classical Arabic construct state and another with the 
analytical genitive. Such a statement is true as a synchronic observation, since 
many speakers indeed use the Classical construction because of the prestige of 
the standard language. But from a diachronic point of view, it would appear that 
the Classical construction is an intruder in the structure of the (sedentary) 
dialects, in which the analytical genitive replaced the Classical construction, at 
least in some contexts. The degree of emphasis which one places on the 
presence of both constructions in the dialect partly depends on the informants: 
when dialectologists choose to talk to the learned men of a village, they are 
bound to receive a highly upgraded kind of dialect in return. Besides, the gram­
matical descriptions often ignore the fact that in some cases the coexistence of 
the two constructions has brought about a new differentiation in function. In 
most dialects, the two possessive constructions have come to mark the opposi­
tion between alienable and inalienable possession (for instance, lahmi 'my 
flesh' fil-lahm bitii'i 'my meat' ). 

The upgrading of local dialect forms does not always have to take the form of 
classicisms. In cases of competing forms, informants will often choose the one 
that is identical to the prestige dialect, either a local one or, more often, the 
dialect of the capital. This applies even to those instances where the prestige 
form is not identical to the Classical form, whereas the local form is. In areas 
where an interdental and a dental realisation of /1/ compete, the former is often 
avoided because it is associated with rural or Bedouin dialects, even though it is 
generally used in Qur'anic recitation. Likewise, in some areas in the Egyptian 
Delta, the diphthongs fay/ and /aw/ are avoided in conversations with outsiders 
and replaced with Cairene fef, /of. 

In some speech communities, the presence of a low-prestige variant that is 
identical to the Classical form may lead to the avoidance of the latter in upgrad­
ing. One particularly striking example of this phenomenon is mentioned by 
Holes ( 1 987:  74-6). Both in Kuwait and in Bahrain, the standard dialect realisa­
tion of Classical /g/ is fyf. In Kuwait, upgrading leads to the replacement of fyf 
with /g/, which sounds more literate. In Bahrain, however, there is a Shi'ite 
minority that consistently uses fgf. As a result, Sunnites in Bahrain never use 
jgj in upgrading, because this variant is associated with the non-prestige Shi'ite 
dialect. 
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9 .  2 THE CLASSIFICATION OF THE DIALECTS 

Geographical linguistic variation is typically studied with the help of dialect 
maps that show the distribution of certain features over an area by means of 
imaginary lines drawn on the map (isoglosses). The isoglosses are imaginary 
lines, and their value depends to a great deal on the density of the points on 
which information is available. Typically, however, they occur in bundles, and 
when the bundle is strong enough it becomes possible to distinguish between 
dialect areas that differ markedly from other areas. This phenomenon is best 
seen in the case of geographical obstacles such as mountain ranges, which act as 
a boundary between areas. In other cases, the transition from one dialect to 
another tends to be gradual, with transitional zones in between. A dialect map 
is a synchronic representation of the dialects spoken in an area, but in many 
cases it is possible to infer from the data on the map something about the 
diachronic development of the area. Very often they tell us something about the 
relative chronology of the features, since as a rule the periphery of the area 
preserves the oldest features, that have not yet been reached by innovations 
from the prestige dialect of a cultural or political centre. The existence of 
transitional zones may be an indication of contacts between the speakers of 
different dialects. 

Dialect atlases remain the most important tool for dialect geography and 
dialect classification. At the moment, atlases are available for only some of the 
areas of the Arabophone world. The oldest atlases were made of the Syro­
Lebanese area by Bergstriiller ( 1 9 1 5 )  and of the area around I:Ioran and Palmyra 
by Cantineau ( 1940, 1 946), a remarkable achievement for that time. In the 
modem period, the geographical distribution of the Egyptian dialects of the 
Sarqiyya was studied by Abul Fadl ( 1 96 1 ), and a complete atlas of all Egyptian 
dialects (except Cairene) was produced by Behnstedt and Woidich ( 1 985 ,  1 987, 
1 988, 1 994). Behnstedt also produced an atlas of the North Yemenite dialects 
( 1 985 ,  1 992), while his atlas of the Syrian dialects is in course of publication. For 
the other areas, there are partial maps and dialect monographs, but on the whole 
the dialect map of the Arabophone world exhibits large blank spaces, especially 
so in the case of the Arabian peninsula. Even in the case of Egypt, our knowledge 
of other varieties than Cairene Arabic was sketchy until fairly recently. 

The synchronic record of the dialect map represents innovations as clear-cut 
phenomena that are either present or absent. But on closer inspection, some 
dialect maps visualise the gradual introduction of an innovation in the form of 
an accumulation of phenomena ( terrace landscape, or in German Staffelland­
schaft) .  One example is that of the 'aktibfniktibu dialects in the Egyptian Delta. 
All dialects of the Maghreb are characterised by the prefix n- of the first person 
singular of the imperfect verb. This is one of the most frequently-cited 
isoglosses in Arabic dialectology, which divides the Western from the Eastern 
dialects. Moroccan Arabic has naktabfnkatbu 'I write/we write', whereas East­
em Arabic, for instance Syrian Arabic, has 'aktobfnaktob. The n- prefix is also 
found in Maltese Arabic and in those sub-Saharan dialects that derived from a 
North African variety. The borderline between the Western and the Eastern 
dialects lies in the Egyptian Delta. There are two competing explanations for 
this development. The first explanation posits a change in the singular naktab 
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Map 9 . 1  Pronominal prefixes of the first person in the Egyptian Delta (after Behnstedt 
and Woidich 1985 : map 2 1 1 ) 

which is explained as contraction of the personal pronoun with the verb 'ana 
aktubu; in this explanation, the plural is regarded as an analogous formation on 
the basis of the new singular. The second explanation starts from the plural 
form, which is explained as an analogous formation to the forms for the second 
and the third person plural tkatbu, ikatbu, the singular form being a secondary 
development. The dialect map of the Delta shows that between the two areas 
there is an area with 'aktib/niktibu, which makes the latter explanation much 
more likely (see Map 9 . 1 ) . 

Another example is that of the pronoun of the first person singular in 
Yemenite dialects (Behnstedt 1985 :  9, Map 3 8 ) :  in one area both the independ­
ent pronoun and the suffix are gender-neutral ( 'anaf-ni), more to the West there 
are a few areas where the independent pronoun has a masculine form 'ana and 
a feminine one, 'ani; finally, in the Tihama both the independent pronoun and 
the object suffix have two forms ( 'anaj'ani and -na/-ni); in the latter area the 
suffix -na was no longer available for the first person plural, which therefore 
changed to -il;ma, as in the dialect of the Egyptian oasis of Farafra (cf. below, p. 
1 37; see Map 9.2 ) .  

When a feature reaches a certain area, it  will not affect mechanically every 
single item that it encounters. In many cases, for instance, an innovation 
spreading from an urban centre to the countryside will first affect the most 
frequent vocabulary items, thus creating a split in the vocabulary. The historical 
circumstances of the contact between both areas will determine the subsequent 
development. When contact becomes permanent, eventually the innovation 
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will spread across the entire lexicon. But when the innovatory influence is with­
drawn in mid-course or when loyalty towards the local dialect acts as a counter­
influence, the non-affected items are left in their original state, so that from a 
diachronic point of view the vocabulary gives the impression of a 'mixed' nature. 

In most Arabic dialects, a certain amount of 'mixing' took place during the 
second stage of arabicisation when Bedouin tribes from the Arabian peninsula 
spread across the Islamic empire. The resulting contacts between sedentary and 
Bedouin speakers affected the lexicon in particular. In Uzbekistan Arabic, for 
instance, the usual realisation of Classical /q/ is voiceless /q/, but there are a 
few words containing a Bedouin voiced /g/, e.g. gidir 'pot', giddiim 'before', 
galab 'to tum around'. This phenomenon is widespread over the Arabophone 
world. In Moroccan sedentary dialects, for instance that of Rabat, a few lexical 
items have Bedouin /g/, as in Uzbekistan Arabic, e.g. g�mh 'wheat' (Classical 
Arabic qamh), g�mra 'moon' (Classical Arabic qamar), g�dra 'pot' (Classical 
Arabic qidr), g�rn 'hom' (Classical Arabic qarn).  It may be added that, inversely, 
in Bedouin dialects with the realisation /g/, there are usually some lexical items 
with /q/, for instance in the Moroccan dialect of Skura qb�r 'grave', qbila 'tribe', 
qs�m 'to divide'. 

A well-documented case of dialect contact is that of the dialects in the West­
em oases in Egypt (Farafra, Dahla, Harga; cf. below, p. 1 6 1 ) . According to 
Woidich's interpretation of the structure of these dialects ( 1 993 ), some of the 
features which they exhibit, such as the prefix n- in the first person singular of 
the imperfect verb, may have been introduced in the course of contact with later 
invading Bedouin from the west, in particular the Banu Sulaym on their migra­
tions back east. The dialect mixing in the oases demonstrates another result of 
dialect context, namely accommodation and overgeneralisation. As an exam­
ple, we may mention the word-final stress in these dialects, which resembles 
that in Maghreb dialects. Contrary to what happens in the Maghreb dialects, 
however, the dialects of the oases also have word-final stress when the penulti­
mate syllable is long, or when the final syllable ends in a vowel, e.g. in Farafra 
minial 'sickle', bayt5ihniy 'our house'. This is probably to be interpreted as a 
generalisation of the rule in the Maghreb dialects. When the inhabitants of the 
oases came into contact with dialects in which many words were stressed on 
the final syllable, they overgeneralised in their attempt to accommodate to 
these dialects and extended the rule to all words. 

The development of dialectal koines is a special case of dialect contact. Many 
of the Middle Eastern capitals, such as Amman and Baghdad, have gone through 
a period of rapid urbanisation, in which thousands of migrants flocked to the 
capital from the countryside, bringing with them their rural dialects. The 
ensuing mixture of dialects led to the emergence of more and less prestigious 
varieties, depending on the relative social and political power of the speakers 
involved (cf. below, Chapter 1 0, p. 1 60, on the emergence of Cairene Arabic). 
Within the confines of the national states, the new dialect of the capital started 
to exert an enormous influence on the neighbouring areas. In Iraq, for instance, 
the gilit dialect of the Muslims of Baghdad has become the prestige dialect, and 
speakers from the countryside tend to switch from their own local dialect to the 
dialect of the capital (even when features of their own dialect are closer to the 
Classical language, e.g. in the realisation of the Classical /q/ ! ) .  A good example 
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is the speech style of the Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, who in his public 
speeches has adapted to the Baghdad Muslim dialect - with g for Classical q -
rather than the countryside dialect of his birthplace Tikrit, which belongs to the 
q9ltu group of dialects and has a voiceless realisation of the q. The voiceless 
realisation is associated with both countryside and minority varieties. The lat­
ter association is also found in the case of Bahrain mentioned above (p. 1 3 3 ) . 

In Egypt, the dialect of Cairo has spread over a large area in the Delta. The 
map of the realisation of /q/ and /g/ in the central Delta shows an oblong area 
leading from Cairo to Damietta, in which the Cairene forms /g/ and /'/ are used, 
whereas the rest of the Delta has /g/ and /g/ (see Map 9 -3 ,  after Behnstedt and 
Woidich 1 98 5 :  3 1-2 and Map 1 5 ) . After the decline of Alexandria as the main 
port of Cairo in the fourteenth century, the principal trade route ran from the 
capital along the eastern branch of the Nile to Damietta, as is shown by the 
concentration of trade centres along this route in the Middle Ages (see Map 9-4) .  
Nowadays, the road from Cairo to Alexandria is the main artery in the Delta, 
and Cairene influence is indeed visible in Alexandria (/g/ and /'/), though not in 
the surrounding area. The configuration of the dialect map shows that Cairene 
Arabic influence corresponded to the frequency of trade contacts. Another con­
clusion that may be drawn from this configuration is that the realisation of /g/ 
as /g/ is not a recent development, but goes back at least to the flourishing 
period of the Damietta route. 

The levelling influence of Cairene Arabic is also manifest in the speech 
patterns of recent migrants from the countryside to the capital. In a recent survey 
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of these speech patterns, C .  Miller ( 1 996 )  has shown that the first generation of 
rural migrants has accommodated partially to Cairene Arabic: they replace their 
Sa'Idi genitive exponent with Cairene bitti', for instance, but retain the Sa'Idi 
realisation of /q/ as /g/. The pattern of accommodation corresponds to those 
features of Cairene Arabic that had already been taken over in urban centres 
outside Cairo. The second generation of migrants adapts entirely to Cairene 
Arabic and loses all traces of Southern Egyptian speech. 

The process of koineisation is a rapid process, which even spreads outside the 
borders of the national states. The Egyptian dialect in particular has become 
known all over the Arab world, partly as a result of the export of Egyptian 
movies and television soaps, which are broadcast almost everywhere, and partly 
as the result of the fact that in many countries Egyptian teachers were hired to 
help in setting up an education system. In most countries, almost everybody 
understands Egyptian Arabic, and sometimes the speakers are even able to 
adapt their speech to Egyptian if need be. In Yemen, for instance, foreigners who 
speak Arabic are automatically classified as Egyptians, and in communicating 
with them Yemenis will tend to use Egyptian words and even take over Egyp­
tian morphology. The Yemenite continuous verbal particle bayn- (first person)/ 
bi- (second and third person) is sometimes used for habitual meaning as well 
under the influence of the Egyptian use of bi-. Often the Egyptian verbal particle 
rah-/ha- is used for the future instead of Yemeni sa-. Many typically Egyptian 
words have become de rigueur even in normal everyday conversation, e.g. 
kwayyis 'o.k.', mus 'not' and kida 'like this, so', sometimes Yemenised as kid.a. 
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Map 9·4 Medieval trade centres in the Egyptian Delta (after Behnstedt and Woidich 
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Any attempt at a classification of dialects is, of course, arbitrary. The selec­
tion of different isoglosses as distinguishing marker leads to different divisions. 
The classification on the basis of phonetic features may lead, and often does 
lead, to results that differ from classifications on the basis of, for instance, lexi­
cal distribution. Besides, isoglosses almost never delimit two areas sharply: 
there are almost always transitional zones between them, in which the phe­
nomenon in question applies partially or only in part of the lexicon. Still, the 
geographical distribution of the isoglosses often corresponds to the intuitive 
distinction between dialect groups by the speakers of the dialects themselves. 

Other methods of classifying dialects are based on the historical chronology 
of settlement. In North Africa, for instance, one can distinguish different layers 
of settlement, in which different groups of speakers of Arabic participated. On 
the other hand, these layers are mostly not independent from each other, and, 
although different in origin, the resulting dialects have often been subject to 
profound mutual influence. In North Africa, the dialects of the urban areas were 
never completely isolated from the rural and nomadic dialects, and the settle­
ment pattern was never permanently fixed for all time: nomadic groups entered 
the sedentary sphere of influence, and depending on their respective prestige 
and power either their dialect or the urban dialect was modified. The net result 
was that within each region a constant process of convergence took place. 

Another method of classifying the dialects is along sociolinguistic lines. But 
this, too, runs counter to the development in most areas. The mutual influence 
between higher and lower registers of the language usually leads to a regional 
colouring of the local realisation of Standard Arabic, on the one hand, and 
homogenisation of the dialects through influence of the standard language, on 
the other. 

The conclusion may be that a classification of dialects country by country, 
although not linguistic in nature, may not even be the worst alternative. 
Especially after the Arabic-speaking countries gained their independence, there 
was a certain amount of linguistic pull from one centre, mostly the capital, so 
that within each country there was a tendency towards homogenisation. In this 
sense, one may speak of the Algerian dialect, the Syrian dialect or the Yemeni 
dialect in the sense of the prestige dialect of the capital. Obviously, the influ­
ence of the dialect of the capital had its limits and in each country deviant 
regional dialects remained in use. Dialect enclaves within the boundaries of the 
national states are not necessarily doomed to disappear: factors of local pride 
may effectively promote the survival of the dialect, as for instance the dialect of 
Der iz-Zor in Northern Syria, which is of a Mesopotamian type amid a Syro­
Lebanese dialect area. 

In some regions, dialect loyalty takes place along denominational lines. In 
North Africa, special varieties of Jewish Arabic have been recorded in some of 
the large cities such as Fes and Tunis, which go back to the earliest period of 
arabicisation and have not followed later innovations. In other countries, the 
dialects of heterodox minorities, such as the Christians and the Jews in Baghdad 
and the Shi'ites in Bahrain, were not affected by secondary bedouinisation but 
preserved their original sedentary features, whereas the language of the Muslim 
(Sunnite) majority developed a number of nomadic traits. 
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9 .  3 BEDOUIN AND SEDENTARY DIALECTS 

Any classification of the Arabic dialects has to take into account a complicating 
factor: the coexistence of Bedouin and sedentary dialects in all areas. We have 
seen above that in the early centuries of the Islamic empire the Bedouin dialects 
were regarded as the only true representatives of the Classical language. The 
Bedouin were supposed to speak pure Arabic - i.e. with the declensional end­
ings, 'i'nib, literally 'making it sound like true Bedouin Arabic' - but in the 
course of time the Arab grammarians conceded that not even the Bedouin could 
escape the effects of sedentary civilisation. As early as the time of Ibn Ginn! (d. 
392/ro02), grammarians could not help but notice the adverse effects of pro­
longed exposure to sedentary speech. Although some Bedouin tribes main­
tained a reputation of purity of speech, in reality they spoke a language that was 
no longer Classical Arabic - whether this happened before or after the advent of 
Islam remains disputed (cf. above, Chapter 3 ) . In modern times, all dialects, 
regardless of whether they are spoken by the sedentary population or by 
nomads, are clearly of the New Arabic type, for instance in that they do not have 
any declensional endings. Yet, it can easily be shown that in some respects the 
Bedouin dialects are more conservative than the sedentary dialects. 

This is more or less confirmed by the history of settlement. We have seen 
earlier that the process of arabicisation took place in two stages (Chapter y ) .  
During the first stage, the sedentary dialects with their high rate of innovation 
came into being. The second wave of arabicisation generated the rural and no­
madic dialects of Arabic all over the Arab world. According to some theories, 
the newly-arriving Arab tribes were responsible for a higher degree of homoge­
neity in the linguistic make-up of the Islamic empire, since unlike the urban 
dialects their dialects had not yet changed in the constant interaction between 
people of several languages. 

As a general principle, isolation leads to linguistic conservatism, whereas 
areas of high rates of interaction exhibit many phenomena of reduction and 
simplification. As a result, it is impossible to distinguish between discrete 
dialect areas in the urban dialects, which form a continuum only broken by 
natural barriers. Within the sedentary areas, it is possible to distinguish core 
areas, however, around political and cultural centres, from which linguistic 
innovations fan out in a wave-like pattern. Between adjacent core areas, tran­
sitional areas come into being as competing innovations clash. The nomadic 
dialects on the other hand may be regarded as discrete dialects, which are main­
tained even when the members of the tribe disperse over a large area. They 
reflect in their linguistic features the history of their migratory pattern. From 
the Nagd area in Saudi Arabia, for instance, tribes such as the 'Aniza, the 
Sammar, the Mutayr and the Dafir migrated to the north and the east over a 
large geographical area, but their dialects still reflect the original kinship, in a 
manner somewhat reminiscent of the relations between the Indo-European lan­
guages in the old family-tree model (cf. above, p. r o, and see Map 9 . 5 ) . Outside 
the peninsula and in some regions within it, for instance the I:Iigaz, the differ­
ence between sedentary population and nomads takes on a social significance, 
the Bedouin/sedentary dichotomy usually correlating with linguistic, and 
sometimes occupational or religious, contrasts. In some parts of the Arabian 
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' Aniza 

Map 9 · 5  Tribal areas in North Arabia (after Ingham 1994c: xvii) 

peninsula, however, especially in the northern Nagd, the linguistic differences 
are between tribes, regardless of whether the members of the tribes lead a set­
tled life or roam the desert. Some sections of the Sammar, for instance, are 
nomads, but regularly return to their sedentary kinsmen in the oases, with 
whom they form one tribe, both socially and linguistically. 

From the beginning of the Islamic period, and of course even in pre-Islamic 
times, there have been constant migrations of Bedouin groups. The original 
conquests in the first centuries of the Higra were carried out largely by nomadic 
tribes, and they were followed by later Bedouin migrations from the peninsula. 
The eleventh-century invasion of the Banu Sulaym and the Banu Hilal in North 
Africa shows that this process went on even at a later period. In all such cases, 
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the Bedouin immigration set in motion a process of  arabicisation in the coun­
tryside. Some of the Bedouin groups eventually settled down and adopted a 
sedentary kind of dialect. But in other cases, settled areas were bedouinised 
secondarily, for instance Marrakesh in Morocco, il-Bihera in the Western delta 
in Egypt, some of the Arabic dialects in Israel, the speech of the Muslims in 
Baghdad, or the dialect of the Sunnites in Bahrain. As a result, it is impossible to 
set up a list of canonical features distinguishing nomadic from sedentary dia­
lects, although it is possible to speak of characteristic Bedouin features. 

If one takes the dialects of Bedouin collectively, it turns out that in some 
respects they are more conservative than the sedentary dialects in the same 
area. The following features may be mentioned as generally typical of Bedouin 
dialects spoken by nomads. Because of the processes of secondary bedouini­
sation, it is clear that several of these features are also found in dialects that are 
spoken by a sedentary population. 

• preservation of the interdentals: almost all Bedouin dialects preserve 
the Classical /!/ and /d/; the resulting phoneme from the merger of Clas­
sical /rJ/ and /d/ is always /rJ/ in these dialects, e.g. in Nagdi Arabic 
<]..arab 'he hit' /Q..alal 'shadow' as against Classical Arabic Q_araba/Q..altil. 

• voiced realisation of the /q/ as /g/ (cf. above, Chapter 4, p. 42); already in 
the Classical period, the voiced realisation of the /q/ was regarded as a 
shibboleth for the Bedouin character of a dialect; it may have been the 
original pronunciation of this phoneme in Classical Arabic (cf. above, 
Chapter 2, p. 2 r ) . 

• preservation of the gender distinction in the second and third person 
plural of pronouns and verbs; thus for instance the dialect of the Nagd 
distinguishes between ktibaw 'they wrote [masculine]' and ktiban 
'they wrote [feminine] ', where related dialects in Iraq have only ktibaw 
without gender distinction, as in all sedentary dialects in the Arab 
world. 

• the third person singular masculine of the pronominal suffix in the sed­
entary dialects is -u, -o; in the Bedouin dialects it is usually -ah, -ih. 

• the use of the dual in the nouns is much more widespread in the 
Bedouin dialects than in the sedentary dialects. 

• in most Arabic dialects, the prefix vowel of the verb is -i-, a pheno­
menon already found in some of the pre-Islamic dialects ( taltala), but 
some of the Bedouin dialects of North and East Arabia have -a- as prefix 
vowel; in the Nagdi Arabic paradigm the alternation (apophony) of the 
preformative vowel still reflects the situation in some of the pre-Islamic 
dialects (cf. above, Chapter 3 ) : in this dialect, a appears before imperfect 
stem vowel i, and i before a, e.g. yaktib 'he writes', but yisma' 'he hears'. 

• there is a tendency in the Bedouin dialects towards a more frequent use 
of the direct annexation in possessive construction; although all 
Bedouin dialects have a genitive exponent, they tend to restrict its use 
both semantically and syntactically to a larger extent than the 
sedentary dialects do; in North Africa, the Western Bedouin dialects 
distinguish themselves from the sedentary dialects in the same area by 
not using the genitive exponent d-, dyal. 
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• the agreement with inanimate plurals in the Bedouin dialects is with 
the feminine singular, as in the Classical language, rather than with the 
plural. 

These features are characteristic of almost all Bedouin dialects. In addition, 
there are specific features characterising the Bedouin dialects of the Arabian 
peninsula, which will be dealt with below (Chapter 10) .  In general, the distinc­
tion between Bedouin and sedentary dialects is made on the basis of a few 
criteria, the most important ones being the voiced realisation of the Classical 
/q/ and the preservation of the Classical interdentals; in morphology, the gender 
distinction in the plural of the verb is often regarded as an important criterion. 

The conservatism of the Bedouin dialects contrasts with the reduction or 
simplification of linguistic structure in those areas where there is intensive 
interaction between Bedouin and sedentary population, for instance in South­
em Iraq, along the Gulf Coast and even in Mecca, which has a mixed population 
with many immigrants from outside the peninsula. In comparing the Bedouin 
dialects in the peninsula with the related dialects outside the peninsula, 
Ingham ( 1982 )  points out that many of the conservative traits of the Arabian 
dialects, such as the retention of the internal passive and causative, the gender 
distinction in the second/third person plural of the verb, the indefinite marker 
-in and the anaptyctic vowel in final clusters as in sift/sifit 'I saw', galbfgalub 
'heart', tend to disappear the farther away one gets from the Bedouin heartland, 
as happens in the Mesopotamian and Gulf varieties of the Central Arabian 
dialects. 

Since all dialect areas in the Arabophone world have undergone the two 
stages of the arabicisation process, in each linguistic area a distinction has to be 
made between sedentary and Bedouin dialects. Bedouin dialects are found both 
in the eastern Arab world and in the west. The area in which Bedouin dialects 
are spoken in Syria, Mesopotamia and North Arabia is actually a kind of dialect 
continuum, in which it is difficult to distinguish discrete dialects. Two migra­
tory movements, one from Central Arabia (Nagd) to the north, another from 
southern Mesopotamia to the Gulf, disrupt the geographical partition in this 
area. There is a large degree of interdependence between the settled areas and 
the nomadic tribes that are attached to them, even when they originally come 
from elsewhere. In Southern Mesopotamia, the nomads dominated the settled 
population and took over as rulers when they set up their summer camps in the 
settled areas instead of going back to the Nagd. In the oral literature of these 
tribes, or rather tribal units, composed of groups of different origin, there are 
often references to earlier dwellings. In Syiia, there is a continuous process of 
migration between the peninsula and the Syrian badiya. We have seen above (p. 
1 2 )  that according to some theories the Semitic languages developed in just 
such a permanent process of interchange between desert and settled area. 

Because of their constant migrations, it is difficult to set up geographically 
delimited dialect areas for Bedouin dialects; in fact in most cases it is impossi­
ble (cf. Ingham 1 982) .  Sometimes an isogloss provides a clear demarcation line, 
but others that are potentially just as essential provide a completely different 
demarcation. Only in those cases where there are clear-cut geographical or 
political barriers is it possible to speak of a discrete dialect zone. The speakers 
themselves very often have a clear intuition of the differences between dialects, 
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bm the problem is that such judgments are usually based on idiosyncrasies. 
When there are no barriers, the dialect zones gradually merge, creating transi­
tional zones for each individual feature between them. For the sedentary 
groups, ethnic origin is not a determining factor, and their acceptance or 
rejection of innovations is based on the relative force of attraction of different 
cultural/political centres. In the case of nomadic groups, the ethnic origin and 
the tribal relations are of the utmost importance in classifying the dialects, so 
that it is impossible to define them only geographically. An exception is formed 
by the area of the Cabal Sammar in Northern Saudi Arabia, which thanks to its 
location within easy reach of grazing grounds has maintained a stable popula­
tion with both nomadic and sedentary sections of the tribe of the Sarnmar. 

The Eastern Bedouin dialects are those spoken in the Arabian peninsula and 
the Gulf states, the Syro-Mesopotamian desert, and Southern Jordan, the Negev 
and the Sinai. The Western Bedouin dialects are spoken all over North Africa. 
Usually they are divided into two groups: the dialects of the area in which the 
Banfl Sulaym settled (Tunisia, Libya and western Egypt); and those that belong 
to the territory of the Banu Hilal (western Algeria and Morocco). 

9 · 4 THE PRESENTATION OF THE DIALECTS 

The usual classification of the Arabic dialects distinguishes the following 
groups: 

I. dialects of the Arabian peninsula 
2. Mesopotamian dialects 
3· Syro-Lebanese dialects 
4· Egyptian dialects 
5 .  Maghreb dialects. 

It is not always clear on what criteria this current classification is based. In 
some cases, purely geographical factors may have influenced the classification 
(e.g. the Arabian peninsula) .  We have seen above that each of these areas was 
arabicised in two separate processes, of which the first one resulted in 
innovatory sedentary dialects, whereas the second one brought into being local 
rural and nomadic dialects that in some respects retained some of the features of 
Old Arabic. The time-span between the two movements differs in each area. We 
have seen in Chapter 7 that in Syria and Mesopotamia sedentary and urban 
dialects already coexisted in the period before Islam. Most of the Bedouin dia­
lects in this area belong to speakers who are still in contact with tribes in the 
interior of the peninsula. In Egypt and North Africa, on the other hand, there 
was a large chronological distance between the two movements, in North 
Africa more than four centuries. This chronological distance may explain the 
lesser degree of conservatism in the Bedouin dialects of North Africa: they stem 
from tribes that prior to their migration to North Africa had already been sub­
jected for a long time to influence from sedentary speakers. The chronological 
distance may also explain why in spite of the different origin of the sedentary 
and the Bedouin dialects it is still possible to speak of a dialect area in North 
Africa and in Egypt. All dialects of North Africa, for instance, exhibit the central 
feature of the North African dialects, the prefix n- of the first person singular of 
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the imperfect verb. These dialects arrived when there were already prestigious 
cultural and political centres; and although the Bedouin represented the new 
military power in the region, they could not avoid the centripetal influence of 
the sedentary dialects. 

In Chapter r o, we shall therefore stick to the traditional distinction of five 
dialect areas. Each area will be presented briefly, with a survey of the most 
important representative dialects, the most characteristic features and a 
number of text samples that illustrate the idiosyncrasies of each dialect. Chap­
ter r 3 will be devoted to the dialects of the various language islands of Arabic, 
i.e. varieties of Arabic that are spoken outside the Arabophone world in linguis­
tic enclaves in an environment in which other languages predominate. Exam­
ples of such language islands are Maltese Arabic, Cypriot Maronite Arabic, the 
Arabic of Uzbekistan and Afghanistan, the Arabic dialects of Central Anatolia, 
and the creolised Arabic of Uganda and Kenya (Ki-Nubi) .  The dialects spoken in 
the linguistic enclaves ultimately derive from dialect groups in the central 
areas, Cypriot Maronite Arabic being a Syro-Lebanese type of dialect, Maltese 
being a North African type of dialect, and so on. But their isolation from the 
Arabophone world and their lack of exposure to the Classical language have 
contributed to the preservation of features that were lost elsewhere. The 
contact with the dominant languages of the region has led to borrowings and 
innovations that are not present elsewhere either. For these reasons, it is prefer­
able to treat the dialects of the linguistic enclaves separately. 

The text samples illustrating the major dialect varieties illustrate a major 
problem of dialect recordings, that of the transcription. The usual transcription 
of Classical Arabic is phonemic; allophonic variants are not represented in 
Arabic script, nor in the transcription. Some texts of Arabic dialects are 
recorded in a phonemic transcription as well, whereas others aim at a complete 
phonetic transcription with all variants. In Syrian Arabic (below, p. 1 54), for 
instance, in most environments Classical Arabic /i/ and /u/ have merged in one 
phoneme, usually represented with /::J/, as in the Syrian text sample below. In 
this transcription, no allowance is made for the different phonetic realisations 
of /::J/. Depending on the environment, /::J/ may have the following allophones: 

• fronted [r] as in English pit, before plain dentals, without back vowels or 
emphatic consonants, e.g. /s::Jtt/ [srtt]; 

• between [e] as in English pet and [A] as in English putt, before 
pharyngals, e.g. /n::Jhna/ [nehna]; 

• backed [u] as in English put, in an emphatic environment, e.g. /d::Jdd/ 
[dudd]. 

The choice of allophone is dictated by the environment and has nothing to do 
with the etymological origin of the vowel. Older transcriptions of Syrian Arabic 
wrote sitt, {judd in an effort to represent the pronunciation as accurately as 
possible. Such a phonetic transcription is also used, for instance, in Singer's 
( r 9 s 8a) collection of texts from the dialect of Tetouan and in that of D. Cohen 
( r 964) of the Jewish Arabic of Tunis. In both collections, a large number of 
symbols represent the various allophones of the vowels in different environ­
ments. Both systems have their advantages: the phonemic transcription shows 
the structural properties of the dialect, whereas the phonetic transcription 
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makes it easier to pronounce the text samples. In the text samples, the tran­
scription of the original source has been preserved as much as possible, so that 
some texts are written in a phonemic, others in a phonetic transcription. 

FURTHER READING 

There are no methodological introductions to Arabic dialectology, but the in­
troduction to Behnstedt and Woidich's dialect atlas of the Egyptian dialects 
( 1 98 5 :  1 1-42) offers a valuable substitute. 

Dialect geography used to be one of the poor points in Arabic linguistics, 
although the situation is improving. The first surveys were made by Cantineau 
(dialect atlas of the I:Ioran, 1940, 1 946)  and by Bergstra.Ber (dialect atlas of the 
Syro-Lebanese dialects, 1 9 1 5 ) . Dialect maps of the Lebanese dialects were pro­
duced by Fleisch ( 1 974). More recently, an extensive dialect atlas of the Egyp­
tian region was produced by Behnstedt and Woidich ( 1 985 ,  1 987, 1 988, 1 994); 
thus far, it consists of an atlas with commentary, two volumes of texts, and an 
Egyptian-German glossary. Behnstedt also produced a dialect atlas of the North 
Yemenite region ( 1 985 ,  1 992), and a Syrian dialect atlas by his hand is being 
published. But the fact remains that large parts of the Arabophone area are 
literally terra incognita, in particular the Arabian peninsula, North Africa and 
sub-Saharan Africa. 

On the older sources for Egyptian Arabic, see Doss ( 1 996) .  For the Egyptian 
influence in the Yemenite dialect, see Diem ( 1 973b: 1 5-19 ). On the problem of 
the /q/-/g/ reflexes in Bedouin dialects, see Behnstedt and Woidich ( 1 982) .  The 
transitional dialect between Western and Eastern dialects in the Egyptian delta 
is discussed by Behnstedt ( 1 978); for the contact phenomena in the Western 
oases in Egypt, see Woidich ( 1 993 ) .  The relationship between urbanisation and 
dialect change is discussed by Holes ( 1 99 5b). For the accommodation to Cairene 
Arabic in Egypt, see C. Miller ( 1 996) .  For speech variation in Baghdad, see Abu­
Haidar ( 1 988b, 1 990). 

The problem of the representation of Bedouin and sedentary layers is dis­
cussed by Ingham ( 1 982), from whom most of the remarks about the distinction 
between Bedouin and sedentary dialects in Arabia and Syro-Mesopotamia 
above have been derived. On Ibn Haldun's description of Bedouin speech, see 
Brett ( 199 5 ) .  General data about the classification of Bedouin dialects and their 
features are given by Rosenhouse ( 1 984). Cadora ( 1 992)  correlates the data of 
Arabic dialectology with the way of life of the speakers (his term for this 
approach being 'ecolinguistics'). 



1 0  
The Dialects of Arabic 

I 0 .  I DIALECTS OF THE ARABIAN PENINSULA 

The Arabian peninsula, the homeland of the Arab tribes, remains the least­
known dialect area of the Arabophone world. In pre-Islamic times, there was 
probably a division into Eastern and Western dialects (cf. above, Chapter 3 ), but 
subsequent migrations have changed the geographical distribution of the dia­
lects considerably. All Bedouin dialects in this area now belong to the new type 
of Arabic, although generally speaking they are more conservative than the dia­
lects outside the peninsula. In the urban centres of the I:Iigaz and the Gulf, 
sedentary dialects are spoken, the latter probably being the result of later migra­
tion. 

Recent attempts at classification by Ingham ( I 982) and Palva ( I 9 9 I )  distin­
guish four groups: 

r .  North-east Arabian dialects: these are the dialects of the Nagd, in 
particular those of the large tribes 'Aniza and Sammar. This group is 
divided into three subgroups: the 'Anazi dialects (including the dialects 
of Kuwait, Bahrain (Sunni) and the Gulf states); the Sammar dialects 
(including some of the Bedouin dialects in Iraq); and the Syro-Mesopota­
mian Bedouin dialects (including the Bedouin dialects of North Israel 
and Jordan). 

2 .  South( -west) Arabian dialects (dialects of Yemen, Hadramaut and Aden, 
as well as the dialects of the Shi'ite Bahama in Bahrain). 

3 .  I:Iigazi (West Arabian) dialects: to this group belong the Bedouin dialects 
of the I:Iigaz and the Tihama, which are not very well known; it is not 
yet clear what the relationship is between these dialects and those of 
the urban centres in this area, chiefly Mecca and Medina. 

4. North-west Arabian dialects: the dialects of the Negev and the Sinai, as 
well as those of Southern Jordan, the eastern coast of the Gulf of 'Aqaba 
and some regions in north-western Saudi Arabia are sometimes thought 
to form a distinct group, which Palva ( I 99I ) calls the North-west 
Arabian dialects. 

In Chapter 9 (p. I43 )  we have seen that outside the Arabian peninsula Bedouin 
dialects in general are characterised by a number of features that set them off 
clearly from the sedentary dialects in the same area (e.g. the voiced realisation 
of the /q/, the retention of the interdentals, and the gender distinction in the 
second and third person plural of the verbs and the pronouns). The Bedouin 
dialects in the Arabian peninsula are even more conservative than those outside 
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it in the sense that they do not partake of many of the reducing and levelling 
innovations that are found outside the peninsula. The most conservative type is 
represented by Nagdi Arabic; those Bedouin dialects of South Iraq and the Gulf 
states that are related to them exhibit more innovations. In the peninsula, the 
nomadic/sedentary dichotomy does not function in the same way as outside, 
since many tribes also have settled members with whom there is frequent inter­
action both economically and socially. As a result, all dialects including the 
sedentary ones exhibit Bedouin features. 

Among the conservative features of the Bedouin dialects in the Arabian 
peninsula, the following three may be mentioned. First, many Bedouin dialects 
have preserved the use of an indefinite marker -an, -in, -en, mostly as an 
optional feature, sometimes even as a mere metric device in oral poetry; this 
indefinite marker clearly derives from the Classical tanwfn, which has lost its 
function as a case marker of indefinite words and has become a marker for 
indefinite words when these are specified. In the dialects of the Nagd, the 
marker is used regularly before modifiers to a noun, whether adjectives, or 
relative clauses, or prepositional clauses, e.g. bet-in kibir 'a big house'; kalmit­
in galohali 'a word which they said to me', giz'-in minh 'a part of it', as well as 
in adverbial expressions that in Classical Arabic would have the ending -an, for 
instance mat;.al-in 'for example', mbaccir-in 'early'. Second, some Bedouin dia­
lects preserve the causative as a productive form, for instance in the dialect of 
the Rwala 'ab'adfyib'id 'to move away'; 'ah.barfyih.bir 'to inform' (Prochazka 
1988: 42, 47) .  Third, in some of the dialects, the internal passive is still pro­
ductive, mainly in the North-east Arabian dialects, for instance in the dialect of 
the I:Iayil kitab/ktib 'to write/to be written'; darabfdrib 'to hit, to be hit' 
(Prochazka 1988 :  28, r r 6 ) .  This is not a completely exclusive feature of the 
Arabian Bedouin dialects, since traces are also found in some of the Bedouin 
dialects of North Africa. 

Apart from these conservative tendencies there are also innovations, especially 
in the North-east Arabian dialects. These have the so-called gahawa syndrome, 
a process of resyllabification in the neighbourhood of gutturals. The Nagdi dia­
lect has for instance from the verbs kitab 'to write' and bafar 'to dig' the imper­
fects yaktib and ybafir; the latter form has evolved from *yah fir > *yabafir. The 
gabawa syndrome is also found in other regions, where Bedouin dialects were 
brought by migration, for instance, in the Egyptian dialects south of Asyflt. 

Most North-east Arabian dialects are characterised by affrication of /g/ < /q/, 
and of /k/; this affrication is conditioned by the phonetic environment since it 
only takes place near front vowels (for a similar feature in the gilit dialects of 
Mesopotamia, possibly under Bedouin influence, see below, p. r 5 7 ). In Syria and 
Mesopotamia, the Bedouin dialects have g, c, whereas the Bedouin dialects of 
Arabia usually have more fronted variants: gY, dz (g) for g; t;S ( c) for k. As exam­
ples, we may quote from the dialect of the Rwala Bedouin t;.igil 'heavy', gil.Il 
'few'; cam 'how much?', mican 'place' (Classical Arabic t;.aqil, qalil; kam, 
makan). 

The West Arabian (l:Iigazi) dialects are not very well known. They include the 
dialects of those sedentary centres that already existed before the coming of 
Islam, for instance Mecca and Medina. In Islamic times, many tribes from this 
area migrated to the west, so that the Bedouin dialects in the Syrian desert, the 
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Negev and ultimately those in North Africa probably derive from dialects 
spoken in this area. The dialects of this group are distinguished from the East 
Arabian dialects by the absence of the affrication of /k/ and /q/. The dialect of 
Mecca, although related to the Bedouin dialects in the region, has some of the 
characteristics of sedentary dialects. It has lost the interdentals and the gender 
distinction in the plural of verbs and pronouns. Meccan Arabic has a genitive 
exponent (hagg), as well as verbal aspectual particles (bi- and 'ammtil for the 
continuous aspect and rtiyih- for the future), which are not normally used in the 
Bedouin dialects. The realisation of /q/ in Mecca is /g/ as in the Bedouin dia­
lects. In some respects, the dialect of Mecca seems to be close to the varieties of 
Arabic found in Upper Egypt and the Sudan. 

The dialect map of Yemen is complicated because the geographical fragmen­
tation of the area has produced a great deal of dialect variation. Behnstedt ( I  98 5 :  
30-2) distinguishes the following main areas: the Tihama dialects; the k- dia­
lects; the South-east Yemenite dialects; the dialects of the central plateau (e.g. 
the dialect of San'a'); the dialects of the southern plateau; the dialects of the 
northern plateau; and the North-east Yemenite dialects. But even this sub­
division is not a complete representation of the entire area: there are many 
mixed zones, and some of the areas will probably have to be subdivided when 
more data become known. 

The area of the k- dialects in the western mountain range (see Map ro. r )  is 
characterised by the use of verbal forms in the perfect with -k- instead of -t-, e.g. 
for Classical Arabic katabtu/katabta '1/ you have written' katabkufkatabka, 
katabkw/katabk, katubk/katabk, or even katubkfkatabk. There is reason to 
believe that this area has undergone extensive influence from South Arabian. Its 
settlement may even go back to the period before Islam, when Arab tribes 
invaded the South Arabian empires and settled there. After this region had come 
under Islamic sway, its dialect became known as I:Iimyaritic. In al-Hamdani's 
description of the I:Iimyaritic language (cf. above, p. 38 ) this k- ending is dis­
played prominently in examples such as kunku 'I was', bahalku 'I said'. 

The dialects of the Shi'ites in Bahrain, which belong to a sedentary type, are 
related to dialects in South-eastern Arabia, Oman and Yemen. The linguistic 
situation in Bahrain is not unlike that in Baghdad. In both areas, the heterodox 
minorities (in Baghdad Christians and Jews, in Bahrain Shi'ites) speak a seden­
tary type of Arabic, whereas orthodox Sunnite speech exhibits secondary 
bedouinisation. The picture is confused, however, since there are considerable 
differences between the Bahama dialect of the villages and that of the urban 
centres. In the villages, for instance, Classical Arabic /q/ is realised as a voice­
less post-velar stop /'¥./, whereas in the capital al-Manama Bahama speakers 
have /g/, just like the Sunnites. This may be due to borrowing from the prestig­
ious dialect or an old trait. 

The Bahama dialects have in common the realisation of the Classical Arabic 
interdentals as /f/, /d/, /d/, for instance in faltifah ( < taltita) 'three'. They also 
share the absence of the gahawa syndrome of the Bedouin dialects (e.g. Bahama 
'ah.4ar as against Sunnite h.a4ar 'green') and the formation of the feminine third 
person singular of the perfect verb (e.g. Bahama sarabat or sirbat as against Sun­
nite srubat 'she drank' ) . A characteristic trait of the Bahama dialects, linking 
them with the dialect of Oman and the Arabic of Uzbekistan (cf. below, p. 2 r 5 ), 
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is the use of an infix -inn- in the participle with suffix, which is used for a 
perfective aspect, e.g. siir-inn-eh 'he has bought it', msawwit-inn-eh 'she has 
made it'. 

Text I :  North-east Arabian, Sammar (after Ingham I 982: I 30) 

I. had.ola is-silgiin fa -d.ola gazwfn 'ala 
l;Iwetiiy u ba'ad ma h.ad.aw al-bil 
nhajaw il-l;Iwetiit 'ala h.eil u 
had.oham, h.ad.oham ya'ni 'ugub 
ma'raktin tuwflih 

2 .  u yom inn hum had.ohum u fassu­
h.aw l;Iitta hdiimaham, mii h.allaw 
'aleham hidiim 

3 · hiid.a hawiyyam bin ah.iham jid ar­
rubii' iksumoh il-l;Iwetiiy iksumoh 
mi'rij"lu mi'fahad.u u giil: yii hawaii 
riil;Iu ana rajjiilin abamiit wintam 
riil;Iu lahalkam 

I .  These are the Silgan and they were 
raiding the I:Iuwaytat and when they 
had taken the camels, the I:Iuwaytat 
took them on horses, I mean, they 
took them after a long fight. 

2.  And when they had taken them, 
they stripped them even of their 
clothes, they did not leave their 
clothes on them. 

3 · This was their companion, their 
cousin Gid ar-Rubu', the I:Iuwaytat 
maimed him in his foot, in his thigh 
and he said: '0 my uncles, go! I am a 
man who will die; go you to your 
families ! '  

Text 2 :  Meccan Arabic (after Schreiber I 970: I09) 

I .  hiida kiin wiil;Iid riggal wu-hiida r- I .  There once was a man and this man 
riggiil nassiiy marra was very forgetful. 

2 .  wu-maratu tibga muss; giilatlu 2 .  His wife wanted muss [cottage 
h.ud hiidi z-zubdiya w-hiida 1-fuliis cheese]. She said to him: 'Take this 
riil;I gibli muss bowl and this money and go buy me 

muss'. 
3 .  gall aha 'iza nsit; giilatlu lii 'ins all a 

mii tinsa 'inta tiil mii timsi giil 
muss 'a san Iii tins a 

4· gallaha tayyib; 'ah.ad az-zubdiya 
w-al-fuliis wu-nadar yigiil muss 
muss muss 

5 .  lag a 'itnen biyiQ.Q.arabu; wigif 
yitfarrig 'alehum 'ilen gallagu 1-
miQ.iiraba; yifakkir 'es maratu 
giilatlu yistari 

3 .  He said to her: 'If I forget? '  She said 
to him: 'No, by God, you won't for­
get; say all the way muss, so that 
you don't forget'. 

4· He said to her: 'Good!'  He took the 
bowl and the money and kept say­
ing muss muss muSS. 

5 .  He came across two men who were 
fighting. He stood there looking at 
them until they ended their fight; 
then he thought: 'What did my wife 
tell me to buy?' 

I 0.  2 SYRO-LEBANESE DIALECTS 

The arabicisation of the Syro-Lebanese area began during the very first cam­
paigns of the conquests and was no doubt facilitated by the presence of Arabic­
speaking tribes in the Syrian desert and even in some of the sedentary areas. The 
Arab conquerors settled in the old Hellenistic cities in the area, such as Damas­
cus and Aleppo, and it was there that the first varieties of New Arabic were 
spoken. These dialects were typical urban dialects with a fast rate of innovation. 
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There was no time-lag between a first and a second stage of arabicisation as in 
most other areas: the pre-Islamic pattern of Bedouin migration from the Syrian 
desert did not stop after the advent of Islam and remained a permanent fixture of 
the linguistic situation. 

Because of the abundance of material, there is more or less a consensus about 
the classification of the dialects between the Mediterranean and the Syrian 
desert. Usually, all sedentary dialects in the area covering Lebanon, Syria, Jor­
dan and Palestine are assigned to this group, the Bedouin dialects of the Syrian 
desert belonging to the dialects of the Arabian peninsula. In north-east Syria, 
dialects of the q<Jltu group of Mesopotamian dialects are spoken (e.g. the dialect 
of Der iz-Zar). Across the border with Turkey, in the former district of 
Iskenderun (Alexandretta), the present-day province of Hatay, a dialect is 
spoken that is a continuation of the Syrian dialect area. 

Most dialects in the Syro-Lebanese area exhibit the typically sedentary 
features of voiceless realisation of q as ', stops for interdentals, loss of gender 
distinction in the second and third person plural of pronouns and verbs. All 
dialects have preserved the three long vowels a, i and ii. But the fact that they 
are all sedentary does not mean that they never have Bedouin features. Most 
Jordanian dialects, for instance, have /g/ for /q/, reflecting contact with Bedouin 
tribes. In the entire area, the prestige dialects of the capitals (Damascus, Beirut) 
are rapidly replacing the countryside dialects.  This is an ongoing process that 
will contribute to the regional uniformity of the dialects. 

The usual classification distinguishes three groups: 

• Lebanese/Central Syrian dialects, consisting of Lebanese (e.g. the 
dialect of Beirut) and Central Syrian (e.g. the dialect of Damascus); the 
latter group also includes the dialect of the Druzes; the Maronite 
Arabic of Cyprus (cf. below, Chapter 1 3 ,  p. 2 12 )  is usually assigned to 
the Lebanese dialects. 

• North Syrian dialects, e.g. the dialect of Aleppo. 
• Palestinian/Jordanian dialects, consisting of the Palestinian town 

dialects, the Central Palestinian village dialects and the South Pales­
tinian/Jordanian dialects (including the dialects of the I:Ioran). 

The first group is sometimes distinguished from the other two by the keyword 
byiktub/biktub (third person singular and first person singular of the imperfect 
of the verb ktb 'to write'); in the other two groups, these forms are biktub/ 
baktub. Thus we have, for instance, in the Central Syrian dialect of Damascus 
by<Jktob/b<Jktob 'he writes/! write', but in the dialect of North Syrian Aleppo 
b<Jktobfbaktob. 

A second distinction between the North Syrian and the Lebanese/Central 
Syrian group concerns the working of the 'imtila. In the North Syrian dialects, 
'imala is a historical process that has led to the change a > e in the neighbour­
hood of an i vowel, e.g. in the dialect of Aleppo listin > lsen 'tongue', gtimi'> 
geme' 'mosque'. This change usually takes place even when the a follows an 
emphatic or guttural consonant, e.g. taleb > teleb 'striving'. The historical de­
velopment is to be distinguished from the synchronic rules governing the pro­
nunciation of Classical Arabic /a/, which ranges from [i] in the neighbourhood 
of emphatics or gutturals to [re] elsewhere. We therefore find contrasting pairs 
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such as teleb 'striving' as the regular development of /a/, and tiileb [taleb] 'stu­
dent', or keteb 'writing' as against kiiteb [kreteb] 'writer', in which the second 
member is probably a loan from Classical Arabic, since it did not undergo the 
'imiila. In the pronunciation, there is a clear distinction between [e] and [re]. 

By contrast, in Lebanese Arabic, /a/ is realised either as [a] ( 'imiila) or [�] 
( tafh.im), depending on the context, for instance in the dialect of Bismizzin: mitt 
'to die' as against $hr 'to become'. But the distribution of these two variants is 
not always clear, since in some contexts both may occur, for instance ib 'to 
come' as against iltb 'to bring', which even leads to formal opposition pairs, 
such as ktbb 'write ! '  as against kt/tb 'book'. In most Lebanese dialects, the diph­
thongs fay/ and /aw/ have been preserved at least in open syllables. In closed 
syllables, they develop into /e/ and /0/ and become indistinguishable from the 
two allophones of /a/, as in Tripoli. Since the context in which original fay/ and 
jaw/ occur is not conditioned (for instance, /e/ may occur after an emphatic 
consonant as in $ef 'summer'), the contrast between the two allophones of /a/ 
has become phonemic. 

The distinctions between the three groups are not clear-cut, however. The 
exact boundary between the Lebanese/Central Syrian and the North Syrian 
group cannot be determined with any degree of certainty. Likewise, there is an 
isogloss separating the Palestinian and the South Lebanese dialects from the 
rest, based on the behaviour of the short vowels. Palestinian Arabic and most 
Lebanese dialects have three short vowels, /a/, /i/ and /u/. The other dialects 
have preserved the opposition between /i/ and /u/ only in unstressed final sylla­
bles (often transliterated as e and o), whereas in all other environments they 
have merged into one vowel phoneme (transliterated as a). The reduction of the 
opposition between /i/ and /u/ has been reinforced by their elision in all open, 
unstressed syllables. Thus, we find for instance in Damascene Arabic katob < 
kutub 'books', with stress on the penultimate, but tltl'< tulil' 'ascent', with 
stress on the ultimate, and preservation of the long /u/. Compare also sareb < 
sariba 'to drink', with stress on the penultimate, and t'il < t.aqil 'heavy', with 
stress on the ultimate, and elision of the short vowel. These two words exhibit 
yet another change: a > i because of the following i (otherwise the resulting 
form would have been *sareb, *ta'il, since Damascene Arabic preserves the /a/ 
in unstressed syllables ) .  

Within the group of the Lebanese dialects, a distinction used to be made 
between those which elide an unstressed /a/ in an open syllable, and those 
which do not. This distinction between 'parlers non-differentiels' vs. 'parlers 
differentiels', i.e. those which do not differentiate between the treatment of /a/, 
/u/ and /i/ and those which do, was taken by Cantineau to be one of the main 
isoglosses dividing the area. It runs through Beirut and constitutes a distinctive 
marker within the Lebanese dialects. South of Beirut we find, for instance 
samaka > samake 'fish'; cj.arabil > Q.arabu 'they hit'; qataltu > 'atalet 'I hit', 
whereas north of Beirut we have samke, cj.arbu, 'talt. Subsequent research has 
shown, however, that the details of the transition between the two areas are 
more complicated and that there is a large variation in the treatment of the /a/ 
that is not indicated by this isogloss alone. 

Within the third group (the Palestinian/Jordanian dialects), the dialects of south 
Palestine and Jordan are sometimes distinguished from the others by the keyword 



THE DIALECTS OF ARABIC I 5 5  

bagii1 (first person singular of the imperfect of the verb ga1 'to say') .  The voiced 
/g/ marks this group of dialects as former Bedouin dialects (or later bedouinised). 

Synchronically, the treatment of consonant clusters in Syrian Arabic con­
trasts with that in Egyptian and other dialects, since an epenthetic vowel is 
inserted before the second rather than the third consonant in a cluster -CCC-, 

e.g. yak�tbu < yaktbu < yaktubu, yallm1u < yahm1u < yahmilu (these clusters 
originate as a result of the elision of u and i in an unstressed open syllable) .  The 
epenthetic vowel never receives stress. 

In the entire area, the b-imperfect serves as a verbal marker. In Damascene 
Arabic, it indicates an intended future and is also used for assumptions, general 
facts and present actions. In combination with the b-prefix, the first person sin­
gular of the imperfect becomes baktob, the first person plural mnaktob. We 
have seen above that in the North Syrian dialects the prefix of the first person 
singular has -a- instead of -i- > -a-. The continuous aspect marker is 'am, some­
times combined with b-i the expected future is expressed with the marker 
1ah(a), rah(a) . The verbal paradigm is as in Table IO. r .  

katab 
kat bet 
katabt 
katabti 
katabt 

katabu 

katabtu 

katabna 

yaktob 
taktob 
taktob 
taktbi 
'aktob 

yaktbu 

taktbu 

naktob 

Table IO. I The verbal paradigm in Damascene Arabic. 

Text 3: Damascene Syrian Arabic (after Grotzfeld I965 :  I 30 ) 
I .  1a-mhki-1ak 'a$$ at hayati man wa't 

1i kant bant 
2. ba1-'awwa1 'ana, wa't 1i kant zgiie, 

kan iasmi (j'if ktii, dayman 'ana 
4-'ife 

3 .  'iim Wa$af-Ji 1-})akim Samm a1-hawa, 
ma 'a'der riih 'a1-madrase ktir 

4· ba'den fi 'ali h.a1 b-iaba1 Labnan, 
h. uri, 'am 'a1: 1azam triihi 1a­
hunike, tgayyri hawa, ta"di-1ek, 1a­
'anno 1-hakim mana' 'annek triihi 
'a1-madrase 

5 .  hunik hanne fa thin madrase, w­
'andon $abyiin w-baniit ba1-
madrase 

I .  Let us tell you the story of my life 
from the time I was a girl. 

2 .  At first, at the time when I was 
young, my body was very weak, al­
ways I was weak. 

3. Then, the doctor prescribed me fresh 
air, I couldn't go to school very much. 

4· Afterwards, I have an uncle in the 
Mount Lebanon, a priest, he said: 
'You must go there, change the air, 
you'll stay, because the doctor has 
forbidden you to go to school. 

5 .  There, they have opened a school, 
and they have boys and girls in the 
school'. 

Text 4: Lebanese Arabic (Bismizzin) (after Jiha I 964: 90 ) 
I .  ktin fi marra biz-zamtin hurmi 

'umra sab'in sini badda titiawwaz, 
tifrbni 

I .  Once upon a time there was a 
woman whose age was seventy 
years, who wanted to marry, [but 
she was] without a penny. 
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2 .  s(lfit sabb 'a zwa'a, 'hl: baddi 
'(lh.du, kif baddi 'i'mil ta '(lh.du� 

3 ·  shr triih tiib huwwhra ttammil 
wi-thutt bi-has-sandii', 'asr tna'sar 
yawm t' abbi bi-has-sandii' ta shr 
yitla' 'inthrayn 

4· h.allit is-sah.s il bithubbu ta 
yumru', 'hlitlu: 'm(ll ma'riif hdhf 
ma'i has-sandii'! 

5 .  f(lt has-sah.'dS yharrik bi-has­
sandii', ma fi yharrik is-sandii' 

6. 'alia: t'Il as fU 'hlitlu: yi tu'burni ya 
habibi, fi sighti w-hhi(lti 

2. She saw a young man to her taste 
and said: 'I want to take him, what 
can I do in order to take him?' 

3· She went and brought white earth, 
which she kneaded, and put it in 
this trunk, ten, twelve days she filled 
the trunk, until it became two intiir. 

4· She waited until the man whom she 
loved came by, and said to him: 'Do 
me a favour, move this trunk with 
me! '  

5 .  This man began to  move this trunk, 
he was unable to move the trunk. 

6 .  He said to her: 'Heavy! What is in it?' 
She said to him: 'May you bury me, 
my dear! [i.e. May you live longer 
than me! ]  In it are my jewels and my 
things. '  

1 0 . 3  MESOPOTAMIAN DIALECTS 

Although many of the details about the arabicisation of this area are still ob­
scure, we know that it took place in two stages. During the early decades of the 
Arab conquests, urban varieties of Arabic sprang up around the military centres 
founded by the invaders, such as Ba!?ra and Kufa. Later, a second layer of Bedouin 
dialects of tribes that migrated from the peninsula was laid over this first layer 
of urban dialects. Since Blanc's ( 1 964) study of the dialects of Baghdad, it has 
become customary to regard all dialects of Greater Mesopotamia as belonging to 
one dialect area. Blanc found that in Baghdad there were three communal dia­
lects, i.e. dialects connected with religious communities: Muslim Bagdadi, 
Christian Bagdadi and Jewish Bagdadi. He concluded that Muslim Bagdadi be­
longed to one layer of the Mesopotamian dialect map, Christian and Jewish 
Bagdadi to another, and indicated them with the terms q'dltu and gilit, respec­
tively, after their reflex of the Classical Arabic qultu 'I have said'. These two 
varieties were found to be present all over Mesopotamia in a rather complicated 
pattern of distribution, illustrated in Table 10.2 (Blanc 1 964: 6; Jastrow 1973 :  1 ) : 

Lower Iraq 
Upper Iraq 
Anatolia 

Muslims 
non-sedentary sedentary 

gilit 
gilit 
gilit 

gilit 
q'dltu 
q'dltu 

Table 10.2 The distribution of gilit and q'dltu dialects. 

non-Muslims 

q'dltu 
q'dltu 
q'dltu 

According to Blanc, the q'dltu dialects are a continuation of the medieval 
vernaculars that were spoken in the sedentary centres of 'Abbasid Iraq. The gilit 
dialect of the Muslims in Baghdad is probably the product of a later process of 
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bedouinisation that did not affect the speech of the Christians and the Jews in 
the city. This has led to the present-day difference along religious lines. It may 
be added that the Jewish dialect of Baghdad is not spoken in Baghdad any more, 
since most Jews left Iraq in 1 950-1 and are now settled in Israel. 

The q�ltu dialects are further classified by Jastrow ( 1 978 )  into three groups: 
Tigris dialects, Euphrates dialects and the Anatolian group (the latter will be 
dealt with below, Chapter 1 3 ) . They all exhibit the typical features of sedentary 
dialects, such as the voiceless realisation fqf or /'/ of Classical /q/; the reduction 
of the short vowels to two, /a/ and /';J/ < /if and /u/; the change of the interdentals 
into dentals (in the Christian dialect of Baghdad); the loss of the gender distinc­
tion in the second and third person plural of pronouns and verbs. All q�ltu dia­
lects are characterised by the ending of the first person singular of the perfect 
verb -tu, as in the word q�ltu. The relationship with the gilit dialects is demon­
strated by the fact that the Mesopotamian q�ltu dialects have the endings -in, 
-tin in the imperfect verb, as do the gilit dialects, e.g. in the dialect of Arbil 
y�·m�liin 'they make'. They also share with these dialects the genitive exponent 
mal and a future marker derived from rayil;J., e.g. rah.-.  The most common con­
tinuous aspect marker in the Mesopotamian q�ltu dialects is some form derived 
from qa'id 'sitting' > qa-. 

In the gilit dialects, there are three short vowels, /i/, /u/, /a/, but interestingly 
these do not continue directly the Classical vowels. The vowel /a/ has been pre­
served in closed syllables, but in open syllables it has changed into /i/ or /u/, 
depending on the environment, e.g. simac < samak 'fish' as against bw; al < baffal 
'onion'. The short /i/ and /u/ have been preserved only in some environments, 
whereas in others they are both represented by either /i/ or /u/, e.g. h.amud < 

h. amid ' sour', as against gilit < qultu 'I said'. In the gilit dialects, the interdentals 
have been preserved, and the reflex of both /d/ and /Q/ is realised accordingly as /Q. 

Characteristic of all 'Iraqi dialects is the conditioned affrication of both fq/ > 

/g/ and /k/ near front vowels (possibly a Bedouin feature; cf. above, p. 149 ); in the 
Muslim dialect of Baghdad, however, only /k/ is affricated, e.g. can < kana as 
against yikiin < yakiinu. In the pronominal suffix of the second person singular, 
this leads to a distinction between masculine -{ a)k and feminine -{i)c, e.g. betak 
as against betic 'your house'. 

Where the q�ltu dialects usually preserve consonant clusters -CC at the end 
of the word, the gilit dialects insert an epenthetic vowel, i or u depending on the 
environment, e.g. calib < kalb 'dog', galub < qalb 'heart', and in the keyword for 
these dialects gilit < qultu. In consonant clusters -CCC-, an epenthetic vowel is 
inserted after the first consonant, e.g. yucJrubiin > yucJrbiin > yucJurbiin 'they 
hit'. The verbal paradigm of the Muslim dialect of Baghdad illustrates this phe­
nomenon, as shown in Table 10.3 . 

kitab 
kitbat 
kitdbit 
kitabti 
kitabit 

kitbaw 

kitabtu 

kitabna 

yiktib 
tiktib 
tiktib 
tikitbin 
'aktib 

Table 10.3 The verbal paradigm of Muslim Bagdadi. 

yikitbiin 

tikitbiin 

niktib 
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In the verbal inflection, the Classical Arabic type of perfect verb fa' al has 
developed in accordance with the vowel rule given above into fi' al or fu' al de­
pending on the environment, e.g. <Jurab as against sima'. In the inflection of the 
verb, the endings of the weak and the strong verbs have been levelled to a large 
degree. In some cases, this has led to the introduction of weak endings in the 
strong verb, as in many Bedouin dialects, e.g. <Jurbaw 'they hit', kitbaw 'they 
wrote', in which the ending -aw is derived from the inflection of the weak verb, 
c£. bieaw 'they cried'. Some of the qgJtu dialects go even further in this direction 
and eliminate completely the distinction between weak and strong verbs (c£. 
above, p. r oo) .  In the Muslim dialect of Baghdad, the continuous aspect marker 
is da-, the future marker ral;I-, as in most Mesopotamian dialects. The participle 
is used for the perfective aspect (as in Uzbekistan Arabic), for instance in the 
Muslim dialect of Baghdad wen <Jamm ifJusak 'where did you put your money?' 

Of special interest are the dialects spoken in the Iranian province of Khuzestan 
(called in Arabic 'Arabistan). Although the political developments of the last few 
decades have turned this area into a linguistic enclave, relations between the 
Arabs living there and their co-tribesmen in Iraq have never been completely 
disrupted. The Bedouin dialects in this region continue the Arabian dialect area 
(p. I 48 ), but the sedentary dialects closely resemble the gilit dialects of Mesopo­
tamia, in particular the dialects around Ba�ra. As may be expected, the Arabic 
dialects of Khuzestan use many Persian loans, many of them in the administra­
tive domain (e.g. danisgah < Persian danesgah 'university'; 'rdara < Persian edare 
'office'), but also frequent words, such as hassrt < Persian hast 'there is, there are'; 
hie < Persian hie 'nothing'. In the morphology, the presence of a clitic interroga­
tive -man 'what, who' maybe noted, as in sifrt-man 'who didyou see? '; trid tistrri­
man 'which do you want to buy?' In some verbal forms, especially before pro­
nominal suffixes, a suffix -an occurs, e.g. 'asufan 'I see'; 'ahdanha 'I shall take her'. 

Text s :  Jewish Arabic from 'Aqra (after Jastrow I 990: I 66-y ) 

1 .  nzawag malna, ida wel;J.gd kar-rad 
fad bgnt, ngl;J.ne 'gddna ma kan aku 
ygmsi ma' a, yggi, ygmsi, la' 

2. bass kan araha faz-zaye, zaytayn, 
kan tiqglJa, kurrid nggi ngtJgbki, 
mgn gmmki w-abuki 

3 .  hiya tgqglJu . . .  ida hiya kan tgskim, 
hiya kangt raQ.ye, kan ygmsawn 
'gnd gmma w-abuwa, gmmu w­
abuhu, w-9h.tu, w-h.awatu flan 
ygmsawn, yg'mgJun kavod, 
yg'mgJun qadgr wel;J.gd san ellah. 

4· ygmsawn 'gnd gmma w-abuwa, 
ygqglJuJgm kurrid b9ntk9m, 
tg'taw-na san abgnna, abgnna 
kirida, w-bgntkgm-gs kutridu 

I .  Our wedding, when somebody 
loved a girl, it was not the case with 
us that he could go out with her, 
come and go, no. 

2. But when he had seen her once, 
twice, he told her: 'We want to 
come and ask for your hand, from 
your mother and father'. 

3 .  She told him . . .  if she agreed, they 
went to her mother and father, his 
mother and father and his sister or 
sisters went, they honoured them, 
they paid each other respect. 

4· They went to her mother and father, 
and told them: 'We want you to 
give your daughter to our son, our 
son loves her and your daughter 
loves him, too'. 
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Text 6:  Khuzestan Arabic (Khorramshahr)(after Ingham I973 :  5 so )  

I .  haJmeJtim S]()n Iysawwiina! 
2. 'ala sati mat.al satt fand maktin 

1dgU.m dgi$$1ak Iss a' af 

3 · 'Illlil$ mala dgi$$a 'awwal 
4· hannoba dnabb1c IlWI})da yamm 

I.tt.tinya ]amman ma $$ir bee mit.l 
Ill.;zi$$ 

5 .  IlZ;zi$$ mat.al mmlmadda ti$' ad 
Issimac YI$' ad u mm ymZil had. a 
ss1mac yqitjda bhad.a bilmelam 

r .  This fishtrap, how do they make it? 
2. On the bank of for instance a river, 

a place, you stand and cut off for 
yourself the palm fronds. 

3 .  You cut off their leaves first. 
4· Then you fix one beside the other so 

that it becomes like this, like a wo­
ven garden fence. 

5 .  Then for instance when the high 
tide comes, the fish come up, and 
when the fish go down it catches 
them with the fishtrap. 

I 0 . 4 EGYPTIAN DIALECTS 

The early stages of the arabicisation of Egypt took place right at the beginning of 
the conquests. After the military conquest of the country and the establishment 
of a military camp at Fustat, the urban population in Lower Egypt soon aban­
doned Coptic and adopted the new language. In the countryside and in Upper 
Egypt, the linguistic situation did not change for quite some time, and the 
arabicisation of this area was much more gradual than that of Lower Egypt. This 
part of the country was arabicised in the course of three centuries by Bedouin 
tribes that continued to immigrate from the Arabian peninsula to the west. 

From Egypt, the Arabic language was brought along the Nile to the south, 
into Sudan and Chad. In the middle of the third/ninth century, the Arab tribes 
of Rabi'a and Guhayna in Upper Egypt pressed on southwards and steadily in­
vaded the lands of Beja and Nubia. The present-day Arabic-speaking nomads in 
Sudan claim descendance from the tribe of Guhayna, whereas the sedentary 
population in the Sudan call themselves Ga'aliyyiin, after an alleged 'Abbasid 
scion, Ga'al. In all probability, they are Nubians who were arabicised at an early 
stage, right after the conquest of Egypt and before the Bedouin migration. 

Some of the Arabic varieties in Central and West Africa must have arisen in 
the course of expansion westwards of the Arab tribes in Sudan. The Arabs called 
the transcontinental savannah belt lying between the Sahara desert and the forest 
of Central Africa biltid as-Siidtin 'lands of the Blacks'. Along this belt, which 
stretches from Sudan through the Central African Republic, Chad and 
Cameroon to Nigeria, Arabic and Islam were brought to West Africa, and during 
this expansion some of the Chadian Arabic dialects and the Arabic of Nigeria 
arose (see Map I0.2) .  The latter is spoken in the north-east of Nigeria in the 
province of Bomu by approximately 2oo,ooo people, who are usually called Shuwa 
by their neighbours, but who call themselves Arabs. They probably arrived here 
from the east in the second half of the fourteenth century. All dialects in the 
savannah belt are Bedouin dialects and belong to what has been called the 
baggara culture, i.e. the culture of cow-raising nomads who headed the migratory 
movement from east to west. Although much is still unknown about the Central 
African varieties of Arabic, it is clear that there are many common features linking 
Nigerian Arabic, Chadian Arabic and Sudanic Arabic, as Owens ( I  99 3 )  has shown. 
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Within Egypt, the following dialect groups are usually distinguished: 

• the dialects of the Delta; a further division is made between the Eastern 
dialects in the Sarqiyya and the Western Delta dialects; in some re­
spects the latter constitute the link between Egyptian Arabic and the 
dialects of the Maghreb, for instance in the use of ni-. . . -u for the first 
person plural of the imperfect in some of these dialects (cf. above, p. 
1 34) .  

• the dialect of Cairo. 
• the Middle Egyptian dialects (from Gizeh to Asyiit). 
• the Upper Egyptian dialects (from Asyflt to the south); these are subdi­

vided into four groups: the dialects between Asyflt and Nag Hammadi; 
the dialects between Nag Hammadi and Qena; the dialects between 
Qena and Luxor; and the dialects between Luxor and Esna. 

Until recently, only the Cairene dialect had been studied relatively well. Yet, 
in spite of the wealth of information about the dialect of the capital, its history 
and its formative period are still unclear. If one compares the present-day dialect 
of the capital with descriptions of 'Egyptian' (i.e. Cairene) from the nineteenth 
century and with dialect texts from that period, it turns out that there is a 
considerable difference. Cairene from that period exhibits a number of features 
that have disappeared from the modern dialect, e.g. the passive with the prefix 
in- instead of it-; the pausal 'imiila -e instead of the modern ending -a; the form 
of the pronominal suffix of the third person singular masculine in forms such as 
mii safuhs 'they did not see him' instead of modern mii safuhus, as well as a 
number of lexical items, most striking among which is mara, which used to 
mean 'woman' and did not have the modern connotation of 'woman of ill re­
pute, slut' .  Features such as these are still found in the rural dialects, although 
not all are connected to the same dialect region. 

According to Woidich ( 1 994), the Cairene dialect of today must be regarded as 
a mixed dialect whose formative period was the second half of the nineteenth 
century, when there was an enormous influx of people from the countryside. As 
a result of this immigration, a number of features that until then had been 
current in the capital came to be stigmatised because they were identified with 
the low-prestige rural dialects of the new inhabitants. This process of stigmati­
sation remained operative in the twentieth century. In the movies of the 1 920s 
and 1 930s, the elite frequently use forms that nowadays would be regarded as 
vulgar, for instance the plural ending of verbs in -um, which is now restricted in 
educated Cairene speech to the verb 'to come' (gum 'they came'), but in the poor 
quarters of Cairo can still be heard in other verbs. Another example is that of the 
interrogative adjective anho 'which? ', which in educated speech has been 
replaced by ayy under the influence of the standard language. The process of 
mixing of dialects in the nineteenth century not only led to the disappearance 
and stigrnatisation of rural forms but also to the emergence of completely new 
forms as a result of hyperurbanisation and overgeneralisation, for instance in 
the case of the loss of the pausal 'imiila. 

With the growing influence of the mass media, Cairene speech has spread all 
over the country. This prestige of the speech of the capital is not a recent 
phenomenon. We have seen in Chapter 9 (p. 1 38 )  that on dialect maps of the 
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Map 10.2 Arab tribes in the Central African baggara belt (after Owens 1993 :  17 )  

Delta the historical influence of  Cairene Egyptian can still be traced following 
the ancient trade route that led from Cairo to the old port of Damietta (Dumyat) 
in the Central Delta along the eastern branches of the Nile. 

Egyptians themselves usually call all southern varieties of Egyptian Sa'Idi, in 
contrast with the prestige dialect of Cairo. One of the distinctive markers 
between the two groups is the realisation of Classical Jqf and /g/: in Cairene 
Arabic these are realised as /'/ and /g/, while in Upper Egypt they are pro­
nounced as /g/ and /g/ (or JgY / or even /d/). Another distinctive feature between 
the dialects of Cairo and some Delta dialects, on the one hand, and the Upper 
Egyptian dialects, on the other, is the system of stress assignment. In Cairene 
Arabic and in the Delta, the last heavy syllable (i.e. a syllable containing a long 
vowel and ending in a consonant or a syllable ending in two consonants) is 
stressed, e.g. ma'�dm 'invited', mafam 'restaurant', binti 'my daughter'. When 
this syllable is followed by more than one vowel, the vowel immediately fol­
lowing it is stressed, e.g. madrasa 'school', bintaha 'her daughter'. When there 
is no heavy syllable, the first vowel is stressed, e.g. bar aka 'blessing'. This stress 
system is often called the madrasa type, which contrasts with the madrasa type 
of the Egyptian dialects south of Cairo. A long vowel before the stress is short­
ened, e.g. tillib 'student', but feminine taliba; singular ma'zd.m 'invited', but 
plural ma'zumtn. Unstressed i/u before or after stress are elided, unless they are 
word-final, thus: 'ilrif 'knowing', but feminine 'arfa, plural 'arfin. 

The dialects of the western parts of Egypt form the boundary with the dialects 
of the Maghreb, not only in the Delta, but also in the western oases. The dialects 
of the latter (Farafra, Bahariyya, Dahla and Harga) are not very well known. Since 
they exhibit some West Arabic traits, it has been surmised that they are in some 
way related to the Arabic dialects of the Maghreb group. In Farafra, for instance, 
/t/ is pronounced affricated [t5], as in many Maghreb dialects. Both in Farafra and 
in Bahariyya, we find the typical pronominal suffixes for the first person of the 
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imperfect verb (niktib/niktibuL that are usually regarded as the hallmark of 
Maghreb dialects. Besides, there are lexical similarities, e.g. the verb dar/ydii 'to 
make, to do'. On the whole, however, the dialects of the oases seem to be much 
more related to the dialects of the Nile valley, especially the Middle Egyptian 
dialects. We have seen above (Chapter 9) that the structure of these dialects was 
the result of dialect contact. Originally, the inhabitants of the oases came from 
the Nile valley, and some of the features of their dialects may be regarded as 
archaic traits that were once present in the Middle Egyptian dialects but dis­
appeared from them as a result of innovations. In the periphery, these traits 
remained and were not replaced by the later innovations. The features which 
these dialects have in common with the Maghreb dialects were probably intro­
duced by later invading Bedouin from the west, in particular the Banu Sulaym on 
their migrations back east. During this process, too, the oasis of Siwa received its 
Berber dialect: it is the only place in Egypt where Berber is spoken. 

In the Sarqiyya (Eastern Delta) and the Sinai, various Bedouin dialects are 
spoken. Recent research (de Jong 1 996) has shown that some of the dialects in 
the Northern Sinai belong to the group of the Sarqiyya, whereas the dialects in 
the Eastern Sinai continue the Bedouin dialects of the Negev. Both groups are 
related to the dialects of North Arabia (cf. above, p. 148 ), most of them having 
arrived here in the first centuries of Islam, some perhaps even before the Islamic 
conquests. 

In spite of the numerous differences, there are some common traits distin­
guishing the Egyptian Arabic dialects in Egypt from other dialect groups. All 
Egyptian dialects preserve the three short vowels of Classical Arabic, but /i/, /u/ 
are elided in open and unstressed syllables. There are five long vowels (/a/, /i/, 
/u/, /e/, /0/), which are shortened in unstressed position, in Cairo even in 
stressed position before two consonants, as in the form 'arfa mentioned above. 
Consonant clusters are treated differently in the various dialect groups; in 
Cairene Arabic in a cluster -CCC-, an epenthetic vowel is inserted before the 
third consonant, e.g. i�-�abt tayyib 'patience is good'. Historically, the epenthetic 
vowel sometimes received stress in accordance with the stress rules of Egyptian 
Arabic, as for instance in the verbal form yiktibu < yikfbu < yiktbu < yiktibu. 

The position of the demonstratives and the interrogatives in Egyptian Arabic 
is characteristic of this dialect, as well as of the related Sudanese Arabic 
dialects. The demonstratives for the near-deixis in the Egyptian dialects are 
variants of Cairene da, di, dol, and always occur in postposition, e.g. (Cairene) 
ir-rtlgil da 'this man', il-fellah.In dol 'these peasants', sometimes even clitically 
as in innaharda 'today'. The position of the interrogatives is remarkable, too: 
whereas most Arabic dialects front the interrogatives, in Egyptian the interroga­
tive retains its structural position in the sentence, e.g. suff min 'whom did you 
see?'; 'alullak 'e� 'what did they tell you?' As an explanation for this phenom­
enon, Coptic substrata! influence has been invoked (cf. above, p. 106 ) .  

In all Egyptian dialects, the imperfect has modal meaning; combined with an 
aspect marker bi- (Cairo, Delta) it expresses continuous or habitual aspect, com­
bined with h.a- it expresses future tense. The participle is an integral part of the 
verbal system. In a few verbs of perception or movement, it has present or future 
meaning, e.g. ana sayfo 'I see him (now)' (contrasting with ana basufo kull yam 
'I see him every day'); in the other verbs it has resultative meaning, e.g. ana 
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wakil 'I have eaten, I am satisfied'. The verbal paradigm of Cairene is as in Table 
I0-4. 

katab katabu yiktib yiktibu 
katabit tiktib 
katabt katabtu tiktib tiktibu 
katabti tiktibi 
katabt katabna 'aktib niktib 

Table I0-4 The verbal paradigm in Cairene Arabic. 

Text y: C;1irene (after Woidich I 990: 3 37 )  

I .  ihna fi 1-'id safirna yomen wi­
ba'den lamma rgi'na kunna 
ma'zumin 'ala 1-gada, :rabi' yam il­
'id, 'and; h.alti 

2 .  fa-ruhna 'ana w-gOzi icj.-cj.uhi ta'riban 
is-sa' a talata, wi-sta 'biltma ba' a 
sti'bal gamil giddan, bi-t-tirhab 
ba'a wi-'ahlan wi-sahlan wi-'anis­
tiina wi-sanaftuna wi-1-bet nawwa:r 

3· huwwa kida dayman, il-'a'ilat il­
ma$riyya thibbi t'iil kalimat kitir 
'awi li-t-tahiyya ya'ni 

4· il-muhimmi 'a'adna natabadal 
ba'a kalimat it-tarhib diyyat li­
gayit lamma h.alti ya'ni hacJ.cj.arit­
lina 1-gada 

I .  During the feast we travelled two 
days and after that when we returned 
we were invited for dinner, the 
fourth day of the feast, at my aunt's. 

2. We went, my husband and I, in the 
afternoon around three o'clock, and 
they received us, a very beautiful re­
ception, with welcome and 'hello' 
and 'you have made us happy' and 
'you have honoured us' and 'may the 
house be illuminated'. 

3 ·  It is always like that, Egyptian 
families love to say very many 
words, in greeting, that is. 

4· The important thing is, we ex­
changed those words of welcome 
until my aunt brought us dinner. 

Text 8: Upper Egyptian (id-Dalawiyya) (after Behnstedt and Woidich I 988:  I 68 )  

I .  kan fi :radii $a'idi, w habb iziir 
innabi 

2. fa lamma :rah iziir innabiy, ta:rak 
filbet ibnuw, wu 1' abde, w ma:ratu 

3· w ta:rak im'ahum farriide 
4· fa lamma ta:rak ilfarriide, fyom 

t' abb :radii takriini, saha:r ibma:ratu, 
wgawwaha 

5 .  ittakriini da, $a'idi, ittakriini mi$­
$a'id min gibli gawi 

6. innama nadil da grayyib swayye, 
ger du]<.ha 

I .  There was a man from Upper Egypt 
and he wished to visit the prophet. 

2. Arid when he went to visit the 
prophet, he left at home his son, and 
his servant and his wife. 

3 .  Arid he left with them a chicken. 
4· Arid when he left the chicken, one 

day a Sudanese sorcerer came, be­
witched his wife and made her fall 
in love with him. 

5 .  This sorcerer was an Upper Egyp­
tian, the sorcerer came from Upper 
Egypt, from the deep South. 

6. But this man was somewhat from 
the North, not like that one. 



THE ARABIC LANGUAGE 

7 .  fa lamma sah.arlhe, giwitu, w 
giwfhe 

8 .  fa da fyom w gallha: ih.na 'ayzin 
nidbah.u lfarriide 

7. And when he bewitched her, she 
fell in love with him, and he fell in 
love with her. 

8 .  And he (came) one day and said to 
her: 'We want to slaughter the 
chicken'. 

I 0 .  5 MAGHREB DIALECTS 

In no other area of the Arabophone world has there been such a marked separa­
tion in time between the two stages of arabicisation. During the Arab conquests 
in the second half of the seventh century, the sedentary areas of North Africa 
were overrun by a relatively small group of invaders who settled mostly in exist­
ing urban centres, or in some cases in newly-established military camps, 
whence the new, urban varieties of Arabic were spread over the surrounding 
area. Some of the Jewish varieties of Arabic in North Africa go back to this early 
period, such as the Jewish Arabic of Tunis and Algiers. The greater part of the 
countryside remained entirely Berber-speaking. The second stage of 
arabicisation took place centuries later in the course of the invasion by the Banu 
Hilal (tenth and eleventh centuries; cf. above, p. 96 ) .  During this stage, the Ara­
bic language reached the countryside and the nomadic areas of North Africa, 
although it never managed to oust the Berber language completely (cf. above, p. 
96, and see Map ro.3 ) .  

The group of the Maghreb dialects includes the dialects of Mauritania 
(lfassaniyya), Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya. In the literature, the dia­
lects belonging to the two stages are often referred to as pre-Hilali and Hilali 
dialects, respectively. All pre-Hilali dialects are sedentary dialects, spoken in 
cities and in those areas outside the cities that were arabicised early on, such as 
the Tunisian Sahel, and the regions north of some of the large urban centres, 
Constantine, Tlemcen and Fes. Usually two groups are distinguished: 

• the Eastern pre-Hilali dialects, spoken in Libya, Tunisia and eastern 
Algeria; these dialects are characterised by the preservation of the three 
short vowels. 

• the Western dialects of the pre-Hilali group, spoken in western Algeria 
and Morocco; these have only two short vowels and have developed an 
indefinite article from the Classical Arabic numeral wa})id, e.g. in Mo­
roccan Arabic wah.d �1-rnra 'a woman', always used in combination 
with the definite article, possibly in analogy to the construction of the 
demonstrative with the article. 

The Bedouin dialects of North Africa represent the Hilali dialects; they are 
divided into the Sulaym in the East (Libya and southern Tunisia), the Eastern 
Hilal (central Tunisia and eastern Algeria), the Central Hilal (south and central 
Algeria, especially in the border areas of the Sahara) and the Ma'qil (western 
Algeria and Morocco) .  One group from the Ma'qil confederation, the Banu 
I:Iassan, settled in Mauritania, where the local dialect is still known under the 
name of I:Iassaniyya (see below, p. r 67 ) .  Bedouin dialects are spoken not only in 
the rural areas, but also in some of the cities that were bedouinised at a later 
stage, for instance Tripoli. 
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Libya is largely Bedouin-speaking; even the sedentary dialects of the urban 
centres such as Tripoli have been influenced by Bedouin speech. Tunisia is a 
transitional zone; its Bedouin dialects are related to those in Libya. Algeria is 
heterogeneous: in the Constantinois, both Bedouin and sedentary dialects are 
spoken, and this area is linked with Tunisia and with the Algerois; the Algerois 
is predominantly Bedouin; the Oranais has one important sedentary centre in 
Tlemcen, while the rest is Bedouin-speaking. In Morocco, Bedouin dialects are 
spoken in the plains and in recently-founded cities such as Casablanca; for the 
sedentary dialects, Rabat and Fes are the most important centres. In Mauritania, 
as we have seen, a Bedouin dialect is spoken. The dialect that was spoken in 
Spain (al-'Andalus) during the period of Islamic domination belonged to the 
Maghreb dialects, and so does the language of the linguistic enclave of Malta, 
which was conquered from Tunisia (cf. below, Chapter 1 3, p. 209 ). 

The long coexistence between Arabic and Berber that is continued in the 
present countries of North Africa has marked these dialects (cf. p. 1 04). There 
has been a lot of discussion about the degree of interference in the Maghreb 
dialects, but the presence of loanwords from Berber is unmistakable, some­
times even in the use of certain nominal patterns. Of the latter, the pattern 
taf'a"al'dt is the most frequent; it serves to indicate professional activities, e.g. 
tah.'CJbbaz'CJt 'the profession of a baker'. The I:Iassaniyya dialect in particular has 
taken over a large number of Berber words, some of them together with their 
original plurals, e.g. iirtlgtli/iirwtJ.gii 'man', ad.rtir/Id.rtir'dn 'mountain', ttimiirt/ 
timiirtlt'CJn 'acacia forest', with the typically Berber prefixes ii-/ti- (masculine) 
and tti-/ti- (feminine) .  

In spite of the linguistic diversity of North Africa, it may be regarded as  one 
dialect area because of the common features shared by these dialects, which set 
them apart from the rest of the Arabophone world. There is one morphological 
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feature in the verbal system that has served to classify the Maghreb dialects as 
one group: the prefix n- for the first person singular in the imperfect verb (cf. 
above, Chapter 9, p. r 34), for instance Moroccan Arabic n'dkt'db 'I write' fnk'dtbu 
'we write'. The boundary between the n- dialects and the Eastern dialects lies 
somewhere in western Egypt (cf. above, p. 1 37 ) .  

All Maghreb dialects (except the Eastern sedentary dialects) have a very sim­
ple vowel system, with only two short vowels, /;}/ ( < /a/ and /i/) and /u/, and 
three long vowels, /a/, /I/, /u/. In the dialect of Cherchell, this development has 
gone even further, with only one short vowel remaining. 

Another striking feature in the phonology of all Maghreb dialects is the stress 
shift in words of the form fa' al, which among other things function as perfect 
verbs. Assuming that the original primary stress was on the penultimate, we 
may reconstruct the development as follows: katab > katab > kt'db 'to write', 
and likewise ib'dl < gabal 'mountain', 'r'db < 'arab 'Arabs', with elision of the 
short unstressed vowel. The only Maghreb dialect that has not undergone the 
stress shift is Maltese (cf. Maltese kiteb, gibel 'stone, hill [in place names]', both 
with stress on the penultimate) .  

With regard to syllable structure, many Maghreb dialects have undergone a 
restructuring in sequences of the type CvCC, which was changed to CCvC, for 
instance in qabr > qb'dJ 'grave'; saqf > sq'df 'roof' . Since in many dialects there is 
a constraint against short vowels in open syllables, when such a sequence is 
followed by a vocalic ending the vowel 'jumps' back one position, e.g. *kt'db'dt > 

k'dtb'dt 'she wrote'; *hm'd:ra > b'dm:ra 'red [feminine]. The constraint against 
short vowels in open syllables also operates in forms such as the second person 
plural of the imperfect verb, *t'dkt'db-u 'you [plural] write'; in Moroccan Arabic 
this becomes tk'dtb-u. In other Maghreb dialects, the outcome of this rule is 
different. Some of them, such as the dialect of the Muslims of Tunis, elide the 
vowel ( t'dktbu), or reduplicate the first radical, such as the dialect of the Mus­
lims of Algiers (y'dkkatbu); other dialects have chosen still other solutions 
(yakk'dtbu, tak'dtbu, yekatbu, yik'dtbu; cf. Fischer and Jastrow 1 980: 2 54-6) .  The 
verbal paradigm of Moroccan Arabic demonstrates the effects of the phenomena 
mentioned above, as shown in Table ro. s .  

k'dtbu yk'dtbu 

kt'dbti kt'dbtiw tk'dtbu 
tk'dtbi 

kt'dbt kt'dbna nk'dtbu 

Table ro . s  The verbal paradigm of Moroccan Arabic. 

The system of derived measures has achieved a greater symmetry in the 
Maghreb than in the Eastern Arabic dialects. In Moroccan Arabic, for instance, 
the most frequent derived measures are the second measure ( ''dll'dm 'to teach'), 
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the third measure (qat9l 'to fight') and the eighth measure ( stg9l or stag9l 'to 
work' ) . From all measures, including the stem verb, a passive may be derived in 
t-, tt- or n-. Most Moroccan dialects have tt-, e.g. tt9kt9b 'to be written', ttsaf 'to 
be seen', tt9qra 'to be recited', from the verbs kt9b, saf, qra. Passives with 
n- occur mostly in the north and in Jewish varieties of Arabic. In some dialects, 
a wide variety of combinations occurs, for instance in the dialect of Skura tt-, 
n-, tt9n-, ttn9-, so that various forms have variants, e.g. ttn9kt9b/tt9kt9b 'to 
be written', tt9SS91).s9njn9ss91;Is9n/ttn9ss91).s9n 'to be approved' (Classical 
istal;Isana). 

The origin of these new passive formations is disputed. Since they occur in 
the stem verb as well, they must be new dialectal formations, possibly on the 
analogy of the Classical Arabic fifth measure tafa" ala in the case of the t- forms, 
and from the Classical Arabic seventh measure infa'ala in the case of the n­
forms. But it has also been proposed that these forms represent earlier Semitic 
categories, since a similar t- form occurs in Ethiopic and Aramaic. There may 
also be a connection with the Berber passive formation in t-, as Aguade ( 1 99 5 :  
6 6 )  suggests. 

A special position is taken up by the I:Iassaniyya dialect of Mauritania. It has 
all the characteristic features of a Bedouin dialect, but apart from that we find 
here a series of unique innovations. In the phonological system, the dialect has 
a voiced /v/ that continues the Classical Arabic /f/, e.g. vil < fil 'elephant', tovla 
'girl'. The voiceless /f/ is restricted to certain environments: it occurs before a 
voiceless consonant, e.g. fs9d 'it was corrupted', in gemination, e.g. wiiffii 'he 
terminated', and at the end of a word, e.g. 'raf 'he knew'. Both consonants have 
an emphatic allophone in certain environments, just like most of the other con­
sonants. As in all Arabic dialects, the two Classical phonemes /Q./ and /d/ have 
merged, and since the dialect is a Bedouin dialect the resulting phoneme is inter­
dental, /d/. But in a number of words there is a phoneme /Q./ as the reflex of 
Classical /d/, e.g. qticj.i 'judge', ramac}.an 'Ramadan'. These examples could be 
regarded as borrowings from the Classical language, but other words such as 
vac}.l < fac}.l 'favour', mrocJ < maric}.a 'he became ill' seem to be original dialect 
words. In that case, I:Iassaniyya would be the only Western dialect to preserve 
traces of the original distinction. A third interesting feature is the presence of 
truee palatalised phonemes, /tY /, jdY /, /fi./ in a small number of words, most of 
them of Berber origin. Their phonemic status cannot be doubted, but their role 
in the language is minimal. Examples include kiiwktY iim 'to strike with the fist', 
kandYa 'syphilis', Biiiiiiug ' [proper name]'. 

In the verbal system of I:Iassaniyya, apart from the usual derived measures 
there is a special measure with the prefix sa-, e.g. sagbiil 'he went south', 
sal;Imar 'he made red', siiktiib 'he made someone his secretary'. The most prob­
able explanation for this verbal form is a back-formation from tenth-measure 
verbs, e.g. from stiisliim 'to become a Muslim' a new form was created siisliim 
'to make a Muslim'. This new measure then spread to all verbs. Another innova­
tion is a new passive form that has developed for the second and third measure 
of the derived verb, and for the sa- forms (see Table 10 .6 ) .  An unusual feature is 
the presence of a diminutive pattern for verbs, e.g. iikiiytiib from ktiib 'to write', 
iimiiysii from msii 'to leave'. Such forms are mostly used in combination with a 
diminutive noun subject. 
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active passive 

perfect bahhar ubahhar 
'to perfume' 'to be perfumed' 

imperfect ibahhar yubahhar 

perfect glibel uglibel 
'to confront' 'to be confronted' 

imperfect iglibel yuglibel 

perfect sagbiil usagbiil 
'to go south' 'to be directed south' 

imperfect isagbiil yusagbiil 

Table I0 .6  The formation of the passive in I:Iassaniyya. 

Text 9: Moroccan Arabic (after Caubet 1 993 )  

I .  gtil-1-ha: htikda! ewa glas hna! ibad 
al-flus u-'tti-ha u-gtil-1-ha:  hna 
tgalsi! ma- tamsiw-shatta ngul-1-
kum tiiiw 'and-i 

2. msa diir wtihad-al-bra 'and-al­
ferrtin, gtil-1-u: dir al-ferran yash.on, 
yash.on bezziif, bazziif!, gtil-1-u: 
wahha! 

3· ewa 'ayyat 1-iui-d-al-bulis, gal-l­
hum: rafdu had-a$-$anduq!, rafdu 
btid-a$-$anduq u-ddaw-ah 1-al­
farran, ddaw-ah rmaw-ah f-bit-nar 

4· ewa, ya sidi, bqa ka-yttahraq hatta 
mat dak-al-'abd 

I .  He said to her: 'So? Then sit here!' He 
pulled out the money and gave it to 
her and said to her: 'You sit here! 
Don't go until I tell you: come to me!' 

2. He went to send a letter to the (at­
tendant of the) oven, and told him: 
'Heat it up, heat it up, very much! '  
He said to him: 'Alright!' 

3. Then he called two policemen, and 
told them: 'Take this box!'  They 
took this box and brought it to the 
oven, they brought it and threw it 
into the fire-place. 

4· Yes sir, it kept on burning until that 
slave died. 

Text w: I:Iassaniyya (after Cohen 1963 :  252 )  

r .  ya qeYr rkabnahom m'a $$btih man 
'and lh.ytim, madkurtinna hayya v 
zarr Aftut man tall sarg; had.a nhar, 
nhar mtin 

2 .  rkabna m'a $$btih u galna 'anna Iii 
baddtinna man ngayyalu d.ik lhayya 
vih tirwtigii gti' a$htib anna u vih 
ztid $adiqtit a$habtit arprp w alii 

I .  But we rode in the morning from the 
tents, a camp site had been men­
tioned to us near Aftut ('the large 
plain') in the north-east; this is a 
day, a long day. 

2 .  We rode in the morning and we said 
to ourselves: 'We have to take a rest 
in that camp site'. In it were men 
that were friends of ours and there 
were moreover female friends, too. 
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3 ·  rkabna m�m vamm u g9mna mhar­
rkin; hma 9nnhar; hada va'gab 
9��ayf, 9nnharat mahom hamyin 
ya qeYr 9Ssams hayya 

4· mneYn hma 9'lina 9nnhar, br9k 
aw�ayrit, mnayn bmk tbar9kna 
m'ah u gam 

3 .  We rode from there and we got 
moving; the day became hot; it was 
the end of the summer, the days 
were not hot, but the sun was 
strong. 

4· When the day became at its hottest, 
our young animal broke down; 
when it broke down, we took care 
of it, and it stood up. 

FURTHER READING 

The most complete handbook of Arabic dialects is that of Fischer and Jastrow 
( I 98o); the progress in our knowledge of the Arabic dialects is obvious when we 
compare this handbook with the sixteen-years-older survey by Brockelmann 
( I 964) in the Handbuch der Orientalistik. Fischer and Jastrow give a general 
survey of the structure of Arabic dialects, followed by a discussion of each indi­
vidual dialect group, with sample texts of the most important dialects. There is 
a rather short historical introduction. Short introductions to the Arabic dialects 
are available in Polish (Danecki I 989)  and in Italian (Durand I995 ) .  On dialect 
atlases, see above, Chapter 9 ·  . 

A few monographs may be mentioned that concern themselves with general 
features across all dialects: Fischer ( I  9 5 9 )  on the deictic system; Janssens ( I  97 2 )  
on the stress patterns; Eksell Harning ( I 98o) on  the genitive construction; 
Czapkiewicz ( I  97 5 )  on the aspectual system. 

For each of the dialect groups mentioned in this chapter, we shall indicate the 
most important grammars, dictionaries and monographs. 

Dialects of the Arabian Peninsula 

The classification and structure of the North-east Arabian dialects is relatively 
well known, the best survey being that of Ingham ( I982); for the dialects of 
Eastern Arabia and the Gulf states, see Johnstone ( I 967 ). A reference grammar of 
Gulf Arabic is Holes ( I 990). For the Bedouin dialects outside the Arabian penin­
sula, see the older study of Cantineau ( I936,  1937 ); more recent studies are by 
Rosenhouse ( I 984, general survey), Blanc ( I 970b, the dialects of the Negev) and 
de Jong ( I 996, the dialects of the Sinai). Palva ( I 99I ) proposes a new classifica­
tion of what he calls the North-west Arabian dialects. 

About the position of the Shi'ite dialects in Bahrain, see Prochazka ( I 9 8 I ), 
Holes ( I 983,  I 984, I 987) and Al-Tajir ( I 982) .  The dialect of Oman, which is 
important because of its expansion to Zanzibar and its contacts with the 
Swahili-speaking inhabitants of East Africa, is still known primarily through 
the old description by Reinhardt ( 1 894); and see Brockett ( I 98 5 ) . 

The dialects of Central Arabia are dealt with by Prochazka ( I 988)  and Ingham 
( I982); a reference grammar of Nagdi Arabic was produced by Ingham ( I994b), 
from whom the Nagdi examples were taken. The dialects of the I:Iigaz are less 
well known; on the sedentary dialect of Mecca, see Schreiber ( I 970), Ingham 
( I 9 7 I ), Bakalla ( I 979)  and Sieny ( I 978); on the Bedouin dialects, see Toll ( I 983 ) . 
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The dialects of Yemen used to be one of the most neglected topics in Arabic 
dialect geography; apart from the older literature such as Rossi ( 1939 ), there was 
only a sketch of some of the dialect features by Diem ( 1 973b). Recent publica­
tions by Behnstedt include a dialect atlas ( 1 985 )  and a glossary ( 1 992); there are 
some monographs on individual dialects (sketch of the dialect of Sa'dah by 
Behnstedt 1 987; syntax of San'a' Arabic by Watson 1 993;  dialects of the Central 
Tihama by Greenman 1 979) .  On the whole, the situation in North Yemen has 
been studied more extensively than that in South Yemen. A learning grammar 
of San'ani Arabic was published by Watson ( 1 996) .  

Syro-Lebanese Dialects 

Syria and Lebanon are probably the best-researched dialect area in the Arab 
world. A classic article on the classification of Syrian, Lebanese and Palestinian 
dialects is Cantineau ( 1 938 ) . 

There are two books on the Syrian dialect of Damascus in the Richard Slade 
Harrell Arabic Series: a reference grammar (Cowell 1 964) and an English-Syrian 
Arabic dictionary (Stowasser and Ani 1 964). A comprehensive dictionary of 
Levantine Arabic is that of Barthelemy ( 193 5-69); a supplement was published 
by Denizeau ( 1960). The dialect of Damascus has been the subject of a detailed 
description by Grotzfeld ( 1 964), who also wrote a number of texts together with 
Bloch ( 1 964) .  A syntactic study of Damascene Arabic was published by Bloch 
( 1 9 6 5 ) . The dialect of Aleppo is described by Sabuni ( 1 980), from whom the 
examples were taken. On the dialect of the province of Hatay in Turkey, see 
Arnold ( 1 996) .  

For the Lebanese dialects, see Fleisch ( 1 97 4), a collection of dialect geographi­
cal studies. An older syntactic study of the Lebanese dialects is that of Feghali 
( 1 928) .  Individual dialects were described by El-Hajje ( 1 9 54, the dialect of 
Tripoli), Jiha ( 1 964, the dialect of Bismizzin) and Abu-Haidar ( 1 979, the dialect 
of Baskinta). The data about the isogloss of /a/ loss in unstressed syllables are to 
be found in Janssens ( 1 972: 108-14). 

For Palestine dialects, on the syntax of Palestinian Arabic see Bauer ( 1 909), 
Blau ( 1 960, the dialect of Bir Zet) and Piamenta ( 1 966) .  

For Jordanian Arabic, on the classification of the Jordanian dialects see Cleve­
land ( 1 963 )  and a sociolinguistic study by Suleiman ( 198 5 ) . 

Mesopotamian Dialects 

For the dominant dialect of Baghdad, there is a complete set of materials in the 
Richard Slade Harrell Arabic Series: reference grammar (Erwin 1 963 ), basic 
course ( 1 969)  and dictionaries (Clarity, Stowasser and Wolfe 1 964; Woodhead 
and Beene 1 967); grammatical sketch in Malaika ( 1 963 ) .  

The classic work on the communal dialects of Baghdad is  Blanc ( 1 964). Our 
main source for the q'Oltu dialects is Jastrow's two-volume study on these 
dialects, their classification and their characteristics, accompanied by a large 
collection of texts (Jastrow 1 978, 1 9 8 1 ); for a survey, see Jastrow ( 1 994). The 
same author has also published extensively on individual dialects of this group, 
for instance his study on the dialect of Mosul ( I  979)  and on the Jewish Arabic of 
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'Aqra and Arbrl ( 1 990). A study on the verbal syntax of a Mesopotamian dialect, 
the dialect of Kwayris, is by Denz ( 19 7 1 ) . For the q�ltu dialects of Anatolia, see 
Chapter 1 3, p. 224. 

On the Arabic of Khuzestan, there are three studies by Ingham ( 1973,  1 976, 
1 994a). 

Egyptian Arabic 

One of the oldest dialect grammars is that of Spitta-Bey ( I 88o) of Egyptian Ara­
bic; it represents an effort to describe the Egyptian (Cairene) dialect as it was 
actually spoken at the time. Later grammars include Tomiche ( 1 964), a refer­
ence grammar, and Mitchell ( 1 962 ), Salib ( 1 9 8 1 )  and Ahmed ( 1 98 1 ), which are 
intended as learning grammars with conversations and exercises. A complete 
course developed in the Michigan series is Abdel-Masih, Abdel-Malek and 
Badawi ( 1 978-9 ). Woidich ( 1 990) is a manual for the Egyptian dialect; because of 
its empirical basis, it contains many aspects of Cairene grammar not included 
in the reference grammars. A transformational grammar of Egyptian Arabic was 
produced by Wise ( 1 97 5 ) . On the phonology of Cairene Arabic, see Broselow 
( 1 976, 1979) .  

Monographs on individual dialects are by Woidich (e.g. 1 979, 1980, the dia­
lect of il-'Awamra; 1993 ,  the dialects of the oases ) .  On the history of Cairene 
Arabic and the formative period of this dialect, see Birkeland ( 1 9 52 ), Woidich 
( 1 994, I 99 5 )  and Woidich and Landau ( I 993 :  49-7 5 ) . A dictionary of the Cairene 
dialect was published by Badawi and Hinds ( I 986 ) .  

Sudanese Arabic is  much less well known than Egyptian Arabic; on the dia­
lect of Khartoum, see Trimingham ( I  946 ); a dictionary of colloquial Sudanese is 
by Qasim ( 1 972); there is a monograph on the Bedouin dialect of the Sukriyya by 
Reichmuth ( 1 983 ). On the Arabic of Chad, see Kaye ( 1 967 ), Roth ( I 979 ), Owens 
( I 98 5 )  and Tourneux and Zeltner ( I 986 ) .  A dictionary of Chadic Arabic is by 
Roth-Laly ( I 969 ) .  

An older study on the Arabic dialects of Central Africa is  Kampffmeyer 
( I  899 ). On the westward expansion of Arabic in the sub-Saharan region, see 
Braukamper ( I 994). On the Arabic dialect of Nigeria, see Owens ( I 993 ,  I 994); a 
dictionary of Nigerian Arabic is by Kaye ( I 982) .  

Maghrebi Dialects 

A general study of the Maghreb dialects is Ph. Marc;:ais ( I 977 ) .  Most of the avail­
able didactic materials concern the Moroccan dialect. There is a complete set of 
manuals in the Richard Slade Harrell Arabic Series: reference grammar (Harrell 
I962 ), basic course (Harrell I 96 5 )  and dictionaries (Harrell I966;  Harrell and 
Sobleman 1963 ). A complete handbook of Moroccan Arabic is Caubet ( I 993 ) .  
The Dutch-Moroccan/Moroccan-Dutch dictionary of Otten ( I  98 3 )  deserves 
special mention because of its consistent orthography, which could be regarded 
as a step towards standardisation of the dialect. This orthography is also used in 
a recent course for Moroccan Arabic in Dutch (Hoogland I 996 ) .  

Other varieties of Moroccan Arabic are described by Singer ( I 9 5 8a, 1 9 5 8b, the 
dialect of Tetouan) and Aguade and Elyaacoubi (the dialect of Skura) .  For 
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Algerian, see Ph. Marc;ais (n.d., the dialect of Djidjelli) and Grand'henry ( 1 972, 
the dialect of Cherchell). For Tunisian, see the manual by Singer ( 1 984) and 
Talmoudi ( 1 980, 1 9 8 1 ,  1 984b, the dialect of Sousse). For Libyan, there is a refer­
ence grammar of Eastern Libyan by Owens ( 1 984); on the dialect of Cyrenaica, 
see Laria ( 1 996) .  For the early history of the dialects of the Maghreb, Corriente's 
( 1 977 )  study of the Arabic dialect of al-'Andalus is an important contribution. 

Of special interest are the dialects of the Jewish communities in North Af­
rica, e.g. the dialect of the Jews of Tunis (D. Cohen 1964, 197 5 ); the dialect of the 
Jews of Algiers (M. Cohen 1 9 12 ); the dialect of Tafilalt (Heath and Bar-Asher 
1 982) .  The Bassaniyya dialect is described by D. Cohen ( 1 963 )  and Zavadovskij 
( 1 9 8 1 ); a study on this dialect was published by Taine-Cheikh ( 1 994); there is an 
extensive dictionary in course of publication by Taine-Cheikh ( 1988-). 



1 1  
The Emergence of Modern 

Standard Arabic 

I I .  I INTRODUCTION 

In I 798, Napoleon Bonaparte's brief expedition to Egypt brought this province of 
the Ottoman empire into direct contact with Western Europe. This marked the 
beginning of a period in which European culture, at first primarily from France, 
but later from England as well, began to infiltrate the Arab world. At first, the 
reception of new ideas was promoted by the government: Mul)ammad 'Ali, who 
governed Egypt from I 805 until I 848, stimulated the translation of books and 
articles from French, mostly on technical subjects, but political and cultural 
topics were also included. In this way, the concepts of the French Enlighten­
ment became part of the intellectual atmosphere of the country. The introduc­
tion of new political ideas stimulated the rise of Arab nationalism, which in the 
second half of the nineteenth century centred around the position of Arabic as 
the language of the Arab world. At the same time, the confrontation with West­
ern ideas led to a debate about the compatibility of these ideas with the tradition 
of Islam, and, on a linguistic level, about the capacity of the Arabic language to 
express the new notions. In this chapter, we shall deal with four topics: the 
position of Arabic in the nineteenth century; the adaptation of Arabic vocabu­
lary to the modern period; the reform of grammar; and the changes in the struc­
ture and phraseology of the language. 

r I .  2 THE REBIRTH OF ARABIC 

When the French conquered Egypt, the Egyptian writer al-Gabarti (d. I 82 5 ) ,  who 
witnessed the invasion, wrote an account in which he informed his compatriots 
about the political situation in Europe and the relations between the European 
nations. For the first time, political notions and institutions that were alien to 
the Islamic point of view had to be described in terms that were comprehensible 
to a Muslim audience. Throughout the nineteenth century, Arabic translators 
were active as intermediaries who attempted to express the notions of one cul­
ture in the language of the other (c£. Ayalon I 987) .  It was, for instance, hard to 
find an Arabic equivalent for the European notion of 'constitutional govern­
ment'. In some translations, 'constitutional monarchy' became a malakiyya 
muqayyada (after the French monarchie limitee), i.e. a monarchy that was lim­
ited by laws, in the Middle Eastern context almost a contradiction in terms. The 
notion of man-made laws was equally difficult to grasp. The Middle East knew 
only a religious law ( sarfa), sometimes complemented by temporary regula­
tions by the ruler (qawanin) .  For a long time, translators hesitated to use the 
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verb sarra'a for the Western concept of 'legislation', but at the end of the nine­
teenth century this became the current term for the activity of a legislative 
assembly. The term dustiir became the regular term for 'constitution'; originally 
this term had denoted a code, or a collection of laws. Once dustiir had been 
introduced as a term for the constitution, 'constitutional government' could be 
translated with l;mkiima dustiiriyya. 

It was equally hard to reproduce the idea of 'citizenship' in a society that 
consisted of a ruler and his subjects. Initially, the Arabic translators used the 
term ra'iyya 'flock, subjects' to indicate all people under a government, so that 
huqiiq ar-ra'iyya came to indicate the concept of 'civil rights'! Because of its 
connotations, this term was increasingly often avoided by the translators and 
replaced with the more neutral term sa'b 'people', for instance in combinations 
such as hukiimat as-sa'b bi-s-sa'b 'government of the people by the people' and 
$Gwt as-sa'b 'vox populi', and also in maglis as-sa'b 'people's assembly, House 
of Commons'. Only in the twentieth century, when the concept of watan 
'fatherland' had become familiar, could a term such as muwatin for 'citizen' 
gain currency (Ayalon 1 987 :  43-5 3 ) . 

The representative character of the government in many European countries 
constituted another problem for a translator wishing to explain the structure of 
European society. One of the first terms to indicate a representative was wakil, 
originally a representative of the ruler or a mandatory. At first, this was the term 
used in combinations such as wukala' ar-ra'iyya or maglis al-wukala'. At the 
end of the nineteenth century, it was replaced by nuwwab from na'ib 'replacing'. 
In some cases, the choice of terms represented a deliberate attempt on the part 
of the rulers to manipulate the ambiguity of the terminology. When the term 
siirii was introduced to indicate the institution of a parliament, this term had 
overtones of a consultative body (cf. the Ottoman me§veret), and in choosing 
this term rulers could emphasise the limited powers of the body concerned. An 
alternative term diwan had the same disadvantage - or advantage - of being 
closely connected to the sphere of influence of the ruler. In the end, the much 
vaguer term maglis 'session' (or sometimes the European loan barlaman) 
seemed better suited to express the novel character of the new institution. This 
last example illustrates the process by which from a confusion of terms eventu­
ally the best term was selected, i.e. the term that was least contaminated with 
old concepts (cf. Rebhan 1986 ) .  

A complication in the study of the introduction of political terminology in 
Arabic in the nineteenth century is the fact that in many cases we have insuffi-

- cient information about the exact path by which the terms were introduced. 
Neologisms invented by writers from the beginning of the nineteenth century 
such as al-Gabarti played an important part, but they were not the only source 
for the lexical innovations. In some cases, translators could go back to pre-Otto­
man Arabo-Islamic sources, such as the terminology in Ibn Haldiin's (d. 7 57/ 
1 3 56 )  Muqaddima, from which they borrowed words like istibdad 'despotic 
rule' for 'absolutism', siirii 'council to elect a caliph' for 'constitutional govern­
ment', and fitna 'fight between Islamic factions' for 'revolution'. Most of these 
words were replaced later by more neutral, less Islamic terms (for instance, fitna 
by t.awra, originally 'unrest, stirring' ) . 

Some of the terms that were introduced into Arabic went through an 
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Ottoman stage. When in the second half of the nineteenth century the Young 
Ottomans formulated their ideas about government and political structure, 
they often borrowed words from Arabic that had not been current or did not 
have a specifically political meaning in Arabic. At a later stage, some of these 
terms were reintroduced into Arabic together with their newly-acquired mean­
ing, for instance the words for 'government' (hiikiimet, Arabic hukiima)  and 
'republic' (cumhuriyet, Arabic gumhiiriyya) .  Other terms that Ottoman Turk­
ish had borrowed from Arabic never became popular in the Arab world, for 
instance the term mab'ii! (from Arabic ba'ata 'to send') that was used for the 
representatives in the Ottoman Hey'et-i Meb'iisiin in r 876 .  Another example is 
the word millet (Arabic milla 'religious community') that was applied in the 
nineteenth century by the Ottoman administration to other nations, but was 
replaced in the Arab world by 'umma. 

Yet another category is constituted by those terms that were created inde­
pendently in the Arab world to express Western political notions. At first, these 
notions had been borrowed together with the foreign word, for instance 
kiimiinizm or kiimiiniyya for 'communism', or siisyiil or siisyalist for 'social­
ist', but most foreign words were soon replaced by Arabic equivalents. Many of 
them were derived from existing roots or words through analogy (qiyas), e.g. 
istiriiki 'socialist' (from istaraka 'to share'), which came to be preferred to 
igtimii'I (from igtama'a 'to gather' ) and suyii'iyya, which was coined in the 
twentieth century for 'communism' (from sa'i' 'common [property]' ) .  In most 
cases, the original European (English or French) term shone through in the 
selected root, but inevitably the Arabic equivalents introduced new con­
notations as well. The term istiriiki, for instance, suggests 'sharing', which 
underscores one aspect of socialism, the sharing of the means of production. 

The new role of Arabic as a medium for political ideas naturally affected its 
societal position as well. During the centuries of Ottoman rule, Turkish had 
become the language of power and government in the Arab world, and although 
Classical Arabic had always remained the language of religion and to a certain 
extent, of culture, it had lost its function as administrative language of the 
empire (cf. also above, Chapter 5 ) . The official status of Turkish in the Ottoman 
empire did not mean, however, that it was universally understood. In the Arab 
provinces, less than r per cent of the population actually knew Turkish. In 
practice, therefore, the local authorities and the courts had to have recourse to 
translators in order to facilitate contacts with the local populace. Most of the 
locally-produced documents were either in Arabic or bilingual. 

When at the end of the nineteenth century nationalism began to emerge in 
the Arab world, it was invariably linked with the Arabic language, whether this 
nationalism was pan-Arabic as in Syria, or regional as in Egypt. The linkage 
between Arab identity and the Arabic language did not call into question the 
framework of the Ottoman empire and usually went no further than a request 
for improvement in the status of Arabic in the provinces. On more than one 
occasion, complaints were made about the lack of understanding between the 
local populace and the government's representatives, and local authorities often 
stressed the need to send officials who were familiar with the local language. In 
Egypt, the use of Arabic for administrative purposes had increased steadily 
throughout the nineteenth century, and at the end of the century most of the 
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official correspondence was carried out in Arabic. Nonetheless, any discussion 
in the Ottoman Parliament by Arab delegates about the position of Arabic im­
mediately led to objections by those who felt that the position of Turkish as the 
official language of the Ottoman empire was threatened. In I 909, the use of any 
other language than Turkish in legal cases was explicitly forbidden, and in I9 IO  
a request to the Ottoman Parliament to  accept petitions written in Arabic was 
turned down. 

The Arab Congress that convened in I 9 I 3 in Paris called for a measure of 
provincial autonomy within the Ottoman empire and at the same time claimed 
for Arabic the status of official language, both in the Ottoman Parliament and in 
local government. On the part of the central government, the loss of the Otto­
man areas in the Balkans led to a renewed interest in the position of the Arab 
provinces. In 1 9 1 3, petitions in Arabic in predominantly Arabic-speaking areas 
were allowed, and official decrees were published with an Arabic translation. 
Officially, Arabic was even accepted as the language of education and legal 
cases, but probably this new policy was implemented only in central areas such 
as Syria and Lebanon. None of these requests and measures should be construed 
as signs of disloyalty towards the central government; in most cases they were 
meant as support for the central government and as a means of strengthening 
the ties between the provinces and the capital. 

The reaction to European ideas differed in the various Arab provinces. In 
Egypt, the period after the Napoleonic conquest was characterised by an empha­
sis on the special character of Egyptian society, history and culture. Some 
intellectuals even began to write about the Egyptian nation (watan) as some­
thing transcending the Muslim community ( 'umma). The keywords of this 
development were modernisation and reform, albeit without a concrete pro­
gramme, and always within the framework of the Ottoman empire. At first, 
these writers did not respond negatively to European culture, but in the course 
of the nineteenth century the increasing political presence and influence of the 
European countries (Tunisia 188 I ,  Egypt 1 882)  and their special ties with the 
Christian minorities altered the attitude towards Europe. Thinkers such as 
Gamal ad-Drn al-'Afganr ( I 839-97 )  and Mul;tammad 'Abduh ( I 849-I905 ) 
opposed British imperialism, while at the same time emphasising the need to 
reform Islamic thinking and education. In their view, this reform should not 
consist in the wholesale borrowing of Western notions, but in a revival of the 
old Islamic virtues: Islam was a rational religion and perfectly capable of coping 
with the new problems. European ideas could be helpful in some respects, but 
because of its inherent virtues Islam had nothing to fear from them. The term 
Nahcj.a 'awakening, revival' is sometimes used to indicate the spirit of this pe­
riod, in which some reformers expected Islam to experience a renaissance, after 
the dark ages of uncritical repetition of established doctrine (taqlid). In this 
view, an acquaintance with Western culture and ideas served as a catalyst for 
the revival of Islamic and/or Arabic culture. 

In the Levant, the reaction to nationalism developed in a different way from 
Egypt. The Arab Christians in Greater Syria had never completely severed the 
ties with the Christians of Europe, and from the seventeenth century onwards 
there had been a constant interchange between the Maronites and the learned 
(often religious) institutions of Italy and France. For these Christians, the 
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problem of a conciliation between Islam and Western ideas did not pose itself, 
and they could adopt these new ideas without any risk to their own identity. For 
them as non-Muslims, an Islamic empire held no appeal, and they were apt to 
stress the separation between Arabic and Islam. While in Egyptian nationalist 
circles the role of the Egyptian nation was emphasised, Syrian nationalism owed 
a great deal to Arab Christians, which partly explains its more markedly pan­
Arab flavour. In accordance with their views on the unifying role of language 
rather than religion, Lebanese Christians played an important role in the revival 
of Arabic studies in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (for 
instance, Na$if al-Yazigi, I 8oo-n ). 

After the start of the First World War, the political conflicts between the 
provinces and the central government were phrased increasingly often in terms 
of the opposition Arabs/Turks. The Arab revolt of I 9 I 6  aimed at the establish­
ment of an Arab kingdom to provide a home for all those of Arab descent who 
spoke Arabic. Although Arab thinkers often disagreed among themselves about 
the future form which their nation should take, they all agreed on its being an 
Arabic-speaking nation. It is true that in spite of efforts to realise a secular state 
in the Arab world, as Atatiirk had done in Turkey, Islam remained the most 
important binding element. But, for most political thinkers, Islam was intrinsi­
cally and indissolubly connected with Arabic. Thus, for instance, Sakib 'Arslan 
( I 896-I946) held that the community was defined by its religion, and since 
Arabs formed the core of the Islamic 'umma, Arabic was the true language of 
Islam, so that every Muslim had to learn Arabic. Arguing the other way round, 
Sati' al-I:Iu$ri ( I 88o-I968)  asserted that it was precisely language that defined a 
nation, and therefore, the Arab nation should include all those who speak 
Arabic. In this respect, he opposed both the Islamic nationalists, who wished to 
unite all Muslims, and the regional nationalists, such as the Egyptians, whose 
first priority was to obtain statehood for a geographically-defined nation. 

I I .  3 THE REFORM OF THE LEXICON 

The nineteenth century witnessed the development of a periodical press in 
Arabic, at first in Syria and later in Egypt as well. The first Arabic periodical was 
the Egyptian government newspaper al-Waqti'i' al-Mi$riyya ( I 828 ), established 
by Muhammad 'AlL The involvement of Arab Christians in the publication of 
private newspapers ensured the emphasis on its Arabic character. The activities 
of language reformers in Syria, such as Faris as-Sidyaq ( I 804-87 )  and Butrus al­
Bustani ( I 8 I 9-83 ), gave an impetus to the much-needed modernisation of the 
lexicon. Al-Bustani, for instance, published the first modern large-scale diction­
ary of Arabic, al-Mul;J.It, which borrowed heavily from the Classical dictionaries, 
to be sure, but nevertheless aimed at the incorporation of all exciting new ideas 
and concepts in an Arabic garb. 

This is not to say that there was a consensus among Arab linguists about the 
best way to deal with the influx of Western notions into the Arabic language. 
Just as political thinkers differed in their ideas about Islam and Islamic civilisa­
tion and its relationship to Western/Christian culture, the language-reformers 
ranged from those who believed that in itself the Arabic lexicon was sufficient 
to express anything needed in this modern age, to those who strongly advocated 
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the wholesale adoption of Western words and a complete revision of the lexi­
COIL The more careful approach of the moderates resembled the ideas of some of 
the political thinkers of this period. They maintained that in itself Arabic was 
the perfect language, but people had started to corrupt it. What was needed was 
a return to the purity of the Classical language. 

In the process of modernisation of the language at the beginning of the twen­
tieth century, the Arab Academies played a central part. Modelled after the 
great language academies of Europe - both the Academy of Damascus and the 
Academy of Cairo, for instance, were founded with explicit reference to the 
example of the Academie Franc;:aise - their aim was to implement the ideas 
about the place of Arabic in the modem world that had become commonplace 
in the Nahcja. During his short-lived reign in Syria, King Fay�al expressed con­
cern about the quality of the educational system and the preservation of the 
cultural heritage in the form of libraries, manuscript collections and museums. 
The Diwiin al-ma'iirif that was installed for this purpose came under the presi­
dency of Kurd 'Ali, who had been the founder of the National Library (Diir al­
Kutub az-Ziihiriyya) .  In 1 9 1 9, the second task of the council, the cultivation of 
the Arabic language, was entrusted to what became the first language academy 
in the Arab world, al-Magma' al-'Ilmi al-'Aiabi, nowadays called Magma' al-Luga 
al-'Aiabiyya bi-Dimasq 'The Academy of the Arabic Language in Damascus'. 

From the start, the goal of the Academy was twofold: to guard the integrity of 
the Arabic language and preserve it from dialectal and foreign influence, on the 
one hand, and to adapt the Arabic language to the needs of modem times, on the 
other. The same two functions appear in the charter of the Academy of Cairo 
(Magma' al-Luga al-'Aiabiyya al-Maliki, since 1 9 5 5  called the Magma' al-Luga 
al-'Arabiyya ), founded in 1 9 32  by Fu'ad I. In practice, the main function of the 
Cairene academy since I 960 has been the creation of new Arabic terminology, 
as well as the reform of both Arabic script and grammar. New terms are intro­
duced through a complicated process of consultation and deliberation: they are 
proposed in the many subcommittees of the academy, each responsible for a 
specific field of knowledge, and after approval by the general assembly of the 
academy they are published in its journal. Usually the introduction of a new 
term leads to long and sometimes heated discussions in the proceedings of the 
Academy, and it may take years before a proposed term finally finds its way into 
the dictionaries and technical vocabularies of the Academy. 

The academies of Iraq (al-Magma' al-'Ilmi al-'Iriiqi, established in 1947) and 
Jordan (Magma' al-Luga al-'Arabiyya al-'Urdunni, established in 1976 )  are of 
more recent date and of secondary importance in the process of language mod­
ernisation. It appears that the Iraqi academy concentrates more on the edition of 
Classical texts in an effort to contribute to the 'ihyii' at-turiit 'resuscitation of 
the heritage', whereas the Jordanian academy serves as an instrument in the 
arabicisation of education in Jordan. There have been some attempts to create a 
pan-Arabic association of language academies, but the national academies 
guard their independence and autonomy jealously so that cooperation on a 
higher level is at most a cherished ideal and does not seem to have led to any 
concrete results. 

The most urgent problem of language reform was that of the expansion of the 
lexicon. In addition to their confrontation with European political ideologies at 
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the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Arab provinces were confronted by 
a host of new technical notions and objects, for which names had to be invented. 
The lexical expansion for political and technical terminology in this period 
parallels that in another period in which the Arabic language incorporated an 
entirely new vocabulary, that of the eighth/ninth centuries, when the transla­
tion of Greek logical, medical and philosophical writings required the invention 
of many new words (cf. above, Chapter s ) . 

A major difference between the Classical period of the translations and the 
modem period is the degree of uniformity. At first, the translators of the Classi­
cal period had been free to create their own terminology, but, with the establish­
ment of the translators' academy by al-Ma'mun, terminology in the 'Greek' 
disciplines such as medicine, philosophy and logic became increasingly uniform. 
In the twentieth century, even more so than in the nineteenth, the expansion of 
the lexicon was undertaken simultaneously in many different places. In the 
nineteenth century, one could say that the major centres, Egypt and Syria, were 
at least in touch with each other, and some of the people who worked on the 
modernisation of the language in Egypt had come from Syria. But in the twenti­
eth century, every country undertook its own voyage on the way to the 
modernisation of the lexicon, and not even the Academies were able to unify the 
'national' terminologies. In some fields, of course, the differences in termin­
ology constituted an acute threat to the cooperation between scholars and 
scientists from the various Arab countries, for instance in the field of medicine 
and physical sciences, and for some of these technical disciplines pan-Arabic 
word lists were, indeed, compiled. 

The following methods may be distinguished in the creation of new vocabulary: 

I .  borrowing of the foreign word 
2.  integration of the foreign word morphologically and/or phonologically 
3 .  analogical extension of an existing root 
4. translation of the foreign word 
5 .  semantic extension of an existing word. 

These methods do not represent successive stages in the creation of vocabulary: 
they are different ways of coping with the introduction of new notions in a 
civilisation. There is a certain tendency, however, to go through them succes­
sively, starting with the wholesale borrowing of foreign words, which are then 
gradually adapted to the structure of the language. The actual choice of a new 
word depends on many factors, such as the nature of the notion to be translated 
and the cultural and political circumstances. Often, a new notion is introduced 
in the form of a close approximation of the foreign word. Such foreign loans are 
usually printed in Latin letters between brackets or transliterated and written in 
quotation marks. Thus, one may find today in popular scientific texts word like 
'laser' in Arabic transliteration, followed by the same word in Latin letters. A 
similar procedure is sometimes followed with proper names. 

Although both in the Classical period and in modem times there were purists 
who strove for the complete elimination of all foreign loans from the Arabic 
language, most people were willing to admit them on the condition that they 
were adapted to the structure of Arabic, both in their phonetic shape (no foreign 
sounds and no combinations of consonants that are not allowed in Arabic) and 
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in their morphological pattern. In the Classical period, this procedure of 
arabicisation ( ta'rib) was very successful, the number of unadapted words re­
maining minimal. In the modem period, the Academies adopted a restrictive 
policy, only allowing loans in scientific terminology. Many nineteenth-century 
political loans (such as the above-cited kiimiinizm) were replaced eventually by 
Arabic terms, while purely scientific and technical terms (such as hidriikarbiin 
'hydrocarbon', kliiriifiirm 'chloroform') retained their foreign shape. 

The real controversy arose around the question as to whether or not foreign 
words could be used as productive roots for new derivations. In Classical Arabic, 
once a foreign word had been admitted and adapted, it behaved like any other 
Arabic word, but in the modem period the Academies tried to restrict new deri­
vations to scientific terminology. While some people deplored this invasion of 
the Arabic language, preferring to leave the foreign words in their original shape 
in order to set them apart from the Arabic stock, others saw in arabicisation the 
best solution to preserve the integrity of the language. Once a foreign word was 
introduced, scientists soon derived words like tamagnut 'magnetisation' (from 
magnatis) and mubastar 'pasteurised' (from bastara 'to pasteurise'). But the 
powerful mechanism of root-abstraction did not stop at scientific terminology. 
Just as the dialects reanalysed foreign words and integrated them into their lexi­
con, writers did not hesitate to produce new derivations from accepted loans. 
Numerous examples for this procedure may be cited, e.g. the verbs talfaza, 
talfana from tilifizyiin, tilifii:n; or the broken plurals 'a flam, buniik from the 
nouns film, bank. In spite of the resistance of the Academies, some of these 
derivations were commonly accepted. 

Even those who admitted foreign loans usually conceded that at least in 
theory the most elegant solution was to replace foreign words with 'pure' Arabic 
words. In this context, the structure of the language was a relevant factor. In 
Germanic languages, the possibility of building compounds invites the speakers 
of the language to invent new combinations of existing words to express foreign 
notions and objects (neologisms). In Arabic, on the other hand, the possibility of 
using compounds was extremely limited, but the language had another device 
at its disposal for the formation of new words, the so-called qiytis 'analogy', 

pattern 

mif' al, mif' til, mif' ala 

-iyya 
fi' ala 

fa" til 

fu'til 

meaning 

instrument 

abstract noun 
profession 

professional 

disease 

examples 

mighar 'microscope' 
min?-tir 'telescope' 
mirwal;w 'fan' 
ihtirtiqiyya 'combustibility' 
qiyada 'leadership' 
$ihafa 'journalism' 
sawwtiq 'driver' 
tayytir 'pilot' 
buwtil 'diabetes' 
buhtir 'seasickness' 

Table 1 1 . 1  Approved patterns of word-formation in Modem Standard Arabic. 
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which consisted in the application of morphological patterns to borrowed or 
existing sets of radicals. In internal qiyils, existing roots were used for this pur­
pose. In its efforts to regulate the formation of new words, the Academy of Cairo 
declared certain morphological patterns to be productive, meaning that they 
might be used legitimately to create neologisms (see Table I I .  I ) . 

In the examples of qiyils given here, the construction of the new term is origi­
nal, but in many cases the meaning of the foreign word determines the selection 
of the radicals. In such cases, we speak of a loan translation (calque, Lehniiberset­
zung). Combinations of words that serve as set expressions are usually modelled 
on a foreign example. The Arabic expression for 'satellite', for instance, qamar 
�ina' I (literally ' artificial moon') is probably a translation from French (or Russian? ). 
Even when the Arabic expression does not have a direct foreign equivalent, the 
English or French term shines through, for instance in the term for 'heading', 
la'iba 1-kura bi-r-ra 's (literally 'to play the ball with the head'), in football 
terminology. Loan translation also accounts for a large number of idiomatic 
expressions and metaphors, especially in the language of the media. In the course 
of time, such translations become part of the Arabic phraseology and are no 
longer regarded as foreign. The most frequently-quoted example of a loan ex­
pression is la'iba dawran 'to play a role'. Another example of loan translations 
is a variation in the use of prepositions under the influence of foreign idioms, 
e.g. iltaqiifiltaqil ma'a 'to meet/to meet with', and the development of syntactic 
calques, such as mil 'id.a to translate English 'whether', e.g. sa' ala mil 'id.a. 

The most highly-regarded device for the expansion of the lexicon in Arabic, 
albeit not necessarily the most successful one, was the semantic extension of an 
existing word by giving it a modem meaning. Attempts to revive old Bedouin 
vocabulary in the search for new words were seldom successful, probably pre­
cisely because they had fallen into disuse and were therefore unfamiliar to the 
average speaker. One example of a term that did succeed is that of the word for 
'train', qitilr, originally meaning 'caravan'. But the associated word hadiya 
'lead-camel' was never accepted for 'locomotive' (which became qiltira instead). 
Revived words owed their success mostly to the efforts of one author, for in­
stance garida 'newspaper' (originally 'strip of palm-leaf used for writing') and 
magalla 'journal' (originally 'codex, book'), introduced by as-Sidyaq and al­
Yazigi, respectively. Many of the proposals of the Academies, however, never 
gained general acceptance because they were regarded as too artificial, for in­
stance, gammilz 'swift-footed [ass]' for 'tram' (remained tram), or 'irziz 'sound of 
thunder' for 'telephone' (remained tili/fm, although hiitif, a Classical Arabic word 
meaning 'unseen man whose voice is heard', is becoming increasingly frequent). 

In spite of the extreme productiveness of the nominal and verbal patterns of 
the Arabic language, the lexicon-builders kept looking for additional means of 
lexical expansion. In most Western languages, the use of Latin and Greek pre­
fixes and suffixes provides a powerful means of expanding the scientific lexicon, 
which is absent in Arabic derivational morphology. At an early stage, combina­
tions with the negations lii- and gayr- were used to coin equivalents to Greek 
terms with the privative prefix a- .  In modem times, these served as a model for 
the introduction of prefixes into the Arabic lexicon, at first only with the 
negations, e.g. lii- (lii-nihii'I 'infinite', lii.-' adriyya 'agnosticism' ), gayr- (gayr-sar'I 
'illegitimate', gayr-masril' 'illegal') . Later, several prepositions were used in this 
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function, e.g. sibh- ( sibh-gazira 'peninsula', sibh-rasmi 'semi-official'), qab­
(qab-tarih. 'prehistory'). Morphologically, these words behave as compounds: 
from lii-niha'I we may derive, for instance, the substantive a1-1a-niha'iyya 'the 
infinity', in which the article precedes the entire combination. 

In Classical Arabic, there was a limited possibility of deriving new roots from 
combinations of words (called naht), usually delocutive verbs from nominal 
expressions, e.g. basma1a 'to say "in the name of God" (bi-smi llahi)', or 
hamda1a 'to say "praise be to God!"  (a1-hamdu lil1ahi)', or adjectives from com­
pound names, e.g. hanafi 'belonging to 'Abu I:Ianifa', or 'abqasi 'belonging to 
'Abd al-Qays'. In modern times, initiatives to use this method of coining new 
words in the creation of scientific vocabulary became so popular that in r 9 5 3  
the Academy of Cairo felt compelled to issue a ruling. According to the Academy, 
the method of naht was admissible only in scientific language, and the resulting 
terms had to be transparent. Words like fahma'iyyiit 'carbohydrates' (< fahm 
'carbon' + mii' 'water') and ha1ma'a 'to hydrolyse' (< halla1a 'to dissolve' + mii' 
'water') satisfied these conditions. Likewise, combinations with kahra- 'electro-', 
e.g. kahra-magnatisi or even kahratisi 'electro-magnetic', kahra-ri' awf 'electro­
pneumatic', kahra-kimiyii'I 'electro-chemical', and sibh- 'pseudo-' found favour 
with the Academy. 

Generally speaking, however, the attitude of the Academy vis-a-vis com­
pounds was conservative, and most proposals were deemed to be contrary to 
'the spirit of the Arabic language' .  Words like 'arbarig1 'quadruped' (< 'arba' 
'four' + rig1 'foot'), qatgara 'laryngotomy' (< qat' 'cutting' + hangara 'throat'), or 
sarmana 'somnambulism' (< sayr 'going' + manam 'sleep') met with disapproval. 
Even more extreme proposals, such as mutamat.ir 'polymer' ( < mutamiit.i1 
'homogeneous' + mutakiit.ir 'multiple') or musganahiyyiit 'orthoptera' (< 
mustaqim 'straight' + ganah 'wing') were rejected outright, because of their lack 
of transparency. On the other hand, adjectival compounds have become rela­
tively common, e.g. sarq-'  awsati 'Middle Eastern', ra'sma1I 'capitalist', barmii'I 
'amphibian' (<  barr + mii'), 'umami 'uN-' (< a1-'umam a1-muttahida), mii fawqa 
1-banafsagi 'ultra-violet', tahta 1-' ahmar 'infra-red'. 

Usually, within one semantic domain all methods to coin new words are 
used simultaneously, even though there is a tendency to go through certain 
stages. A few examples from modern vocabulary may illustrate the coexistence 
of different methods in the creation of a set of terms. In football terminology, all 
foreign terms have been replaced by Arabic words: 

calque by extension 
cjarba 

partial calque 
muriiqib a1-hutilf 

compound calques 
cjarba rukniyya, hurra, 

a1-marmii, a1-gazii' 
haris a1-marmii 

neologisms 
marma 
tamrir 

'kick' 

'linesman' 

'corner (kick)', 'free kick', goal kick' 
'penalty (kick)' 

'goalkeeper' 

'goal' 
'pass' 
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paraphrases 
la'iba 1-kura bi-r-ra's 'to head' 

semantic extension 
tasallul 'offside' (lit. 'infiltration') 
muhiiwara 'dribble' (lit. 'to trick someone in a debate') 

This example also shows that it may be difficult to classify a new term. The 
word marmii 'goal', for instance, could be regarded as a neologism ('place where 
one throws'), or as the semantic extension of an existing term, meaning 'target'. 

In computer terminology, the wish to go with the times and appear sophisti­
cated competes with a tendency to purism that leads to the replacement of the 
English terms by neologisms. The omnipresent kumbyiitur (or similar translit­
erations) seems to be on the way out, and it is very possible that the actively­
promoted hiisiib 'calculating machine' will, indeed, win eventually. Some Ara­
bic computer terms have already become current, such as munassiq al-kalima 
'word-processor', Siisa 'computer screen' and bank al-ma'liimiit 'databank'. 

Finally, the example of modem linguistic terminology in Arabic demon­
strates the opposition between the purism of the Academies and the attitude of 
modem linguists. There is no consensus on the name of 'linguistics' itself. In 
the Eastern Arab world, 'ilm al-luga is quite accepted, but linguists in the 
Maghreb object to the traditional term and replace it by 'alsuniyya or 
lisiiniyyiit. The official Arabic equivalent of two central notions in modem lin­
guistics, 'morpheme' and 'phoneme', is in the form of a paraphrase, 'un$UI diill 
'signifying element' and wahda $Gwtiyya 'phonetic unit' (word list of ALEcso ) . 
But most linguists simply transliterate the English terms, miirfim and fiinim. 
One linguist (Mseddi I 984) coined completely new terms, $aygam (containing 
the element $iga 'form') and $Gwtam (containing the element $Gwt 'sound' ). 

I I .  4 STANDARD ARABIC IN THE MODERN WORLD 

Both vocabulary creation and regional variation are factors that have contrib­
uted to the gradual modification of the Classical language, so that it can no 
longer be regarded as identical with the modem variety of the language, usually 
called Modem Standard Arabic. Ideologically, of course, the modem language is 
still the same as the language of the Qur' iin and the Classical period, but in 
practice it is easy to see that there are differences, not all of them lexical. On the 
one hand, this is because many of the idiosyncrasies of the Classical language 
have become obsolete. Thus, for instance, one seldom finds in a modem text the 
intricate constructions with verbal nouns that are quite common in Classical 
texts. Similarly, some categories have become obsolete, e.g. the energetic 
yaktubanna. On the other hand, the modem language has developed new gram­
matical devices, in particular in the language of the media, which is heavily 
influenced by European languages. One of the most characteristic features of 
this language is the extensive use of verbal constructions with the dummy verb 
qiima bi- as a substitute for active verbs, e.g. qiima bi-ziyiira instead of ziira 'to 
visit' . In passive constructions, the verb tamma is used as a substitute, e.g. 
tamma tawqr al-ittifiiqiyya 'the agreement was signed', instead of a passive 
verb. Other characteristics of the language of the media include the limited use 
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of the coordinative particle fa- and its replacement by wa-, and the extensive 
use of expressions like wa-d.alika, kull min in enumerations. 

In literary prose, the differences between Classical Arabic and Modem Stand­
ard Arabic are much less marked because authors tend to classicise their style, 
both in syntax and in the selection of the vocabulary. In some cases, however, 
the use of colloquial language, particularly in Egyptian literature, may create a 
new difference. The choice of informal registers is a further source of variation 
between the Arab countries as well. But lexical differences are responsible for 
most of the regional variation in Standard Arabic. In spite of the fact that the 
Standard Arabic language is regarded as the most powerful symbol of Arab 
unity, and in spite of the unifying work of the Academies, one immediately 
recognises a Moroccan text from an Egyptian text or a text from the Gulf states. 
Partly, this variation is caused by differing local traditions in the creation of new 
vocabulary. Partly, it is also a result of the different colonial history of the regions 
involved. In North Africa, for instance, there is a natural tendency to look at 
French examples and model the text, even on the level of syntax and stylistics, 
on a French example. One finds, for instance, a1-wazii a1-'awwa1 (+- French 
premier ministre) instead of the usual term ra'is a1-wuzarii'i }J.uqiiq (+- French 
droits) instead of rusiim. Stylistic expressions include siimi 1-muwa+.+.afin (+­

French hauts fonctionnaires), wut}.i'a fi 1-isti'ma1 (+- French mettre en usage), 
bi-'unwan (+- a titre de), and the use of prepositions with verbs like tahadat.a 
ma'a (+- French s'entretenir avec). In some cases, North African phraseology 
was not directly inspired by French, yet differed from that in the Arab East, as in 
the choice of the dummy verb waqa' a in expressions like waqa' a nasr a1-bayiin 
'the publication of the declaration took place', where Eastern Arabic would use 
tamma or gara. In Arab countries without a French colonial past, English usu­
ally replaced French as a model. In Egypt, for instance, France and French had 
been the model for most attempts at modernisation in the nineteenth century, 
but after the First World War, this role was taken over by Britain. 

The reintroduction of Arabic as the official language of the Arab countries 
also raised the question of its role in education. The poor standards of language 
instruction were a constant source of concern, and since the nineteenth century 
there has been a call for simplification of the grammatical system. Some scholars 
claimed that Arabic in itself was perfectly well suited to accommodate contem­
porary needs, if only it was purified from the corruption that had crept in. They 
believed that the main obstacle to the general use of the standard language in 
society was the failure of the educational system to reach large parts of the 
population. There was, of course, a logistical problem because of the lack of 
schools and teachers, but most specialists agreed that this in itself did not explain 
the lack of success in teaching Standard Arabic to those children who did attend 
schools. Even today, hardly anybody after graduation is able to write flawless 
Arabic, let alone extemporise in speaking, and there is a general antipathy to­
wards 'grammar', even among those who advocate the use of Standard Arabic. 

The two keywords in the discussion were tabsit (taysir) an-nahw 'simpli­
fication of grammar' and tabsn a1-1uga 'simplification of language', but the 
distinction between the two notions tended to become blurred. In the 1950S, a 
grammatical text was rediscovered, which sparked off a renewed interest in the 
matter of grammar teaching. Ibn Mada' was a grammarian from Cordova (d. 
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592/I I 96 )  who wrote about the refutation of the grammarians (Kitiib ar-radd 
'alii n-nuhiit), proposing the abolition of the concepts of 'amal 'governance' and 
qiyiis 'analogy' from grammar. Among the scholars who occupied themselves 
with this text was the Egyptian linguist Sawqi Oayf, who maintained that this 
text was the solution to the problems of Arabic language teaching. With the 
abolition of 'amal and qiyiis from grammar, he asserted, it should be much 
easier to teach Arabic. Abstract discussions among the Arab grammarians, some 
of which had found their way into the current textbooks for schools, did nothing 
to enhance the understanding of the language and merely served the theoretical 
interests of the grammarians. His proposal to replace the Arabic notions of 
'nominal sentence' and 'verbal sentence' (cf. above, p. 8o) with the Western con­
cepts of 'subject' and 'predicate' could, however, hardly be called a major im­
provement. Other proposals, too, were terminological in nature only. They in­
volved the introduction of a new notion of 'complement' (takmila), and the 
replacement of the traditional terms muQ.iif and muQ.iif 'ilayhi for the constitu­
ents of the genitive construction by the term magriir bi-1-'iQ.iifa. The success of 
these proposals has been limited. 

Others concerned themselves with the simplification of the language itself, 
but in most cases this resulted in nothing more than a general plea for simplifi­
cation without detailed proposals about the abolition of syntactic or morpho­
logical features from the language. Some scholars proposed to leave out the vow­
els of declension, which, however, leaves the declensional system intact, since 
in the sound masculine plural a choice must still be made between nominative 
-iin and genitive/accusative -fn. Others called for the simplification of the syn­
tactic rules for the numerals to be replaced by the rules of the dialect. More 
extreme proposals, such as those of 'Anis Frayha and Georges al-Hiiri, involved 
the abolition of the feminine plural in the pronouns or the use of the masculine 
plural instead of the feminine plural in all parts of speech. Since none of these 
proposals was integrated into a comprehensive didactic concept, they have re­
mained largely unproductive. Nowadays there are very few proponents of this 
road towards an 'easier language' (Juga muyassara). 

The entire discussion about a simplified language has remained sterile, even 
when it was moved to a sociolinguistic level. In particular, in Egypt, it has be­
come fashionable to hold that between the level of the standard language (fu$hii) 
and that of the dialect ( 'iimmiyya) there is an intermediate level, variably called 
al-luga al-mutawassita 'the intermediate language' or lugat al-mut.aqqafin 
'language of the intellectuals' (cf. Chapter 12 ) .  This variety, many people assert, 
would fill the gap between the artificial standard and the lower levels of the 
language continuum. The best that one could say about this sociolinguistic 
approach is that it legitimises the informal standard speech of many educated 
Egyptians. More than speakers from other Arab countries, they tend to leave out 
most of the declensional endings and freely use a number of dialect expressions. 

On the whole, the trend in written Arabic has been towards a stricter regula­
tion of the level of speech, rather than towards an increasing flexibility in the 
application of the rules. At this point, a distinction should be made between the 
practice in Egypt and the Levant, on the one hand, and North Africa, on the 
other. In North Africa, the most pressing problem after independence was how 
to replace the dominant French language with Arabic, preferably at all levels of 
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society, but at the very least in education. As a consequence, simplification of 
the Classical language was not an issue. Since Arabic and French had to com­
pete for the status of language of prestige, in the eyes of most language-reform­
ers it would be wrong to devalue the Classical language by debasing it with 
dialect influence or with the abolition of grammatical rules. Discussions in 
North Africa on arabicisation ( ta'rib) concentrate on the introduction of Arabic 
in domains where formerly French had been the dominant language, whereas in 
other parts of the Arab world ta'rib usually means the introduction of Arabic 
equivalents of foreign words, particularly in scientific language. 

In recent times, various didactic projects have been set up for the compilation 
of a basic word list for use in primary schools and for the composition of a basic 
grammar that includes only the most frequent constructions of the standard 
language. The essential vocabularies from Tunisia and Lebanon do not seem to 
have had much impact on the various national educational systems. But there is 
one project that was based on an explicit didactic and linguistic concept, the 
Arabic version of the American children's programme Sesame Street (Iftah ya 
Simsim). In the memorandum prepared by the makers of the programme, three 
categories of linguistic phenomena in Standard Arabic were distinguished: 
indispensable features of Standard Arabic that were to be used in spite of their 
absence in the dialect (e.g. the case endings); features that should be used 
sparingly (e.g. the passive form of the verbs); and features that should be avoided 
altogether (e.g. the superlative al-'af'alu, the prepositions ka- 'like' and siwa 
'except') .  In the language of the programme, these principles have been followed 
rather closely. Moreover, the players, including the small children who play an 
essential part in the Sesame Street concept, make remarkably few performance 
errors in their use of Standard Arabic. On the whole, colloquialisms are used very 
infrequently, and yet there is a certain informal quality in the discourse, achieved 
mostly by the use of intonational patterns and interjections rather than the 
introduction of grammatical and/or lexical items from the colloquial language. 

The Iftah ya Simsim experiment proves that it is indeed possible to use an 
informal register of Modern Standard Arabic. It is true that in some Arab coun­
tries, in particular Egypt, the programme was criticised because it allegedly con­
tained too many colloquial items. But on closer observation it turns out that 
this criticism was biased: the pronunciation of the gim as [g] rather than [g] can 
hardly be regarded as a regionalism, and the selection of lexical items in any 
pan-Arabic programme will probably never satisfy everybody. The future will 
have to decide whether or not the introduction of an informal register of Stand­
ard Arabic stands any chance. 

FURTHER READING 

The classic work on the period of the Nahda and the new ideas about the Arab 
nation that were developed in this period is Hourani ( 1 970). Information about 
the linguistic question in the Ottoman empire is in Prator ( 1 993 :  67f., 1 64-72, 
2 1 7f. ) .  For the development of modern Arabic lexicography and its historical 
roots, see Gatje ( 1 9 8 5 ); in his history of Arabic lexicography, Haywood ( 1 965 ) 
also deals with the activities of as-Sidyaq and al-Bustani; see also Sawaie ( 1 987, 
1 990). 
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The role of the academies is discussed by Hamzaoui ( I  96 5, I 97 5 )  and Khafaifi 
( I 98 5 ); Ali ( I 987 )  discusses the various methods of word-formation and contains 
(pp. I 46-8 ) a list of approved patterns of lexical creation. A large amount of 
material on the methods and activities of the academies may be found in the 
journals which they publish regularly, Magalla Magma' al-Luga al-'Arabiyya 
bi-Dimasq (Damascus, since I 92 I ), Magalla Magma' al-Luga al-'Arabiyya 
(Cairo, since I 9 3 5 ), Magalla al-Magma' al-'Ilmi al-'lniqi (Baghdad, since I 9 50) .  

On the development of Arabic vocabulary, see the studies of Monteil ( I 96o) 
and Stetkevych ( I 970); a comparison with the translations from Greek in the 
Classical period is in Bielawski ( I 9 5 6 ) . The examples of the emerging political 
terminology in the nineteenth century in this chapter have been taken from 
Rebhan ( I 986), Ayalon ( I 987)  and Lewis ( I 988) .  The examples of football termi­
nology are derived from 'Abd al-Gawad ( I 977); for linguistic terminology in 
Modem Arabic, see Shraybom-Shivtiel ( I 993 )  and Darir ( I 993 ), as well as the 
dictionaries of linguistic terms by Mseddi ( I 984) and R. Baalbaki ( I 990). 

For the linguistic tendencies in the language of the media, Ashtiany's ( I 993 )  
course of Media Arabic contains many interesting examples. The examples of 
French influence on Modem Standard Arabic in North Africa in this chapter 
were taken from Kropfitsch ( I 977, I 98o) and Chaabani ( I 984). 

Proposals for the simplification of grammar and/or language are discussed by 
Diem ( I974: I 29-36 )  and in Sawqi Oayf's introduction to his edition of Ibn 
Ma<,la' ( I 982) .  The classic article on language choice in the teaching of Arabic as 
a second language is Ferguson ( I 962) .  A recent collection of articles on the prob­
lem of setting up a curriculum in Western departments of Arabic is Agius ( I 990). 
A report on an essential vocabulary selected by Moroccan, Algerian and Tuni­
sian linguists is given by Mahmoud ( I 982) .  Specifically on the subject of the 
language of Iftah yii Simsim, see Abu Absi ( I 990). 

On the possibility of composing transfer grammars of Arabic, see Kouloughli 
( I 979) .  Ryding ( I 990) may be cited as a practical attempt at a mixed grammar; 
her solutions include the introduction of frequent lexical items from the 
colloquial (riih, gab, liizim), the elimination of case and mood inflection, and the 
use of function words from colloquial speech (lissii, su, mis, and so on); cf. also 
Alosh ( I 994). Another approach is that of Woidich and Heinen-Nasr ( I 99 5 ), who 
aim at an integration of the two language varieties by starting with the 
colloquial language, but introducing from the beginning lexical items from the 
standard language, and gradually mixing the two varieties, so that at the end of 
the first year the student has spoken skills in colloquial Arabic and written 
skills in Standard Arabic. 

Within the range of strictly standard grammars and manuals for Arabic, a 
number of courses may be mentioned: Ziadeh and Winder ( I 9 57 ); Krahl and 
Reuschel ( I 98o, I 9 8 I ), a comprehensive course, covering not only grammar but 
also stylistics, aiming at the training of interpreters of Arabic, Eastern European 
style, but available now in a revised non-socialist version; Fischer and Jastrow 
( I 977), Fischer ( I 986)  and Woidich ( I 98 5 ), intended for traditional departments 
of Arabic in Europe; Abboud and McCarus ( I  98 3; first published I 968 ), an audio­
lingual approach with a large number of drills, intended for departments of 
Arabic in the usA. 

Curiously enough, there are almost no reference grammars of Modem 
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Standard Arabic; the largest is Cantarino ( I 974-5 ), which is based on a pre­
dominantly literary corpus. Smaller surveys of the structure of the language are 
Beeston ( I 968 ), Pellat ( I 98 5 )  and Kouloughli ( I 994); a sketch of the modem 
language is given by Wild ( I 982) .  A comprehensive handbook on all aspects of 
Modem Standard Arabic is by Holes ( I  99 5 a); although it is not a grammar in the 
strictest sense of the word, its systematic treatment of the structure of the 
language with extensive references to the existing literature makes this a very 
useful introduction to Modem Standard Arabic. 

As regards dictionaries of Modem Standard Arabic: the Arabic-Arabic 
dictionaries, most of which were published in Lebanon, lean heavily on the 
Arabic lexicographical tradition. Butrus al-Bustani's Mul;J.yt al-muhn, which 
was compiled in the nineteenth century, is still available in modem printings 
(e.g. Beirut, I 987 ); under the auspices of ALEcso, 'All al-Qasimi edited al-Mu'gam 
al-'arabi al-'asiisi (Beirut: Larousse, I 989) .  Bilingual dictionaries were also pub­
lished in Lebanon: English-Arabic (M. Baalbaki I99 I ); Arabic-English (Rohi 
Baalbaki I 988 ); French-Arabic (Hajjar I983 ); Arabic-French (Mungid I 990). The 
number of Western dictionaries of Arabic is considerable, the best-known being 
Wehr's ( 1 9 5 2, 1 9 59 )  Arabic-German dictionary, which was based on a corpus of 
literary and journalistic texts. Wehr's dictionary was translated into English and 
expanded by Cowan ( I 96 I ;  approximately 28,ooo items; the fourth edition of 
I 979  contains more than 40,000 items). The fifth edition of the original Arabic­
German dictionary appeared in I 98  5 in a thoroughly revised version, containing 
approximately 5 o,ooo items. Dictionaries with Arabic as target language 
include: German-Arabic: Schregle ( 1 974; 45 ,000 items; also Arabic-German 
I9BI-); French-Arabic: Reig ( I 987; also Arabic-French); English-Arabic: Doniach 
( I 9J2) .  



1 2  
Diglossia and Bilingualism 

1 2 . 1  THE NATURE OF DIGLOSSIA 

In written Arabic, the choice between the standard norm and the colloquial 
language appears to be relatively uncomplicated: in writing, Standard Arabic is 
always used. But even here, problems of selection may arise. One complication 
derives from the fact that many people possess only a limited knowledge of the 
standard norm. For these people, Standard Arabic remains the target, but in 
writing it they make many mistakes. This results in the so-called Middle Arabic 
texts that have been discussed above (Chapter 8) .  A further complication may 
arise when for ideological or literary reasons writers decide to compose their 
literary writings in an approximate version of the colloquial language. Even 
these authors usually mix their colloquial language with elements from the 
standard language. 

In spoken Arabic, the situation is even more complicated. Perhaps the best 
analogue to the situation in the Arabic-speaking countries would be that of a 
hypothetical modem France, where all newspapers and books are written in 
Latin, speeches in parliament are held in Latin, and in churches the only 
language used by the priests is Latin. On the other hand, people talking in a bar 
use French, people at home or among friends use French. In school, the official 
language of the classroom is Latin, but during the breaks between classes 
students use French among themselves, and so do the teachers. We know, of 
course, that the situation in France is not like this; but things could have been 
different, had the standard norm not switched from Latin to vernacular French 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

In Arabic-speaking countries, the actual situation is very much like the hypo­
thetical situation sketched here for France. At first sight, there appear to be two 
varieties of the language, the Classical standard, usually called fu$hti, and the 
colloquial language, usually called 'ammiyya or (in North Africa) dariga, and in 
Western publications, 'dialect' or 'vernacular'. These two varieties divide 
among themselves the domains of speaking and writing: the standard language 
is used for written speech and for formal spoken speech, whereas the colloquial 
language is used for informal speech. The colloquial language is everybody's 
mother tongue; people only learn the standard when they go to school. In 1 930, 
William Mar�ais called such a linguistic situation 'diglossia' (French diglossie), 
a term that he had borrowed from the literature on the linguistic situation in 
Greece and which gained general currency after the appearance in 1 9  5 9  of an 
article by Charles Ferguson with the title 'Diglossia'. Ferguson compared the 
linguistic situation in the Arabic-speaking countries with that in Greece, in 
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German-speaking Switzerland and in Haiti. In all four areas, there seems to be a 
similar functional distribution between two varieties of the same language 
(fu$ht1/' tlmmiyya, kathareuousaf dhimotiki, Hochdeutschf Schwyzertiiiitsch, 
franyaisfcreole). In Ferguson's terminology, these two varieties are called 'high 
variety' (H) and 'low variety' (L) .  

The terms 'high' and 'low' reflect the standing of the two varieties in the 
linguistic community. The low variety is held in very low esteem, and the name 
by which speakers refer to it normally implies a humble position: 'tlmmiyya 
literally means 'common' or 'vulgar', while other names are siiqiyya 'language 
of the market', munharifa 'deviant', and so on. The high variety, on the other 
hand, is prestigious: it is the language of a cultural, and often religious, heritage. 
In some cases, speakers even deny the existence of the low variety and claim 
that they only speak the high variety. In reality, the low variety is the mother 
tongue of all speakers, whereas the high variety is a second language that is 
almost never used in improvised speech. 

The theoretical framework of Ferguson's model for the linguistic situation in 
the Arabic-speaking countries has been refined by subsequent studies in three 
important respects. In the first place, Ferguson's model restricted the notion of 
'diglossia' to situations where the low variety was genetically related to the 
high variety, of which it was a simplified version. In later publications this 
restriction was lifted, and the notion of 'diglossia' was expanded to include any 
functional distribution of linguistic varieties, whether these were languages or 
dialects or registers. The functional distribution in the Arabic-speaking coun­
tries is nothing but a special case of a general phenomenon of sociolinguistic 
variation in all speech communities. 

In the second place, the existence of a functional distribution between varie­
ties does not imply that all speakers have an equal command of these varieties. 
In extreme cases, most speakers know only one variety, a non-prestigious collo­
quial kind of language, whereas a small elite uses a stilted variety of a cultural 
language, mostly an imported one. In the Arab world, an example of such a 
situation is Algeria just before independence: the majority of people in the 
speech community knew only Arabic and at the most a smattering of French, 
but a small group of intellectuals had been raised and educated in French and 
lost the ability to speak Arabic. Several linguists, among them Fishman ( 1 967, 
1972 )  and Gumperz ( 1 962 ), therefore proposed to distinguish between a socio­
linguistic and a psycholinguistic approach. In their terminology 'diglossia' is 
reserved for the sociolinguistic notion of a functional distribution of linguistic 
varieties. For the psycholinguistic notion of the speakers' command of these 
varieties, they adopted the term 'bilingualism'. In a speech community that is 
both diglossic and bilingual, there is a well-defined distribution of domains 
between more than one variety, and the members of the speech community 
actually know these varieties. 

A third modification of Ferguson's model concerns the distinction of two 
discrete varieties. In his framework, the two varieties are mutually exclusive, 
and the speaker has to choose one or the other by a process of code-switching. In 
reality, the speaker never opts for one variety or the other, but moves along a 
continuum of speech, of which the two varieties are only the extremes. In such 
a situation, code-switching does not imply selecting a discrete variety, but 
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positioning one's utterance along a scale of linguistic variation. Extralinguistic 
factors determine the position on this scale. Obviously, the span of the con­
tinuum that individuals control depends on their linguistic proficiency, which 
in its tum is determined to a large degree by their education and upbringing. 

Much of the terminological confusion in the literature has been created by 
the use of the term 'diglossia' both in Ferguson's sense and in the modified 
sense. In Ferguson's model, 'diglossia' is only used for the relationship between 
fuf$hti and 'timmiyya, whereas the functional division between French and 
Arabic in North Africa was termed by him 'bilingualism'. In what follows, the 
term 'diglossia' will be used in the modified sense of a linguistic situation in 
which several speech varieties divide among themselves the domains of verbal 
communication. The term 'bilingualism' will refer to the individual's profi­
ciency in more than one speech variety. In a speech community that is both 
diglossic and bilingual, all speakers are able to vary their linguistic behaviour 
along a continuum according to extralinguistic factors that are connected both 
with the discourse context and the speaker's socioeconomic status. 

Various efforts have been made to subdivide the continuum between the two 
extremes of Standard Arabic and dialect into intermediary varieties. Arab lin­
guists often mention, for instance, a middle language (al-luga al-wusta), also 
called 'the language of the intellectuals' (lugat al-mut.aqqafin). This is supposed 
to be a form of standard Arabic that does not use case endings, follows the collo­
quial pronunciation and freely introduces colloquial words, while retaining the 
general structure of the standard language. An even finer distinction is found in 
Badawi's ( 1 973 )  study of the sociolinguistic situation in Egypt. He rejects the 
strict dichotomy in Ferguson's model of two varieties, H and L, for the Egyptian 
situation (and possibly for other regions of the Arabic world as well) and sets up 
five different levels, which he regards as discrete, i.e. which have their own 
characteristic set of features setting them apart from the other sectors of the 
continuum (see Table r2 . r ) . 

There is not much empirical research on the actual distribution of speech 
levels in Egypt, or for that matter in any Arab country, but what studies there 

I fuf$hti at-turat. 'Classical Arabic' 
only used in Qur'anic recitation 

II fuf$h.ti al-'af$I 'Modem Standard Arabic' 
the standard form of the language used in writing and sometimes on formal 

occasions in speaking 

III 'timmiyyat al-mut.aqqafin 'colloquial of the intellectuals' 
the formal spoken language of educated people 

IV 'timmiyyat al-mutanawwirin 'colloquial of the literate' 
the informal spoken language of educated people 

V 'timmiyyat al-'ummiyyin 'colloquial of the illiterate' 
the language in which the illiterate talk 

Table r2 . r  The five levels of Egyptian Arabic according to Badawi ( 1 973 ). 
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are confirm that the strict dichotomy of Ferguson's model does not correspond 
to the actual situation. Elgibali ( 1 9 8 5 ), for instance, shows that in accordance 
with Badawl's predictions there is a continuous flow in the distribution of 
sociolinguistic markers, such as the realisation of fqj and /!/, the use of 
aspectual markers in the verb, and word order and declensional endings. Yet, 
only the upper and lower level (Ferguson's H and L, Badawi's level V and I) could 
be called discrete levels with a characteristic set of features. The middle part of 
the continuum cannot be divided into separate levels. In his test results, the 
informal register of each level has the same distribution as the formal level of 
the second lowest level. For instance, the distribution of the /q/-/'/ variable 
among the five levels of spoken Egyptian turned out to be as in Table 1 2.2 .  The 
same distribution applied to the other sociolinguistic markers in his study. 

While there are some studies relating the use of certain speech variables to 
speech situations, there is hardly any statistical material on the correlation be­
tween linguistic variables and socioeconomic factors. A classic work on the 
correlation between religious affiliation and dialect variety is Blanc's ( 1 964) 
study of the communal dialects of Baghdad (cf. above, p. 1 5 6 ) . A more recent 
study is Holes' ( 1 987 )  extensive analysis of the communal varieties in Bahrain, 
where a Sunnite Bedouin dialect represents the standard variety, whereas the 
Shi'ite minority, the Bahama, speak a sedentary dialect. Holes emphasises the 
different social meanings which variants obtain in this community (cf. above, p. 
1 3 3 )  and rightly assumes that an adequate account of the sociolinguistic situa­
tion should include the entire range of styles that people have at their disposal. 
In his survey he arrives at the relevant variables by setting up implicational 
scales, i.e. by observing the co-occurrence of certain variants in the speech of his 
respondents. The most important outcome of his analysis is the interdepend­
ence between linguistic form and social meaning. This is especially manifest in 

oral level source material fq{ 
percentage 

informal MSA e.g. newscasting, university 45 
lectures (arts) 

formal educated colloquial e.g. university lectures (science) 44 

informal educated colloquial e.g. intra-group conversations 3 5 
among professors 

formal literate colloquial e.g. popular television programmes 34 

informal literate colloquial e.g. intra-group conversations 22 
among shopkeepers 

formal illiterate colloquial e.g. conversations between 23 
employers and employees 

informal illiterate colloquial e.g. intra-group conversations o 
among workers 

Table 1 2 .2 Distribution of fqf in spoken Egyptian (after Elgibali 198 5 ) .  
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those cases where Bahama forms agree or disagree with the Standard Arabic 
form. In the case of the word for 'fish' (Standard Arabic samakaL both Bahama 
and Sunnites have smica; accordingly, when upgrading their speech they will 
tum both to the Standard Arabic form. In the case of the word for 'sunset' (Stand­
ard Arabic magrib), the Bahama have magrib, while the Sunnites say mgarb; in 
this case, Bahama literates tend to switch to the Sunnite form, whereas the 
Sunnites upgrade by turning to the Standard Arabic form (Holes 1 987:  1 70ff . ) .  

A related topic to that of the communal varieties is that of male/female 
speech, which has become relatively popular in Western sociolinguistics but 
remains a neglected field in Arabic sociolinguistics. There is a general dictum in 
Western sociolinguistics that on average women tend to conform to standard/ 
prestige variants more than men and that they are more conservative with re­
gard to linguistic change. This rule has been called into question for non-West­
em societies, where men tend to use the standard variants more than women. In 
Jordan, for instance, female students are reported by Suleiman ( 1 98 5 :  4 5 )  to 
switch from rural to urban dialect varieties to a much larger degree than male 
students. Yet, men tend to use more Standard Arabic, which is the variety for 
public appearances, in which women participate far less than men. The contrast 
between Western and non-Western speech patterns disappears when we realise 
that the standard variety should not be identified automatically with Modem 
Standard Arabic. In the case of the Jordanian students, it is the urban dialect that 
is regarded by most speakers as the prestige variety. Modem Standard Arabic, on 
the other hand, is seen as part of the male domain. 

An important contribution to the study of intra-colloquial variables is 
Walters' ( 1 9 9 1 )  extensive survey in the small town of Korba in Tunisia. One of 
the variables which he studied is that of final /-a/, which in Tunisian Arabic 
becomes /E:/ by 'imtila. In the dialect of Korba, this variable is realised by three 
variants: the standard variant [E:], and two raised variants, [1:] and [1:], which are 
regarded by the speakers as local and non-prestigious. Walters shows that the 
Tunisian standard variant is used most by young male speakers, followed by 
young females, then older males, and then older females. His results are impor­
tant for several reasons. In the first place, they demonstrate that the use of the 
standard variant correlates with a combination of gender, age and education 
rather than gender alone: those female speakers who used the variant [E:] had 
studied in Tunis. In the second place, most young speakers, both male and 
female, still use the raised variants with some speakers when they are back in 
the village, thus showing that these variants have become a marker of group 
identity. 

1 2 . 2  LANGUAGE CHOICE AND LANGUAGE ATTITUDE IN DIGLOSSIA 

Since we do not have enough data to set up full-scale correlations between so­
cioeconomic class and the use of H/L variants, it would be premature to try to 
define sociolectal varieties with some measure of independent status. We are 
somewhat better informed about those extralinguistic factors determining lan­
guage choice that are linked to the speech situation itself. The most relevant 
factors in the speech situation are the interlocutor, the topic and the setting. 
These factors can be ordered along a scale that goes from the private to the 
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public domain. At the end of the scale, we might have an official spokesman, for 
instance a minister, talking on a public topic in a formal setting, for instance a 
radio interview: he will be forced to use a variety approaching Standard Arabic 
as much as possible. At the other end of the scale, friends talking in a pavement 
cafe about private affairs will use colloquial language, with a minimum of inter­
ference from the standard language. 

The influence of these factors manifests itself when in a given situation one 
of them changes. When the minister in his radio interview is asked about his 
private life (rather unlikely in the Arab media! ), his speech will change accord­
ingly into the direction of the dialect. When the friends talking in the bar switch 
from private matters to a discussion about politics, their speech will immedi­
ately betray interference from the standard language. Since language choice 
takes place on a continuum, these changes do not take the form of code­
switching from one variety to another, but manifest themselves in a larger 
percentage of features from the opposite variety. 

One of the characteristics of the diglossia situation is the effect that speakers 
have on each other. Hardly any data are available on this topic, but in Diem's 
( 1 974) transcription of radio dialogues an impression can be formed of the way 
in which speakers accommodate to each other's level. In one conversation, for 
instance, a reporter is interviewing the secretary general of the Cairene 
Language Academy. At the beginning, he still uses phrases like ya'ni, nifham 
min kida 'innu 'abl 'in'iqtid 1-mu'tamar is-sanawi bitib'a fib ligan bitabl;wt 
qartirtit 'that means, we understand from this that before the opening of the 
yearly conference there are committees that investigate proposals', in which 
colloquial /'/ for /q/, continuous marker bi- and colloquial expressions like min 
kida are freely used. But when his interviewee keeps talking more or less Stand­
ard Arabic, within the space of one minute this same interviewer ends up saying 
things like law ' aradna 'an na'hwi. namii.d.agan li-ztilik 'if we used an example 
for this' (Diem 1 974: 76 ), which is almost absurdly Classical in its phonology 
and morphology. 

A reverse example may be found in a Lebanese interview between a reporter 
and a literary critic, in which the reporter stubbornly uses colloquial Lebanese, 
whereas the critic says things like bi-�ii.ra 'timmah 'al-mawsim kttn 'iitibi ­
iitibi 'awwalan min hays il-kammiyyi wa-stiniyan min hays 'an-nawiyyi 'gen­
erally speaking the season was positive, in the first place positive as to quantity, 
in the second place as to quality' with exaggerated Classical style (note the 
glottal stop in the article and the realisation of the Classical interdental /1/ as 
/sf) . But in the end he cannot resist the colloquial style of the reporter, and after 
a few minutes he talks like this: fi ta'riban si miyyit ma'riQ. bi-s-sine 'there are 
approximately roo expositions each year', with /'/ for fq/ and dialectal si and fi 
(Diem 1 974: 77 ) .  

These two examples show that the level of speech of each of the participants 
in a discourse event affects the speech of the others: speakers have a tendency to 
accommodate to the other's level and feel obliged to upgrade or downgrade their 
speech. This tendency is, however, not automatic: in conversations, people may 
talk to each other on a different level for an extended period of time, without 
bowing to the level of their interlocutor. In other words, the discourse factors 
that determine language choice do not operate mechanically. To a certain 
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extent, they select the variety that one uses in a specific speech situation by 
correlating the formality of the situation with the choice of linguistic variants. 
But it is equally true to say that the speakers' linguistic choices also reflect their 
evaluation of the speech situation. With their choice of variants, they indicate 
to the other participants how they see their role, what they think about the 
topic, which kind of setting they wish to take part in. 

This complicated interaction between extralinguistic factors and linguistic 
choice is controlled by the associations that the speakers connect with the vari­
eties of speech current in their community. The low variety of the language is 
associated with low education, since the standard language is taught and learnt 
at school, and hence with illiteracy and poverty, since people with a poor 
education cannot make a career. The standard language, on the other hand, is 
associated with higher education, success in society and a high socioeconomic 
class, even though the colloquial language is also used by people from a higher 
socioeconomic class as an informal language. Looked at from a different 
perspective, the colloquial language as the language of family and home is asso­
ciated with the in-group, with intimacy and friendship, whereas the high variety 
is associated with social distance and official relationships. The use of Standard 
Arabic may thus be a sign of respect, but also of creating a distance between 
speakers. The use of colloquial language may be derogatory, but also a sign of 
intimacy or modesty, somewhat in the way that the use of first names in 
English may signal either familiarity or social contempt. 

The difference between most Western speech communities and the Arabic­
speaking world is the much larger linguistic distance that exists between collo­
quial Arabic and the standard language, which forces the speakers to make 
decisions much more frequently than in Western speech communities. Since 
the colloquial and the standard language are not discrete varieties, but only 
abstract constructs at the extremes of a continuum, linguistic choice does not 
involve a two-way selection, but rather a mixture of variants. In many cases, the 
selection of a few markers suffices to convey the attitude of the speaker. In radio 
programmes, for instance, the speakers usually start from a written text in 
Standard Arabic, but in reading it they let themselves be influenced by the target 
group. In programmes for housewives or farmers, the structure of the Standard 
Arabic text remains unchanged, but at regular intervals colloquial markers are 
inserted, such as the realisation of the standard /q/ as /'/, the possessive particle 
bitii', the undeclinable relative illi, the use of the continuous marker bi-, and so 
on. These markers signal to the audience the intention of the speaker, which is 
to create an atmosphere of intimacy and warmth (as in the text quoted above in 
Chapter 8 on Middle Arabic, p. 127 ) .  Likewise, the use of Standard Arabic mark­
ers, such as the use of the coordinative particle fa-, the use of passive forms, or 
in general the insertion of case endings, may be practised by speakers when they 
wish to impress upon their audience the importance of the occasion or the topic. 

The choice of linguistic markers takes place partly on a conscious level and 
may be manipulated, for instance, for commercial reasons. In the language of 
the media and especially in advertisements in Egypt, the level chosen correlates 
with the nature of the product that is being sold and with the target group. 
Important public commodities such as loans and insurance policies are 'sold' to 
a predominantly male audience by the use of high varieties of the language, but 
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producers of food and detergents mainly cater to housewives and accordingly 
advertise their products in colloquial language. The advertisers have to strike a 
fine balance between the intimacy and familiarity of the colloquial language 
and the prestige and intellectual level of the standard language. 

On the political level, a rather spectacular case of this manipulation of lin­
guistic variation is to be found in the political speeches of the late President 
Nasser. He used to begin his speeches at an elevated level, spoken slowly and 
rhythmically, because of the formality of the situation. But then his sentences 
would become gradually more and more colloquial, spoken in a faster tempo, 
until he reached a purely colloquial level. At the end of his speech, he would 
conclude with a few sentences in pure Standard Arabic. Such a mixture reflects 
the inherent problem for politicians in the Arab world: on the one hand, by 
identifying with colloquial speech they wish to involve their audience, who for 
the most part do not use or even understand the higher levels of Standard 
Arabic; on the other hand, they cannot simply switch to colloquial language, 
since this would be regarded as an insult to their audience. 

This brings us to the political associations connected with the choice of 
varieties. Since the standard language is regarded by most Arabs as the most 
significant unifying factor of the Arab world, it also serves as a symbol of Arab 
unity. Most political parties in the Arab world at least officially propagate this 
unity, so that politicians are under severe pressure to use standard language, 
even though their constituents do not understand it. We have seen above (p. 
1 7  5 )  that from the end of the nineteenth century the Arabic language played a 
central role in the emergent nationalist movement in the Arab provinces of the 
Ottoman empire. After independence, each country officially declared its ad­
herence to pan-Arab nationalism (qawmiyya) with the Arabic language as the 
national language of all Arabs. From this point of view, the use of dialect stands 
for regionalism ( 'iqlimiyya), which is regarded as detrimental to the unity of the 
Arab world. On the other hand, in some countries the vernacular came to be 
valued as an important ingredient of the national identity (wataniyya). 

Not surprisingly, of all Arab countries, Egypt is the one with the most 
marked tendency towards the use of the dialect. Egypt has always been charac­
terised by a large degree of regional nationalism aiming at the establishment of 
an Egyptian identity, and the Egyptian dialect is certainly an important compo­
nent of this identity. Speeches in the Egyptian parliament are often given in 
something approaching the colloquial language, which would be unheard of in 
other Arab countries. An interesting example is the last speech given by the late 
President Sadat in parliament in 1 9 8 1 .  The day after his assassination, it 
appeared in the newspapers in a colloquial version, with a note by the publisher 
that there had been no time to 'translate' it into standard language. Nasser's 
speeches have been mentioned above; it is remarkable that the pattern des­
cribed there does not occur in any of the speeches which he gave abroad. The 
reason is obvious: any suggestion of Egyptian nationalism would have endan­
gered the already tense relations with Syria in the United Arab Republic. 

The relatively favourable attitude towards the dialect in Egypt is visible in all 
social contexts. In interviews on television, even in speeches in parliament, 
colloquial elements are freely used. There is a lot of public interest in the collo­
quial language, somewhat comparable to the way in which Schwyzertiiiitsch is 
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cultivated in German-speaking Switzerland. Literary works regularly contain 
colloquial elements, especially in the dialogues; and theatre plays, even when 
they were written originally in Standard Arabic, are often staged in dialect. Peo­
ple proudly commented on the publication of Badawi and Hinds' ( r 986)  
dictionary of the Egyptian 'iimmiyya. Many language schools offer courses in 
Egyptian dialect for foreigners. Debates about the language question did take 
place in Egypt (d. above, Chapter r o), but the point is that in Egypt such debates 
did not create a scandal, whereas elsewhere in the Arab world experiments 
involving the use of dialect were regarded with much more suspicion. 

The Egyptian attitude towards the use of dialect is also very much in 
evidence in international pan-Arabic conferences where Egyptian delegates 
unhesitatingly use colloquialisms in their speech while delegates from other 
Arab countries do their best to avoid such colloquialisms at all costs. Private 
interviews with Egyptian politicians and even with religious authorities, after a 
start in obligatory standard formulae, often switch to colloquial Egyptian. This 
is not to say that in Egypt the negative effects of the colonial heritage are not 
visible at all: here too, dialect research has been frustrated by university officials 
who still view the emphasis on dialect as a means to divide the Arab world. 

We have seen earlier that the relationship between the regional dialects and 
the dialect of the capital is another factor that has to be taken into account in 
the explanation of linguistic behaviour. The tendency on the part of the regional 
dialect-speakers to level towards the dialect of the capital goes back a long time, 
as we have seen in the dialect map of the Delta. In its present form, Cairene 
Arabic originated probably at the end of the nineteenth century (d. above, Chap­
ter ro), when the influx of speakers from the countryside led to a stigmatisation 
of the rural dialects that has continued until today. As a result, new migrants to 
the capital tend to shift wherever possible to Cairene Arabic. 

The attractive force of Cairene Arabic is also at work outside the Egyptian 
borders. One of the explanations for the use of colloquialisms by Egyptians in a 
pan-Arabic context may be that their dialect is universally known in the 
Arabophone world on account of the numerous Egyptian movies and soap-op­
eras that are exported to all Arab countries. This has led to a situation where 
most people can understand the Egyptian dialect at least partly, but not the 
other way round. A second reason is the large number of Egyptian teachers 
working abroad: thousands of Egyptian teachers were invited to come t� the 
North African countries after independence because of the shortage of people 
who could teach in Arabic. In recent times, many Egyptians have been working 
temporarily in the Gulf states and in Saudi Arabia. A large number of Egyptian 
teachers worked in Yemen during and after the Nasser period, so much so that 
nowadays any Arabic-speaking foreigner in Yemen is automatically regarded as 
an Egyptian teacher. In the Yemenite dialect, Egyptian colloquialisms are rap­
idly gaining a position as prestige variants (cf. above, p. 1 39) .  

1 2 . 3  THE LANGUAGE QUESTION IN NORTH AFRICA 

The diglossic situation sketched above also obtains in North African countries, 
but there the situation is complicated by the presence of a second prestigious 
language, the language of the former colonial power, France. In the older litera-
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ture on this topic, the situation is often described as one of 'bilingualism' in 
accordance with the original version of Ferguson's model, which used this term 
for a situation in which two unrelated languages were used within one speech 
community (cf. above, p. I 89 ) .  Acording to the newer versions of the model, the 
sociolinguistic relationship between French and Arabic may be termed 'diglos­
sia', whereas 'bilingualism' refers to the degree of command of both languages 
by the speakers. Unlike the situation in the former English colonies, the French 
authorities followed a colonial policy that aimed at the assimilation and inte­
gration of the indigenous population. The official point of view was that France 
did not colonise other countries in order to exploit them, but in order to bring 
them French civilisation. French officials regarded the colonial policy as 
France's mission civilisatrice, an attitude certainly not shared by all French 
colonists ( colons), who opposed any effort to educate the indigenous population. 

During the long years of French occupation (Morocco I 9 I 2-5 6; Algeria I 8 3o­
I 962; Tunisia I 88 I-I9S 6 ), the population of the 'colonies' was constantly ex­
posed to French language and culture. Even though the official aim - to educate 
the indigenous population as inhabitants of the French empire with equal rights 
- was rarely, if ever, put into practice, it remained the framework in which 
relations between French and Arabs were defined. In practice, only a small elite 
of the Arab inhabitants of the colonies got a chance of learning French. These 
people became gallicised to such a degree that they adopted French language, 
literature and culture as their own; when it turned out that even with this edu­
cation and attitude they would never be accepted as real French citizens, this 
small class of French Arabs became the core of the opposition movement to 
French domination. For the population at large, some knowledge of French was 
indispensable in their dealings with the French administration, but most people 
were denied any formal education in the language. 

During the colonial period, some half-hearted efforts were made by the 
colonial administration to introduce bilingual education for Arabic-speaking 
children, but in the few schools that provided this system Arabic was relegated 
to the position of an extracurricular curiosity. In the first period after independ­
ence, this situation was more or less perpetuated. In bilingual schools, French 
remained the language of instruction for 'important' subjects, such as mathe­
matics, physics and economics, whereas Arabic was used in classes in literature, 
history and religious education. Although for political reasons Arabic was 
declared the national language, French remained the main language of the schools 
and the administration. In all three Maghreb countries, campaigns for arabicisa­
tion were set up at an early stage to change this linguistic situation, both in 
education and in the administration. While the background to these campaigns 
was similar, there were noticeable differences in the course that they took in 
the three countries involved, analysed in detail by Grandguillaume ( I 983 ) . 
These differences can be explained by several factors: the length of the French 
presence, the number of French colonists, and the presence of a Berber minority. 

In Tunisia, the French left behind a sizeable bilingual elite; Berber did not 
play a role here, since it was only spoken in the south by no more than 5 per cent 
of the population. After independence, arabicisation became the official policy 
of the government, but at a slow pace. Although certainly dedicated to the intro­
duction of Arabic himself, the first president of Tunisia, Bourguiba, was not in 
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favour of a hasty transfer. In his own public speeches, he tended to use an inter­
mediate register, and on several occasions he declared that Classical Arabic was 
not the language of the Tunisian people. This became one of the key notions of 
the language debate in Tunisia: arabicisation should not aim at the wholesale 
introduction of a standard form of the language, but allow for a considerable 
amount of bilingualism and, at least according to some people, proper attention 
to the Tunisian dialect. 

Although in the public debates the importance of arabicisation was stressed, 
many intellectuals feared the reintroduction of orthodox Islam in the thor­
oughly secularised society of Tunisia as the result of exaggerated arabicisation. 
In the administration, arabicisation was not carried out systematically, even 
though some ministries were arabicised completely, for instance the Ministries 
of Justice and Interior Affairs in 1 970. But at the same time, many people still 
professed their preference for a bilingual approach and did not want to lose what 
they regarded as an achievement of Tunisian society. Besides, many people 
agreed with Bourguiba that the proper Arabic language of Tunisia was the Tuni­
sian dialect. 

In the Tunisian schools, a revolutionary reform was started in 1 9 5 8 . It aimed 
at the arabicisation of the school system by setting up a two-track curriculum 
which gave the parents the option of sending their children either to a mono­
lingual Arabic stream (section A) or to a bilingual French/ Arabic stream (section 
B). The problems were predictable: lack of teaching materials, lack of teachers 
proficient in teaching in Arabic, and, most of all, lack of interest on the part of 
the parents, who wished to provide their children with the best chance of 
succeeding in society, which meant sending them to a bilingual school. After 
ten years, the project was officially abandoned and the sections A disappeared. 
Some measure of arabicisation was carried out, however, and the first three 
years in primary education remained completely Arabic, as did some of the dis­
ciplines in secondary education (philosophy, geography, history) .  

In more recent years, the situation in Tunisia has changed in favour of Arabic. 
Even at the university level, there is constant pressure on the teachers to adopt 
standard Arabic for their classes, and even those teachers who believed that it 
was impossible to teach their specialised subject in Arabic have by and large 
abandoned the exclusive use of French. In the 1 990s, an additional factor 
became the emergence of Islamic fundamentalism as a powerful faction. On the 
whole, the fundamentalists are against any form of education in French and 
wish to give Arabic its rightful place in the curriculum. Where before this period 
arabicisation in Tunisia had never been a matter of principle, the language ques­
tion now threatens to become linked with religious issues. 

The linguistic situation in Morocco is determined by several factors. In the 
first place, the country has the largest Berber minority of all Maghreb countries, 
some estimates going as high as so per cent. In the second place, the French 
language played an important practical role because of the commercial relations 
between Morocco and Europe. In the third place, the language question was 
always closely connected with the political situation because of the connection 
with the throne: after King Mohammed V's return to an independent Morocco 
in 1 9 56, the monarchy, Islam and the Arabic language became an unbreakable 
triad. 
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In the colonial period, the degree of schooling was very low. The overwhelm­
ing majority of the pupils in the French schools were French, and only a very 
small number of Moroccan children actually went to these schools. In I 945, for 
instance, the number of French pupils was 45,000, that of Moroccan pupils 
I ,  I 50!  Contrast this with the total amount of pupils in primary and secondary 
schools in I 9 5 7, just after independence: primary 5 30,000; secondary 3 I ,ooo; 
and in I 9 6 5 :  primary I ,ooo,ooo, secondary I 3o,ooo (Grandguillaume I 983 ). The 
only alternative for Moroccan pupils in the colonial period was that of the 
traditional schools, starting with the kuttiib and culminating in the traditional 
university of the Qarawiyine in Fes. 

In the period after independence, several attempts were made to arabicise the 
schools. But plans for a complete arabicisation of primary schools and at a later 
point of secondary schools in I 9 5 9  were postponed because of the practical 
problem of actually introducing Arabic education in the sciences. At the 
present time, all government schools are completely arabicised for the first four 
years, while the next three are bilingual but with the emphasis on French in a 
ratio of I :2. In secondary schools, the ratiol Arabic:French varies between I :2 
and I : I .  Higher-level education is divided between the two languages according 
to subject matter. Apart from the government schools, there are quite a large 
number of private schools, Qur'anic and foreign, which are free in their lan­
guage choice. 

The campaigns to arabicise the administration were mostly half-hearted. As 
a political issue, arabicisation was important, especially in the context of estab­
lishing Arabic as the only language of the country to counter the influence of 
Berber. In practice, even after thirty years, several departments retained the use 
of French as a working language. According to many reports, the employees in 
the Bureaux d'arabisation, whose express aim was to support and guard 
arabicisation, continued to use French among themselves when discussing the 
language problems of the country! It is small wonder, then, that the outward 
appearance of the larger cities, at least as far as the 'European parts' are con­
cerned, remains French to a large degree. Bookshops still sell French newspapers 
and books, signs and advertisements are in French, and in the French-style cafes 
one orders one's coffee in French. 

The third Maghreb country, Algeria, knew the longest period of French pres­
ence and harboured the largest number of French colons. The country was virtu­
ally a French province from I 8 30, and independence was fought for in a bitter 
war that ended in I 962.  The situation of Arabic in French Algeria was precari­
ous. There was constant pressure to prohibit instruction in Classical Arabic, 
culminating in the edict of I 936  that declared Arabic a foreign language. What­
ever education existed in a language other than French was in dialectal Arabic 
or in Berber. When in I 9 6 I  de Gaulle made Arabic compulsory again in the 
ecoles du rer degre, this was much too late to change the situation. Like the 
other Maghreb countries, Algeria made Arabic the national language and Islam 
the national religion, but this did not change the fact that many Algerians were 
not proficient in Standard Arabic, and sometimes not even in dialectal Arabic. 
In I 963 ,  for instance, there was a proposal in the National Assembly to translate 
the proceedings of the meetings into Arabic. Apparently, most of the debates 
were held in French, since many of the delegates would have been unable to talk 
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in any kind of Arabic. The proposal met with general approval, but, as the prime 
minister pointed out, it would be impossible to find enough trained translators 
to do the job, so for the time being the proceedings had to remain in French! 

Right from the start, it was recognised that arabicisation should begin in 
education; but the beginnings of the arabicisation programme were altogether 
modest (seven hours in Arabic in primary education) .  Because of the almost 
total absence of teachers, 1 ,ooo Egyptian teachers were imported right away, 
later to be followed by another 1 ,ooo from Syria. After the coup d'etat of 1 965 ,  in 
which Boumediene became president, arabicisation became part of a centralised 
policy. In about ten years, most of primary education was arabicised, there was 
a lot of progress in secondary education, and even at the universities the pres­
sure became more intense to switch to Arabic. 

In the period just before independence, the French had created a corps of 
Algerian state employees to take over the administration when they had to 
leave. These 1oo,ooo or so employees jealously guarded their privileged position 
and were loath to accept any change in the linguistic situation. In 1968, the 
government decreed that state employees had to take an exam within three 
years to prove their proficiency in Arabic, but this measure turned out to be 
futile. In 1980 the edict was repeated, however, and this time it was enforced, 
aiming at total arabicisation by 1985 .  The arabicisation of the Algerian admin­
istration has succeeded to a degree not attained in any other Maghreb country. 

The introduction of Arabic in the Algerian mass media and in the public 
domain was very much connected with the dominant Islamic movement. In 
Morocco, Islamic feelings were usurped by the monarchy, and Tunisia chose a 
largely secularist way. In Algeria, however, Islam was not supported by the 
socialist government, but became a popular movement which actively 
supported the struggle for the replacement of French with Arabic. In 1976, 
within the course of one night, all French street names, billboards, advertise­
ments, and so on disappeared from the streets of Algiers, and other towns 
followed suit. Probably these measures were not always taken by officials, and 
in some cases the popular movement acted autonomously. The success of 
arabicisation has been so complete that in the civil war that has tom the coun­
try apart in the 1990s the language question is no longer an issue. 

Thus far, we have only spoken about the linguistic situation in North Africa. 
In the Eastern Arab world, Lebanon and Syria also belonged to the French sphere 
of influence. In Syria, most traces of French presence have been wiped out; Leba­
non is a special case because of the presence of a large number of Arab Christians 
(Maronites) .  From a very early date onwards, the Lebanese Christians estab­
lished contact with the Christian church in Europe: Maronites studied in the 
Vatican, and later in Paris, thereby strengthening the ties between Christians 
and Europe. After the troubles of 1 86o between Maronites and Druze, the 
European powers intervened and signed with the Ottoman Porte an agreement 
on the status of Lebanon, which was to become an autonomous mutasarrifate 
rather than belong to the province of Syria. In this area the Maronites were in 
the majority, and Christian missionaries became highly active (in 1 866 the 
Syrian Protestant College was founded, later to become the American Univer­
sity of Beirut, and in 1 87 5  the Catholic Universite Saint Joseph). The inter­
ference of the Western powers, especially France, led to the adoption of French 
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as a cultural language by educated Christians before the turn of the nineteenth 
century. 

In the turmoil of the Mandate period in which France dominated Lebanon 
( r 9 r 8-43 ), the Maronites were constantly striving to establish a Greater Leba­
non, independent of the Arab nation. When France finally conceded independ­
ence, Maronites continued to dominate in spite of the fact that they no longer 
constituted the majority due to the inclusion of large Muslim areas, such as the 
Biqa' and the south. Their only chance was, therefore, a special form of Leba­
nese nationalism, which emphasised the bicultural and bilingual character of 
the Lebanese nation. 

In pre-civil war publications by Lebanese Maronites, the coexistence 
between French and Arabic in Lebanon used to be viewed in a favourable light. 
Abou ( r 96 r ,  1 962), for instance, published a survey of language use and a study 
in which he shows himself to be an enthusiastic proponent of the bicultural 
entity that Lebanon should remain. In such publications, the historical role of 
Lebanon as an intermediary between Europe and the Levant was emphasised 
and the advantages of bilingual education in general were extolled. At the same 
time, the statistics in Abou's book demonstrate the difference between the 
Muslim and the Christian population with regard to proficiency in French. It 
goes without saying that, since the civil war, much has changed, and it is safe to 
say that the linguistic landscape will never be the same again. Unfortunately, 
nothing much is known about the present situation, but so much is certain: 
French has lost its dominant position to a large degree. In Beirut itself, there is 
a growing contrast between East Beirut, where French is still used, and West 
Beirut, where it has been replaced to some extent by English in its role as chan­
nel to the international community. 

1 2 . 4  LANGUAGE CHOICE AND LANGUAGE ATTITUDES IN NORTH AFRICA 

During the French period, the French language had acquired such a symbolic 
value that even though it was the language of the former colonisers, and even 
though officially Arabic became the new national language, knowledge of 
French was still regarded as an essential key to success. In spite of the official 
policy of introducing the Arabic language ( ta'rib) into domains that had for­
merly belonged to French, it has taken people a long time to get used to the idea 
that Arabic can serve just as well as French as an official language. As a cultural 
language, French continues to play an important role, and one still overhears 
well-educated Moroccans and Tunisians switching in midstream from one lan­
guage to the other. 

As far as proficiency in French is concerned, the linguistic situation has 
changed, too. During the colonial period, only a very small proportion of the 
people received an education in a school system which was based entirely on 
French. As a result, this elite became bilingual in French and in the vernacular, 
and in some cases, depending on the situation at home and the degree of school­
ing, French even became their dominant language. In extreme cases, particu­
larly in Algeria, this led to virtual monolingualism in French. Most members of 
the elite, whether they continued using the vernacular at home or switched to 
French completely, had virtually no knowledge of Standard Arabic and were 
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unable to read or write in that language. After independence, this situation 
became unstable, and with the introduction of Standard Arabic in the school 
system it disappeared. A few older individuals in the Maghreb countries may 
still refuse stubbornly to learn Standard Arabic, but on the whole the pressure 
on them to use Standard Arabic in their professional life has become inescapable. 

Apart from the elite who had most access to the French school system, any­
one who came into contact with the French language during the colonial period 
acquired at the very least the minimal knowledge of (informal) French that was 
needed for dealings with the authorities or French colonists. These people devel­
oped a kind of bilingualism in which French was definitely subordinate, since 
for them the primary language was their vernacular. The degree of knowledge of 
French depended on the amount of exposure and the nature of the contacts with 
the French authorities and colonists. After independence, a similar type of bilin­
gualism continued to exist, but nowadays its degree is a function of the amount 
of schooling. By contrast with the colonial period, in the post-colonial period 
anyone who goes to school has to learn Standard Arabic as well. 

There are hardly any statistics on the knowledge of French and Standard 
Arabic in North Africa. In Table 12 . 3  an estimate is given for 1968  on the basis 
of numbers of graduates in various types of schools. 

Although these figures have no doubt changed in the last few decades, they 
reflect a reality which still obtains in North Africa. There are two prestige 
languages that compete for the same domains: Standard Arabic and French. The 
colonial past has strongly influenced speakers' attitudes towards the two 
languages. Bentahila ( 1 983 )  studied these attitudes with the help of a matched 
guise technique that has been designed to bring out people's reactions to the use 
of language varieties. The findings of these experiments were that Moroccans 
are indeed influenced by the language spoken: in general, French is regarded 
more favourably than Arabic, provided that the French is of high quality. Speak­
ers of French are perceived as modem, sophisticated, educated and important, 
whereas the same speakers, when speaking in Arabic, are rated higher on 
features such as sociability and friendliness. Interestingly, most of the respond­
ents regarded the use of mixed codes very negatively. Asked about the 
advantages of bilingualism, i.e. proficiency in both languages, two thirds of the 
respondents maintained that it is advantageous for both individuals and society, 
especially in education. Interestingly, at the same time most respondents favoured 

Tunisia Morocco Algeria 

Arabic only 300,000 400,000 roo,ooo 
bilinguals soo,ooo yoo,ooo 300,000 
French only roo,ooo r oo,ooo 900,000 
total 900,000 ! 12001000 1 , 3001000 

20 per cent r o per cent 1 2  per cent 

Table 12 . 3  Language proficiency of literates in North Africa (after Gallagher 
1968:  148) .  
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arabicisation, provided that it was carried out in Classical Arabic, while at the 
same time supporting the continuation of bilingualism. Likewise, .almost all 
respondents asserted that Arabic was an appropriate language for the teaching of 
science, but at the same time they preferred the teaching of science in French. 
Such reactions illustrate the deep conflict between people's attitudes and their 
'official' point of view in a post-colonial bilingual society. 

Data on the actual language choice between Arabic and French in Moroccan 
society are available, but most studies on North Africa lump together Standard 
Arabic and dialect under one category ' Arabic' that is contrasted with French. In 
Bentahila's ( r 983 )  study of the choice between Arabic and French in Morocco, 
the respondents, all of whom were bilingual, stated that they spoke predomi­
nantly Arabic with elderly people, poor people and family, and predominantly 
French with doctors and employers. When ranking the domains of the language 
varieties, Bentahila found that Moroccan Arabic was used least in education and 
most at home, while French was used least among friends and most in educa­
tion. Among friends, the preferred variety was a mixture of Arabic and French. 

An interesting contrast is provided by the respondents' reactions to questions 
about their preferred variety in the written and the spoken media (see Table 
I 2 .4) .  The comments that accompanied these reactions show the kinds of asso­
ciations that people have with the two varieties: French is preferred because of 
the content of messages in French, whereas Arabic is preferred out of a sense of 
duty towards the nation. 

As for the relationship between standard and vernacular, there seems to be a 
tendency on the part of the speakers to use hypercorrect standard language. No 
doubt, this tendency is connected with the need to compete with the prestige of 
the French language, which forces speakers to speak as correctly as possible 
when they are using Standard Arabic. In the media, speakers using Standard 
Arabic pronounce the article in juncture as 'al-, apparently in an effort to avoid 
the dialect form 1-; they also tend to supply declensional endings even in pausal 
position, where no speaker in the Eastern Arabic-speaking world would ever use 
them. Consequently, switches in speech are characterised by sharp contrasts, as 
in the following utterance taken from a Moroccan radio programme: 

S=87 French mixed Arabic blanks 

newspapers read 37  5 3  I 5  4 
newspapers preferred 5 8  I 3  26 I2 
books read 45 54 7 3 
books preferred 62 I4 20 I 3  
radio listened to 25  6o I 9  5 
radio preferred 54  I 4  2 7  I 4  
television preferred 5 5  26  20 8 
films preferred 79 I 3  6 I I  

Table 1 2-4 Preferred language varieties in the media in Morocco (after Bentahila 
1983 :  68, 70). 
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wa-haqfqa 'anna 1-mutaffariifn k-tasfu 'un�ur m�m 'anii�ir 1-masrah 1li 
gad-ikun l;I.aqfqa f9-l-must9qbal fi mfdiin 1-masrah naiiihan biihir 'Really, 
the audience discover one of the elements of the theatre that in future will 
have a resounding success in the field of theatre' (Forkel I 98o: 9 3 )  

or in the following utterance: 

'askuru 1-'ah 'la had 1-fur�a 1li tutiih lf bas n'9bb9r 'an ra'yf bawl dawr 1-
'id.ii'a 'I thank my colleague for this opportunity granted to me to express 
my opinion about the role of the media' (Forkel I 98o: 8 5 )  

The juxtaposition of high-standard expressions and dialect utterances (gad­
ikun with aspectual marker - naiiihan with accusative ending; lli dialect rela­
tive - tutiih passive verb) is typical of media speech in North Africa. 

In most studies of language choice, the position of Berber is hardly mentioned 
at all in spite of the fact that a large minority of the population are bilingual in 
Arabic/Berber. The marginal position of Berber has to do with the effects of the 
French colonial period. In I 9 30, the French issued an edict (daher berbere) about 
the position of Berber, in which they put an end to the teaching of Arabic in 
Berber-speaking areas. Education in both French and Berber was promoted, and 
several measures were taken to create a distance between speakers of Berber and 
speakers of Arabic. Although there was never any evidence of actual collabora­
tion with the French authorities, the association of the Berber cause with 
French imperialism has remained strong in both Morocco and Algeria. In both 
countries, public support for Berber culture and language was strictly forbidden; 
in Algeria, all Berber publications were prohibited in I 976.  The campaigns for 
arabicisation were no doubt also directed against the large number of Berber 
speakers, who had to send their children to Arabic schools. As a result, almost 
all Berber-speakers, except in remote regions of the Rif, are at least partly bilin­
gual in Arabic and Berber. 

In Morocco, an astonishing volte-face was introduced by the king himself in 
I 994, when he publicly announced that Berber language and culture were an 
important factor in Moroccan society. He therefore ordered the introduction of 
Berber as a language of instruction in primary schools. It is too early to say 
whether this new development will actually lead to changes in the position of 
the Berber language. In Algeria, the state has tried in recent years to incorporate 
Berber aspirations within its own policy; an official Centre d'Etudes Berberes 
was established in the south, but it is no exaggeration to say that all such 
aspirations continue to be viewed with suspicion by the central government. 
Attempts by the fundamentalist factions to ally themselves with the Berber 
cause have been scarce, and on the whole the fundamentalists view the Berbers 
as possible heterodox Muslims. 

The lengthy period of coexistence of French and Arabic naturally left traces in 
the linguistic structure. We have seen above (p. I 84) that in the form of Standard 
Arabic that is current in North Africa, French idiomatic patterns can be 
detected. In the vernacular, too, a host of French borrowings have been 
integrated. According to Heath ( I 989), the integration of loanwords from another 
language must necessarily be preceded by a period of intensive code-mixing. 
Judging from other situations of code-mixing, it appears more likely that the 
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most integrated loans from French date back to a period in which most people 
had only a superficial knowledge of French. Only at a later stage, when there 
was a larger number of true bilinguals, did the number of ad hoc borrowings 
increase. 

Heath pays special attention to the pattern of integration of French loans into 
Moroccan Arabic. At an earlier stage, Spanish loans had been integrated into the 
language on the basis of the Spanish infinitive (e.g. frina:r-t 'I braked', n-f:rina:r 'I 
brake' < Spanish frenar) . But, for French loans, the basic form seems to have 
been a generalised stem ending in a vowel. In the -er conjugation in French, 
many forms end in a vowel sound (e.g. declarer 'to declare', declare, declarez, 
declarais ); according to Heath, these forms provided the canonical pattern for 
loanwords, imperfect y-Q.ikla:ri, perfect Q.ikla:ra, analogous to the Moroccan 
weak verbs in -a/-i. As we shall see below (Chapter r 3, p. 2 r r ), in Maltese, too, 
the category of the weak verbs provided a suitable pattern for foreign loans. 
Other examples of French loans include blisafyblisi 'to wound' (French blesser); 
kum:rulafykum:ruli 'to supervise' (French controler); $Utta/y$uti 'to jump' 
(French sauter). From most of these verbs, a passive and a participle may be 
formed, e.g. ttblisi 'to be wounded', mblisi 'wounded'. With regard to nouns, it 
may be noted that their gender is determined by the presence or absence of an 
end-vowel; thus, for instance, dus 'shower' (French la douche) is masculine in 
Moroccan Arabic, whereas a!).fima 'campus' (French l'internat) is feminine. 
Many nouns borrowed from French have a plural in -at (e.g. dusat, ga:rat, plural 
from ga:r 'station', French gare) .  But broken plurals for borrowed nouns are fairly 
common, e.g. gid 'tourist guide', plural gyad (French guide), masina 'train', 
plural masinat or mwasn (French machine), tnbr 'stamp', plural tnabr (French 
timbre). 

A special case of code-mixing between French and vernacular Arabic is that 
of the so-called Franco-Aiabe, a mixed code that is used predominantly by 
students and completely bicultural families in Morocco, Tunisia and Lebanon. 
As an illustration, we may quote a sentence quoted by Abou ( r 962 :  67 ), in which 
French and (Lebanese) Arabic alternate even within conjunctions (avant ma): 

ya latif kif ed-dine b-titgayyar, c 'etait en ete avant ma $ilret el-masekil, 
imagine-toi inno les X: kil si ils ant fait, ma hadan qallon un seul mot 'My 
dear, how the world is changing! It was in the summer before the problems 
began, imagine that the X family, whatever they did, nobody said a single 
word to them' 

Most users of Franco-Arabe would not call this a language in its own right, 
and when students use it this is generally frowned upon. Nevertheless, speaking 
with a constant mixing of French and Arabic is highly popular in certain circles, 
especially with youngsters in peer-groups in certain intimate settings. Its main­
tenance is dependent on the status quo: as soon as the linguistic situation 
changes, as it did for instance in Lebanon after the civil war, the use of Franco­
Arabe will stop. Because of its ad hoc character, it cannot be regarded as a new 
code, since the speakers seldom use it at home and they themselves do not feel 
that it is a separate language. The general attitude towards the mixing of codes 
is negative, most people viewing this mixed register as a sign of insufficient 
linguistic proficiency and detrimental to the social development of children. 
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The study of Franco-Arabe with its frequent use of code-mixing is of impor­
tance £or our knowledge of the nature of bilingualism. In spite of its seemingly 
improvised and haphazard appearance, it seems that it obeys certain syntactic 
constraints: in other words, speakers avoid certain combinations and seem to 
favour others. Abbassi ( 1 977 :  r 62-3 ) notes, for instance, that it is perfectly ac­
ceptable to use combinations such as msina 1-dak la salle de cinema 'we went 
to that movie-theatre'; al-lawwal dyal le mois 'the first of the month'; saknin f­
une grande maison 'they live in a big house', umm kaltum kanet une chanteuse 
mumtaza "Umm Kal.tiim was an excellent singer', in which Arabic demon­
stratives, genitive exponents, prepositions or nouns are combined with French 
nouns and adjectives. The reversed combinations ( * cette qti' at as-sinima; * le 
debut du shar, *dans wa}J.'dd 4-cl.ar, *une excellente muganniya) would, 
however, be less acceptable. Similar constraints are found in research in the 
Netherlands about the language of Moroccan youngsters who use a mixture of 
Moroccan Arabic and Dutch (cf. below, Chapter 1 3 ) . 

FURTHER READING 

The term 'diglossia' became current in studies on Arabic after Mar�ais ( 1 9 30); 
most of the sociolinguistic literature starts with Ferguson ( 1 9 5 9 ), which pro­
voked a large number of reactions: see for instance MacNamara ( 1 967 ), 
McLoughlin ( 1 972), Kaye ( 1 972), El-Hassan ( 1 977 )  and others. One of the first 
studies in which the notion of 'diglossia' was applied to the linguistic situation 
in an Arab country (Iraq) is Ahoma ( 1 969) .  A diachronic study of diglossia in the 
Classical Arab world is Corriente ( r 97 5 ). Theoretical discussion of the model is 
in Fishman ( 1 967, 1972 ), Gumperz ( 1 962 )  and Britto ( 1 985 ) .  There is a compre­
hensive bibliography on diglossia, in which the number of items on Arabic 
diglossia is substantial: see Fernandez ( 1 99 3 ) . 

Theoretical aspects of the analysis of variation in contemporary Arabic 
speech communities are discussed by Holes ( 1 987 )  in his study on the sectarian 
variation in the dialects of Bahrain. 

For the linguistic situation in Egypt, Badawi ( 1 97 3 )  is a classic and also one of 
the very few publications in Arabic about a sociolinguistic topic; for an empiri­
cal evaluation of Badawi's model, see Elgibali ( 1 985 ) .  Diem's ( 1 974) study of 
radio Arabic has been mentioned in the text; the book contains transcribed texts 
that were taken from speeches, interviews and conversations. On the pattern of 
Nasser's speeches, see Holes ( 1 993 )  and Mazraani ( 1 996 ) .  Not much is known 
about the use of classicisms in colloquial speech, but the radio texts in Diem 
provide many examples of people trying to upgrade their speech. There is no 
analysis of the range of classical markers actually being used; on this topic, see 
also above, Chapter 8, and in a different region Paiva's ( r 969a) study of the use of 
classicisms in Bedouin speech in Jordan. 

Attitudinal research in the Arab world remains poorly represented; attitudes 
towards foreign languages have been studied by Bentahila ( 1 983 ;  French/Arabic 
in Morocco), Suleiman ( 1 985 ;  English/Arabic in Jordan) and Zughoul ( r 984; 
English/Arabic in Jordan), and Abu-Haidar ( r 988a; English/Arabic in Iraq). 

The difference between male and female speech in Tunisia and Egypt is 
discussed by Walters ( 1 989, 1 99 1 )  and Haeri ( 1 992 ); they both emphasise the 
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methodological need to distinguish between Western and non-Western speech 
communities. A survey of recent research in male/female differences in Arabic 
dialects is in Rosenhouse ( I996) .  

On the linguistic situation in North Africa, there is quite a large literature. 
The French colonial policy that led to the present-day linguistic situation is 
discussed in Bidwell ( I 973 )  and Gallup ( I973 ) .  On linguistic policies in 
Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia in the period after independence, see Grand­
guillaume ( I  9 8 3 ); a few case studies on the process of arabicisation are available, 
e.g. Hamzaoui ( I 970) on the arabicisation of the traffic police in Tunisia; Riguet 
( I 984) on the arabicisation of the schools in Tunisia. 

The older literature on Tunisia and Morocco provides an interesting point of 
comparison with the present-day situation; since these publications originated 
in the period just after independence, the writers were very much involved in 
what was happening; see e.g. Garmadi ( I 968) ,  Maamouri ( I 973 )  and Gallagher 
( I 968 ) .  A modern study on standard/vernacular diglossia in Moroccan radio 
Arabic is Forkel ( I 98o), which has the same design as Diem's study on Egyptian 
(and Syro-Lebanese) radio Arabic. On diglossia in Tunisia, see Talmoudi 
( I 984a). 

On Lebanon, only older publications (such as Abou 196I ,  I962 )  are available, 
which are interesting from the historical point of view. 

Abbassi ( I 977 l  is a useful survey of the sociolinguistic situation in Morocco 
and includes a sketch of the syntactic constraints in Franco-Arabe; for an older 
study on the use of Franco-Arabe among students, see Ounali ( I 970). On 
French/Arabic code-switching, see Bentahila and Davies ( I 983 ); cf. below, 
Chapter I 3, p. 222, on Dutch/ Arabic code-switching. The most important study 
on French loanwords in Moroccan Arabic is Heath ( 1 989 ), with extensive lists of 
borrowed words. On French loanwords in the Algerian vernacular, see Hadj­
Sadok ( I  9 5 5  J . For a case study of English loanwords in an Arabic dialect, that of 
al-I:Ia�a in Saudi Arabia, see Smeaton ( I 97 3 ). 



1 3  
Arabic as a 

Minority Language 

I 3 .  I INTRODUCTION 

In the course of history, some speakers of Arabic have become isolated from the 
central area. Living among people who speak a different language and in order to 
function in society they have to use the dominant language of their neighbours, 
while continuing to speak Arabic among themselves as a home language. 
Usually, in such linguistic enclaves (called in German Sprachinsel) the home 
language has little prestige, and the speakers depend on the official language in 
their everyday dealings. Because of the frequent code-switching and the many 
integrated loans, their language is subject to all kinds of linguistic pressure from 
the dominant language (adstratal influence) .  The linguistic enclaves therefore 
present a general interest for the study of language contact. 

The study of the Arabic linguistic enclaves also contributes to our knowledge 
of the history of Arabic. The classicising influence of the standard language was 
considerably weaker here than in the central empire. In some respects, there­
fore, the structure of these dialects reflects an earlier form of spoken Arabic in 
the areas to which they were exported, without the pressure from the Classical 
language, which in the core area acted as a target for most speakers (cf. above, p. 
109). There is, however, no direct correlation between the date of cut-off and the 
present structure of these dialects. Hardly any linguistic enclave, with the 
possible exception of Maltese, was ever completely isolated from the central 
area, and in most cases the speakers maintained some form of contact with the 
prestigious centres of the Islamic empire, be it only because of their adherence 
to Islam. 

In this chapter, we shall briefly discuss the linguistic situation of a number of 
linguistic enclaves in which Arabic is spoken, and we shall also deal with the lin­
guistic situation of the many Arab immigrants in Western Europe and America. 

I 3 . 2 MALTESE 

When in 25 6/870 the Tunisian Aghlabids conquered the island of Malta, the 
inhabitants were Christians who probably spoke some kind of Romance dialect. 
During the period of Muslim domination, the entire population took over the 
Arabic language. If we believe the report by the geographer al-I:limyari (cf. 
Brincat I 99 I ), for some I 8o years after the conquest there were no inhabitants at 
all and the island was repopulated with Arabic-speaking people afterwards. In 
any case, the language of the original inhabitants did not leave any traces in the 
Maltese language. 



2 I O  THE ARABIC LANGUAGE 

In 445/ro54, the Normans conquered the island of Malta, but in the thir­
teenth century two thirds of the inhabitants were still Muslims according to a 
contemporary source. In the following centuries, these Muslims must have 
been either banished or converted to Christianity, and with their religion the Clas­
sical Arabic language disappeared as well. Their vernacular language remained in 
use, and, even though Latin and Italian were introduced as the languages of 
religion and culture, the Maltese vernacular was accepted as the language of 
contact between the priests and their flocks. The official language was Italian. 

The earliest Maltese text that has been preserved dates from the second half 
of the fifteenth century (the Cantilena of Peter de Caxaro), but it was not until 
I 796 that Maltese was accepted as a language in its own right with Mikiel 
Vassalli's grammar, Ktyb yl klym Malti 'Book of the Maltese language' .  After 
r 8 r 4, when Malta became a part of the British empire, English replaced Italian 
as the official language, but Maltese was introduced in the curriculum of the 
schools. In I 9 3 3, Maltese was recognised as the second national language, and 
after independence it became the official language of the Republic of Malta, 
written in a Latin orthography. 

Despite efforts in the r 970s and r 98os by the Maltese government to empha­
sise the Arabic character of Maltese and introduce Arabic in the schools as a 
compulsory subject, most Maltese do not like to be reminded of the Arabic 
provenance of their language. They do not wish to be associated with the Arab 
world, and prefer to call their language a Semitic language. Older theories about 
the Punic origin of the language are no longer taken seriously, but at the Univer­
sity of Valletta the departments of Arabic and Maltese continue to be strictly 
separated. 

A number of Arabic consonantal phonemes have merged in the language, but 
are still distinguished in the orthography: /q/ has become /'/, e.g. qaghad ['a:t] 
'to sit' (Arabic qa'ada); /'/ and /g/ have disappeared in most positions, but are 
still written as gh, e.g. boghod [bo:t] 'distance' (Arabic bu'd); /b/ and /h/ have 
merged in /h/, written as h; /h/ has disappeared in most positions, e.g. deher 
[de:r] 'to appear' (Arabic 4-ahara). All emphatic consonants have become non­
emphatic. Yet, in spite of the fact that most Maltese regard their language as 
different from Arabic, almost all proposals for the orthography of the language 
were historicising: they attempted to restore the Arabic structure in writing in 
those cases where it had been destroyed by phonetic developments. Thus, the 
combinations gha and agh are distinguished in the orthography, but pro­
nounced similarly [a:] in words such as ghamlu 'they did' (Arabic 'amilii) and 
jaghmlu 'they do' (Arabic ya'malii). 

The most striking feature of the language is the enormous amount of Italian 
and Sicilian loans, which have become completely integrated in the structure of 
the language. Although examples may be quoted from other dialects which ac­
commodated foreign loans, Maltese Arabic is exceptional both in the amount of 
loans from Italian (and in recent times from English) and in the effect which the 
influx of loanwords had on the morphology of the language. The usual process 
of integration of loanwords in Arabic dialects is by root-abstraction (cf. above, p. 
r 8o), and this is the way in which older loans were incorporated in Maltese. In 
root-abstraction, the consonants of the foreign word constitute a new root in 
Arabic, to which Arabic morphological patterns may be applied. Italian serpe 
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'snake', for instance, was borrowed as serp and received a broken plural srip; 
from Italian pittore 'painter' > Maltese pittiir a new verb pitter was coined. 

As Mifsud ( I 99 5 )  demonstrates, the influx of foreign loans in Maltese was so 
massive that it led to a change in the morphological structure of the language, 
from a root-based to a stem-based morphology. The procedure of root-abstraction 
ceased to be productive, and foreign words were integrated in a different way. 
Most Italian verbs were borrowed on the basis of their imperative or the third 
person singular of the present; in Maltese, these verbs end in -a, e.g. Maltese 
ceda 'to give up' from the Italian verb cedere, or falla 'to fail' from the Italian 
verb fallire. This process was facilitated by the fact that the largest category of 
verbs in Maltese was that of the weak verbs, which also end in -a. Thus Italian 
loans such as ceda and falla became indistinguishable from Arabic Maltese 
verbs such as mesa 'to walk', messa 'to lead'. The same pattern also accommo­
dated other verbs with more complicated stems, e.g. sploda 'to explode', sofra 
'to suffer'. The accumulation of Italian loans in this category led to a reinterpre­
tation of the inflected forms: messeyna 'we led', falleyna 'we failed' were inter­
preted not as the second measure of the radicals m-s-y with the ending -na (root 
+ verbal pattern + suffix), but rather as a stem with a suffix, i.e. mess-eyna. The 
Italian verbs received a Maltese imperfect, from one of the two categories of Mal­
tese Arabic, in -a or -i, e.g. salvafysalva 'to save' (Italian salvare); solvafysolvi 'to 
solve' (Italian solvere), probably on the basis of their conjugation in Italian: verbs 
in -are received a Maltese imperfect in -a, those in -ere, -ire an imperfect in -i. 

A similar development took place in the nominal system. Since Arabic nouns 
are usually triradical and most plurals are formed with discontinuous mor­
phemes (broken plurals), foreign words are not easily integrated. In Maltese, the 
integration of Italian loans was accomplished by a reinterpretation of their form, 
by taking into account only the last two syllables of the word. Thus, Italian 
loans such as umbrella 'umbrella', gverra 'war' received the broken plurals 
umbrelel and gverer. In this way, the difference between Italian morphology 
operating with suffixes and Maltese Arabic morphology operating with discon­
tinuous patterns was eliminated, and the way was opened for the introduction 
of any foreign loan. In recent times, however, there has arisen a tendency not to 
provide English words with broken plurals, but to borrow them together with 
their English plural morpheme -s, e.g. telefonftelefons. 

Text I :  Maltese (from L'Orizzont, 9 May I 990) 

1. Is-sitwazzjoni tan-nuqqas ta' ilma 
qegbda dejjem tiggrava. 

2. Issa qegbdin jintlaqtu wkoll posti­
jiet li rari kienu jkunu ffaccjati bi 
problema ta' nuqqas ta ' ilma. 

3. Qed tikber ukoll il-pressjoni fuq it­
Taqsima tal-Bowsers tad-Diparti­
ment ta' 1-Ilma.  

4· Minkejja li gbandhom erba' linji 
tat-telefon, tlieta minnhom diretti, 
aktar iva milli le ssibhom 'en­
gaged' - iccempel meta ccempel. 

I .  The situation of the deficit of water 
is becoming graver all the time. 

2. Now they are confronted with it in 
all places that were rarely faced with 
the problem of a deficit of water. 

3 ·  The pressure is becoming greater 
on the Bowsers Section of the De­
partment of Water. 

4· Although they have four telephone 
lines, three of them direct, more 
often than not you find them 
engaged - it rings when you ring. 
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I 3 .  3 CYPRIOT MARONITE ARABIC 

Cypriot Maronite Arabic is the home language of a small community of the 
village of Kormakiti in north-west Cyprus. The presence of this Maronite com­
munity on the island dates back to the period between the ninth and twelfth 
centuries. After the Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1 97 4, most of the inhabitants 
of this community spread over the island, leaving behind in Kormakiti only 
about sao people ( 1 979) .  Of the s ,ooo Maronites in Cyprus, these are the only 
ones bilingual in Greek and Arabic. Because of its peculiarities and in spite of the 
small size of the community, Cypriot Maronite Arabic is of great importance for 
the historical study of the Syrian and Mesopotamian dialects. Most of its traits 
are shared with the sedentary dialects of Greater Syria, for instance the verbal 
marker for the non-past p(i), which goes back to the common Syro-Lebanese bi-. 
Borg ( 1 9 8 5 )  also mentions a large number of common features between Cypriot 
Arabic and the so-called qaltu dialects of the Mesopotamian group, for instance 
the future marker tta- ( < Classical Arabic) hatta, which is also used as a future 
marker in the Anatolian qaltu dialects, and the past marker kan-. According to 
him, these common features go back to a period in which there was a dialect 
continuum between the Mesopotamian dialects and the Syrian dialect area. 

Three features lend the Cypriot Arabic dialect its 'exotic' character: the 
development of the Arabic stops; the reduction in morphological patterns; and 
the presence of numerous Greek loans. Probably under the influence of Greek 
phonology, the opposition voiced/voiceless has disappeared in the stops in this 
dialect. The realisation of these merged phonemes depends on the environment: 
they are realised as voiced stops between vowels, but as voiceless stops at the 
end of a word, e.g. [kidep], phonologically /kitep/, from Classical kataba. Before 
another stop, stops become spirants, e.g. h.tuft < ktupt 'I have written', pah.top 
from p-aktop 'I am writing'. In a cluster of three stops, the middle one is deleted, 
e.g. pkyabpu < p-yaktpu < bi-yaktubu 'they are writing'. This form also illus­
trates another instance of Greek influence, the insertion of k before y, as in 
pkyut < buyiit 'houses'. Cypriot Arabic has lost the emphatic consonants, but 
two of the interdentals have been preserved: ! as in t.awp < t.awb 'cloth', and d. 
going back to Classical 4 and d as in d.ahr < <Jahr 'back'. But the original voiced 
interdental d. has become d/t, as in tapah. < d.abah 'to slaughter'. 

The number of plural nominal patterns has been reduced drastically; there 
are only five patterns corresponding to the broken patterns of the regular Arabic 
dialects. The ending -at has to a large degree replaced the various patterns, e.g. 
patn, plural patnat 'belly', mohh, plural mohhat 'head'. It even appears as an 
ending for historical plurals, e.g. h.umat < *luhflmat 'kinds of meat' (Classical 
luhflm) and bpurat 'graves' (Classical qubur, with spirantisation of the q before 
a second stop). The genitive exponent is tel (masculine), sayt (feminine), sat 
(plural) . 

Greek loans cover a large part of the official but also of the everyday vocabu­
lary, e.g. kiryaki 'Sunday', tilefono 'telephone', p6lemo 'war', ayr6plana 'aero­
plane', d.iskolo 'difficult', zah.ari 'sugar', mat.ites 'pupil', istera 'later', and so on. 
As in similar linguistic situations it is often difficult to determine whether we 
are dealing with code-switching or with real loans. This is not the case with 
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some of the functional words that have been borrowed, such as kate 'each', as in 
ka{e-veh.en 'everyone' (< Greek kathe + Arabic wahid), and suffixes such as the 
diminutive in paytui 'little house' ( < Arabic bayt + Greek suffix -oudhi). 

Text 2: Cypriot Arabic (after Borg 1 9 8 5 :  r 6 5 )  

I .  ell. en Sfpp amma pih.lipp i1-eh.te 
pint, pivaddi 1-eh.1u u t-tatatu iump 
i1-eh.1a u kyiti1plia 

2. an p-pint u 1-eh.l piritli!b t6te s-sipp 
kyitlop prika mill. payt h.kali u flus 

3· an ma-lih.on as ma kyitlop, t6te 1-
iproksenya kyinth.irpu 

4· an pih.lippa ma kalpu, pkyah.lita 
ma as ma kyatlia eh.la 

5 .  pih.6ttu ask a zman kya' atezzu psan 
tentiawzu, u h.ost ada 1-izman, 
pitaylpu 1-payt u s-saya tel-'arlis, 
w-istera pitaylpu 1-ih.ar tel-'6rs 

r .  A youth when he falls in love with a 
girl, sends his parents and his god­
father to her parents and they ask 
for her hand. 

2. If the girl and the parents want him, 
then the youth requests a dowry, 
such as a house, land and money. 

3 .  If they do not have what he requests, 
then they break off the engagement. 

4· If he loves her with his heart, he 
takes her whatever her parents give. 

5 .  They determine how much time 
they need to get married and during 
this time they prepare the house and 
the things of the bride and then they 
prepare the date of the wedding. 

1 3 . 4 ANATOLIAN ARABIC 

After the Seljuk conquest of Anatolia, not all traces of Arabic dialects disap­
peared. When in the course of the next centuries Turkish became the official 
language of the Seljuks and later of the Ottoman empire, Classical Arabic re­
mained the language of religion and, to a certain degree, that of culture; the 
status of colloquial Arabic, however, changed drastically. Most speakers even­
tually switched to Turkish or Kurdish, but in a few areas in Central Anatolia 
some communities retained the use of Arabic as their home language, most 
speakers being bilingual or trilingual. 

In Jastrow's classification ( 1 978 )  of the Mesopotamian q<Jltu dialects, the 
Anatolian Arabic dialects constitute one of the three subgroups. The total 
number of speakers lies around 1 4o,ooo, most of whom are bi- or trilingual in 
Arabic, Kurdish and Turkish. The dialects are subdivided into five groups: 
Diyarbaku dialects (spoken by a Jewish and Christian minority, now almost 
extinct); Mardin dialects; Siirt dialects; Kozluk dialects; and Sason dialects. 
There are two larger cities where Arabic is spoken, Mardin and Siirt, although in 
the latter Arabic is being replaced gradually by Turkish. 

Compared to the other dialects of the q<Jltu group, the Anatolian dialects 
have deviated much more from the Classical type of Arabic. There are various 
distinctive markers that immediately classify a dialect as Anatolian, such as the 
suffix -n instead of -m in the second and third person plural (e.g. in Mardin 
Arabic baytk<Jn 'your house', bayt<Jn 'their house' )  and the negation mo instead 
of mii with the imperfect. But these traits are minor details compared to some 
other features that contribute to the exotic character of Anatolian Arabic. 
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There is a great deal of variation between the dialects, both in phonology and 
in morphology. The Arabic interdentals, for instance, have developed in each 
dialect differently: in Mardin /11, ld/, ldl; in Diyarbaku ltl, ldl, /dl; in Siirt lfl, I 
vi, lvl; in KozlukiSason lsi, lzl, /?.I (for instance (jahar, cj.ahar, vahr, 4-ahar, all 
from Arabic (jahr 'back'). This demonstrates the fact that they have gone 
through separate developments. 

In morphology, too, there is a great deal of variation between the dialects. 
The genitive exponent, for instance, differs: some dialects use a reflex of *d.I-la 
(relative pronoun + preposition li- 'for'), e.g. dila, d.Il, del; others use a combina­
tion of le + 1-, e.g. le in Daragozii. The Anatolian dialects are particularly rich in 
verbal particles. They not only have an aspectual prefix for the actual present 
(ku- ), but also a prefix for the future ( ta-, ta- < hattii 'until'; sometimes da-), the 
continuous past (kiin, kan, kii), the perfective (kal, kut, ku) and the anterior past 
(ka, kan, kat with the perfect verb) .  

A major innovation is the development of a copula from the personal pro­
noun, usually placed after the predicate. In the dialect of Qartmin, for instance, 
we find sentences such as J;amm aggabb d.ayyaq-we (< huwa) 'the opening of the 
well is narrow', almerge mftillate-ye (<  hiya) 'the meadow is without an owner', 
anti m9n-anW 'who are you? ', iib-u ' (it )  is the wolf'. A further development is 
the demonstrative copula with the demonstrative elements k- and hii-, e.g. in 
the same dialect abnu ku qaddiim ammu 'his son is before his mother', kw ( < k­
+ hii) zliim mayyat 'there is a dead man', keh (< k- + hii + hii) ma:ra 'over there is 
a woman' (examples from Jastrow 1 978 :  1 3 1-42) .  The simple copula is also 
found in the Christian Arabic of Baghdad, but the proliferation of forms and new 
functions is only found in Anatolia. 

The lexicon of the Anatolian dialects is marked by a large number of 
loanwords from Turkish and Kurdish. Most of the Turkish loans are in the 
domains of administration and the army, e.g. (Daragozii) damanca 'pistol' 
(Turkish tabanca), cafta 'gun' (Turkish r-ifte). Some of the Turkish loans are 
themselves of Arabic origin, e.g. (Mhallami) haqsaz 'unjust' (Turkish haks1z < 
Arabic haqq + Turkish s1z). The Kurdish loans often concern agricultural and 
household items, such as (Daragozii) qiiz9ke 'jar', t6v 'sowing-seed', got 
'plough', but also current words such as di5st 'friend' . The first example contains 
the Kurdish diminutive -ik. 

The older loans have been integrated into the language, both phonologically 
and morphologically, for instance by acquiring their own broken plurals, e.g. 
(Mhallami) panturlpanetir 'trousers' (<  Turkish potur). In this case, there can be 
no doubt that we are dealing with a real loan. But very often the speakers use 
foreign words without modifying their phonetic shape, even when there is a 
perfectly good synonym available in their own dialect. In such cases, the use of 
the foreign word is the effect of the bilingual situation, which leads the speakers 
to code-switch from their own language to the prestige language. This explains 
the large number of ad hoc loans occurring only once in the corpus that was 
used for a recent count (Vocke and Waldner 1 982 ) .  According to this count, 24 
per cent of the lexicon of the Anatolian dialects consists of foreign loans. The 
dialects differ with respect to the language from which they borrow most: in 
Daragozii 32  per cent of the lexicon is foreign, of which 5 per cent is Turkish, 12  
per cent is Kurdish and the rest of unknown etymology, whereas in Mardin, of 
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I S  per cent foreign loans I 2  per cent is Turkish, o .s  per cent is Kurdish and the 
rest of unknown origin. Most of the foreign loans do not belong to the most 
frequent vocabulary, since in running speech only about 5 per cent of the words 
are of non-Arabic origin. 

An interesting phenomenon is the use of verba-nominal expressions with the 
verb sawa 'to do, make' of the type that is usually found in loans from Arabic in 
other languages, rather than the other way round (cf. below, Chapter I4 ) .  In 
Anatolian dialects, many expressions of this kind are found, not only with 
Turkish words, but also with Arabic words: sawa talafon 'to call by telephone', 
sawa Isiira 'to give a sign', sawa mhiifaza 'to protect' .  In all likelihood, these 
constructions are a calque of Turkish expressions with etmek (cf. below, Chap­
ter I 4, p. 2 3 5 ) . 

Text 3 :  Daragozii Arabic (after Jastrow I973 :  r r 8 )  

I .  1om meh'ad malgahm k�mtu qfii 
lxasne, galami k��arbo fak �lpiil, w 
nii le 'Iyantu sfwa'd m�havriis-va Igi 

2 .  q�ltu w�]]ii ukkii Iiba zzib, Iyantu 
zfb-u 

3 .  hama gii ma ga, rak�b �lgalme, 
r�kaba, w g�ndiira mfo lhag�:r 

4· nii le 'Iyantu qoq-ata sage ���mmu 

5 .  saytu 'layu r�tto har�tto, kalb�na 
wa'd k�fi cii]o, zfyaqtiillu cii]o, 
cii]o-gi mbarier-va ga saynu s�b�r 
wa'd talah, w-ga 'layu 

I .  One day I was with the goats, behind 
the hill, my goats were climbing the 
slope, and suddenly I saw something 
coming from the top of the hill. 

2. I said: '0, my God, that looks like 
the wolf! ' I looked, it was a wolf. 

3 .  Right when he came, he jumped 
upon a goat, he jumped upon her, 
and rolled her from the stone. 

4· Suddenly I saw how he took her 
head in his mouth. 

5 .  I shouted at him r�tto har�tto. We 
had a dog, Calo, I called to him: 
'Calo ! '  Calo came from downhill, 
his tongue hanging out of his mouth, 
and he came upon him. 

I 3 .  5 UZBEKISTAN AND AFGHANISTAN ARABIC 

During the I 96os, information became available on an Arabic dialect spoken in 
the (then) Soviet Republic of Uzbekistan. Since Western Arabists did not have 
access to this region, the only fieldwork was done by the Soviet Arabists 
Vinnikov and Tsereteli. Through their publications, scholars learned that an 
Arabic dialect was spoken in the Qasqa Darya ( I ,ooo speakers in I938 )  and 
Bukhara (400 speakers in I 938 )  regions of Uzbekistan. Most of them were bi- or 
trilingual, Tajik and Uzbek being the current languages in the community. 
Their dialect turned out to be related to the Mesopotamian and Anatolian q�ltu 
dialects, but it had developed in a special way. According to fieldwork carried 
out in I 996 by Dereli ( I 997), the inhabitants of the villages of Gogari and Arab­
khane still use Arabic in their daily contacts, although they code-switch con­
stantly to Uzbek and Tajik. 

The origins of the Uzbekistan community of speakers of Arabic are contro­
versial. According to some traditions, the Arab presence in Transoxania and the 
islamisation of this area date back to the time of Qutayba ibn Muslim, governor 
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of Khurasan, who conquered Bukhara and Samarqand in 87/709-10. Others link 
the Arab presence with Timur Lenk's conquests in the fourteenth century, or 
with Bedouin migrations &om Afghanistan in the sixteenth century. In all like­
lihood, there were different stages of arabicisation in this area, which would 
explain the mixed character of the lexicon. 

Our lack of knowledge is even greater in the case of the Arabic spoken in 
Afghanistan. The first publication in a Western language concerning remnants 
of Arabic in Afghanistan appeared in 1 973 .  At that time, there were appro­
ximately 4,ooo speakers of an Arabic dialect in Northern Afghanistan in the 
provinces of Balkh and Cawzgan. Most speakers were bilingual in Arabic and 
Persian (Tajik). They belonged to a closely-knit community that observed a 
strict endogamy, and felt proud of their Arabic descent. According to the local 
tradition, they descended &om the tribe of Qurays and had been brought to this 
region by Timur Lenk in the fourteenth century. On the whole, their dialect 
seems to be closely related to the dialect spoken in Uzbekistan. They exhibit 
the same double reflex of the Classical q, disappearance of the emphatic con­
sonants and sibilant realisation of the interdentals. Unlike Uzbekistan Arabic, 
Afghanistan Arabic seems to have preserved, however, the two phonemes /h/ 
and /'/. 

Belonging as it does to the qaltu group, Uzbekistan Arabic exhibits many of 
the typical features of a sedentary dialect. There are, however, traces of Bedouin 
influence, since not all words show the voiceless reflex of Classical Arabic q: 
side by side, we find here gidii 'pot' and qalb 'heart' (cf. above, p. 1 37) .  Some­
times, but not always, the variants belong to different dialect regions, e.g. the 
word for 'heart' in the Geinau dialect is given as galib. In the group of 
interdentals, the situation is similar: the usual reflex of the Classical 
interdentals must have been t d., <J, which probably under Tajik influence de­
veloped into s, z, :?-, e.g. siib 'cloth' < t.awb, or? 'earth' < 'ar(j. It appears that in 
most cases emphatic consonants were de-velarised, so that a becomes simple z. 
But in some words the Classical interdentals are represented by dentals, e.g. in 
the demonstratives had, hadi 'this', and diik, dild 'that'. 

The definite article of Classical Arabic has disappeared in Uzbekistan Arabic, 
but there is a new indefinite article, fat ( <  fard), as in Mesopotamian Arabic. In 
the nouns, broken plurals are restricted to a few words; most masculine animate 
nouns have a plural in -In, e.g. wazirin 'ministers', uh.wfn 'brothers'; feminine 
animate and inanimate nouns have the ending -at, e.g. ummat 'mothers', siyat 
'things', rasat 'heads', balbetat 'doors' (<  bab il-bet 'door of the house'). In nomi­
nal phrases, the attribute (adjective or relative clause, sometimes a second 
noun) may be linked to the head noun with the help of the suffix -in or -bin, e.g. 
mu-hin al;J.mar 'the golden water', siyat-in gali gali 'very expensive goods', fat 
l;J.agart-in kabira 'a large stone'; with a relative clause: fat bint-in tibki 'a girl 
who is crying', adami-n min alla il mih.of 'a man who fears God' (with relative 
il, and imperfect with the non-past particle mi-); with another noun: nU$$-in lel 
'the middle of the night'. The origin of this suffix is not quite clear; it may be 
connected with the Persian izafet construction, or etymologically related to the 
Arabic relative 'ayna 'where' .  

In the verbal system, the participle has become the current form for 
completed actions, and it has lost its nominal functions. In combination with 
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pronominal suffixes, the participial forms have undergone a reanalysis in the 
following way. From zorib 'he has hit' ( < cjarib 'hitting') with the pronominal 
object suffix, zorb-in-ni 'he has hit me', a new form with pronominal subject 
suffix was developed, zorbin-I, meaning 'I have hit'; in the same way zorbin-ak 
'you have hit'. In their turn, these forms may be connected with objective suf­
fixes, e.g. zorbinik 'I have hit you', zorbiniih 'I have hit him', zorbinihim 'I have 
hit them'; zorbinakiini 'you have hit me', zorbinakiih 'you have hit him', 
zorbinakiihum 'you have hit them'. 

Uzbekistan Arabic is unique among Arabic dialects in having a word order 
subject-object-verb, as against subject-verb-object in all other dialects. This 
word order may have originated as a stylistic alternative to the normal word 
order, in which the object was fronted. In an environment in which Uzbek (a 
verb-final Turkic language) was spoken, the alternative word order was rein­
forced and became the canonical one. When the object is definite, there is a 
resumptive suffix in the verb. As a result, we now have in Uzbekistan Arabic 
sentences such as 

fat iidami baqarin kom-misilq-niiyim 
a man cows (past]-he tends-[ continuous] 
'a man was tending cows' 

zagir l;wgara fidu hadiiha 
young the-stone hand-his he-took-it 
'the young man took the stone in his hand' 

A similar order applies to other sentence constituents such as the predicate in: 

'a samaka ana ma�or-mi 
still a-fish I 1-remain-[interrogative particle] 
'shall I then remain a fish?' 

If the explanation given above is correct, this would be a good example of a 
change that started as a stylistic discourse alternative that was reinforced by the 
influence of Uzbek, the dominant adstratal language. 

Text 4: Uzbekistan Arabic (after Vinnikov I9 56 :  I 92 )  

I .  fat si il mebf kon, fat walad kun I .  There was a trader, he had a son, he 
'endu, fat bint kun 'endu, bintu i- had a daughter, he promised his 
hatib sabara daughter to the preacher. 

2. si sara, wey waladu i-fat madint-in 2 .  He bought something, with his son 
wahad gadiik si taybf he went to a city in order to sell 

something. 
3 ·  b.atib i-maratu qol: hamat bint si il 3 ·  The preacher said to his wife: 'Show 

mebf ilay wuriya; bint kun tistahi me this daughter of the trader'. The 
minnu 

4· mart hatib qolet: mawfira ileyk! 
ana m6gdi fi beyta, riisi fi giddiima 
mahenah tatfillah; hint min waro 
hiiyt 'ayyin, missiifa 

girl was ashamed before him. 
4· The wife of the preacher said: 'I'll 

show her to you! I'll go to her house, 
put my head before her, in order for 
her to clean it; you look from be­
hind the wall, you'll see her ! '  
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I 3 .  6 ARABIC CREOLES IN  AFRICA: THE CASE OF KI-NUBI 

A special case of linguistic enclave is the one documented example that we have 
of an Aiabic dialect which developed in a process of pidginisationfcreolisation. 
Pidginisation is a process in which a reduced variety of a language develops as a 
means of communication between speakers of different languages. They ac­
quire a second language as their common means of communication in a short 
period of time without any formal teaching. Such a reduced language or pidgin 
may remain in use for a long time as an auxiliary language. When speakers of 
different languages start intermarrying, they communicate in the reduced vari­
ety and transmit it to their children. These acquire the pidgin language as their 
first language and through expansion and grammaticalisation creolise it, i.e. 
transform it into a new natural language or creole. Most known cases of 
pidginisationfcreolisation involve Indo-European languages (English, French, 
Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish) that were turned into creoles by the slaves ex­
ported to the New World from Africa. 

In the nineteenth century, when the Egyptian, later the Anglo-Egyptian, 
army attempted to 'pacify' the Sudan, they recruited in Upper Egypt and in the 
Sudan many soldiers from the indigenous peoples. In the garrison camps around 
Edfu, the only means of communication was a pidginised form of (Egyptian/ 
Sudanese) Aiabic used by the subalterns in their contacts with the recruits, 
most of whom belonged to the Nubian tribe. Since the arabicisation of the Egyp­
tian army was not carried out before 1 86o, this pidginised form of the language 
probably goes back to an Aiabic pidgin that had been current in the area for 
centuries in commercial contacts, in particular the slave trade, between Egypt 
and the Sudan. After the Mahdist revolt in 1 882, the German commander of the 
army, Emin Pasha, became isolated in the south and joined the English army in 
Kenya and Uganda; many of the Nubian soldiers followed him and eventually 
settled down in these British colonies. Some of them took indigenous wives, 
and in these mixed marriages the language of communication was the Aiabic 
pidgin which they had learned in the army camps in the Sudan. The children of 
these marriages started to creolise the language, and the result is the creolised 
variety of Aiabic that continues to be spoken in both countries by fewer than 
s o,ooo people; it is usually known as Nubi (or Ki-Nubi with the Bantu prefix for 
the names of languages). 

An interesting aspect of the history of this dialect is the development in the 
Southern Sudan. After the Mahdist revolt, the pidgin variety of Aiabic remained 
in use as the lingua franca of the area. It became known locally as Juba Aiabic, 
after the capital of the Southern Sudan, where it was particularly common. In 
the last few decades, the increase in bilingual marriages in the capital has led to 
the emergence of a group of native speakers of Juba Aiabic who speak a creole 
that in many respects resembles the Ki-Nubi of Uganda and Kenya. We have 
seen above (p. no) that the increasing influence of Standard Arabic and 
Khartoum Aiabic might eventually lead to a restructuring of Juba Aiabic in the 
direction of a 'normal' Aiabic dialect. 

Nubi exhibits many of the features of 'classic' creolised languages, such as 
Jamaican English or Haitian Creole. Its phonemic system has undergone a dras-
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tic restructuring compared to the source language from which it derives, prob­
ably a form of Upper Egyptian. The emphatic consonants have merged with 
their non-emphatic counterparts; /h/ and /'/ have disappeared; /h/ and /g/ have 
merged and become /k/. The reflexes of Classical Arabic fqj and /g/ in Nubi 
correspond to the Upper Egyptian origin of the language: /g/ and /g/. Word-final 
consonants have in many cases been dropped. A few examples may demonstrate 
to what extent Nubi words differ from their Arabic source: ragi 'man' (Arabic 
ragul; Egyptian Arabic ragil), sondu 'box' (Arabic $andiiq), sokola 'things' (plu­
ral *sugulat from Arabic singular sugl). Many words were taken over by Nubi 
together with the Arabic article, e.g. laadum 'bone' (Arabic al-'a�m), lasia 
'evening' (Arabic al-'asiyya), lifili 'elephant' (Arabic al-[Il) .  

Like most other creoles, Nubi has only one verbal form, probably derived 
from the Arabic imperative, e.g. abinu 'to build' (Arabic band), alabu 'to play' 
(Arabic la'iba), aangulu 'to remove' (Arabic naqala), aariga 'to return' (Arabic 
raga' a) .  The verbal form is used for all persons and may be expanded with a large 
number of aspectual particles: 

rua 'to go' (< Arabic nih) 
dana rlia 'I went' (punctual past) 
dana bi-rua 'I shall go' (future) 
dana gi-rlia 'I am going' (continuous) 
dana bi-gi-rlia 'I shall be going' (future continuous) 
dana kacm-rua 'I had gone' (pluperfect) 
dana kacm-gi-rlia 'I was going' (past continuous) 
dana kacm-bi-rlia 'I would go' (hypothetical) 

Many verbs end in a suffix -u, which may either be a remnant of the object 
pronoun -hu, functioning as a transitiviser, or originally a marker of the plural. 

The nominal forms usually do not distinguish between singular and plural, 
although there seems to be a marker for plurality -a, as in laagerfplural laagera 
(Arabic al-hagar) 'stone'. Sometimes groups of human beings may be indicated 
with a collective prefix nas-, derived from the Arabic word nas 'people', as in 
nas-baba 'fathers [collective]'; nas-yala 'children [collective]'. Adjectives some­
times have a form in -in to denote the plural. The genitive exponent ta clearly 
derives from Egyptian Arabic bita'; it is used both with nouns and with pro­
nominal suffixes (e.g. tai 'my', taki, to, tina, takum, toumon). 

The lexicon is built on an Arabic basis, but contains a large number of Swahili 
and recently-acquired English loans. In some cases, pairs of synonyms exist that 
are indicative of the close relationship between the Nubis and the Bantu-speaking 
environment, e.g. aseti (Arabic 'asad)fsiimba (Swahili simba) 'lion'; beeda (Arabic 
bf(j.)fmayaai (Swahili mayai) 'egg'; gemis (Arabic qami$)/sati (Swahili shati < 
English shirt) . There is one frequent verb that has been taken over from Swahili, 
weza 'to be able', although there is an Arabic equivalent agder (Arabic qadira). 

Text s :  Ki-Nubi Arabic (after Heine 1982: so) 

I. nubi kuJu ma aanas ta beJe alf 
limon fogo de ila wazee yaa ga 
weledu 

r .  All the Nubis are not people of the 
country in which they are, except 
the elders, they came and got chil­
dren. 
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2.  yala kaman weledti, timon ali 
kubar-in de mtitu, yala al fadul de 
ktilu aanasi gedid-in 

3 .  gen ta ntibi, timon gi gen bakan 
wai, gen fu kambi 

4· timon aagu badu, timon gi lebisi 
gumasi, kaanzu, b6uza tr6tiz, sati, 
k6ti ma t6r6btis, de safa fi safa ta 
rugal-a 

5 .  nuswan gi lebis kurbaba, gemis, 
t6ob, fi kurd timon gi lebis borottis 
ma ndala 

6. timon gi masatti rasu, timon gi gidu 
adan ma nyangaratu ta kipin ma 
kisaafu 

2 .  The children, too, got children; 
those who were old, died; the chil­
dren who were left behind, they 
were all new people. 

3 ·  The stay of the Nubis, they are 
staying in one place, they stay in a 
village. 

4· They like each other; they wear 
clothes, gowns, knickerbockers, 
shirts, jackets and hats. This con­
cerning the men. 

5 .  The women wear a gurbaba, shirts, 
upper cloth; on their legs they wear 
clogs and sandals. 

6. They plait their hair, they pierce 
their ear and nose with ear-rings 
and nose-rings. 

I 3 .  7 ARABIC IN MICRA TION 

No survey of the role of Arabic in the world would be complete without at 
least a brief reference to the large numbers of speakers of Arabic who emigrated 
to other parts of the world. From the earliest times, speakers of Arabic left their 
home countries and migrated to other countries, where they settled down and 
found a new livelihood in an environment where a different language was spo­
ken. In the case of the historical Islamic conquest, they imposed their language 
on the population of their new countries, and these countries became part of the 
Arabic-speaking world. But in some cases Arabic became a minority language. 
A few instances of such a situation have already been mentioned above, namely 
the linguistic enclaves in Cyprus, Uzbekistan and Anatolia. But on a massive 
scale, this phenomenon occurred in modern times in those Western countries 
to which a considerable number of speakers of Arabic have migrated in the 
recent past, for instance, the migration of Lebanese to the usA and to Latin 
America, and the migration of Moroccans and Algerians to the countries of 
Western Europe (France, Britain, Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany). 

Obviously, the migration as such had a tremendous psychological and socio­
logical effect on the people involved. Here, we shall confine ourselves to the 
linguistic effects on the language of the migrants, which may be divided into 
two categories. On the one hand, the migrants found themselves in a situation 
in which they had to learn the dominant language of their new country, which 
threatened the survival of their own home language. On the other hand, even if 
they continued to speak their language of origin, their speech habits could not 
escape the influence of the surrounding language. 

The two groups mentioned above, the migrants from Lebanon and those from 
the Maghreb countries, went through a different development, because of the 
difference in environment and even more because of the difference in make-up 
of the groups involved: the Lebanese mostly belonged to a relatively well­
educated layer of society and found new jobs in trading and middle-class 
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occupations, whereas most migrants from the Maghreb countries were em­
ployed in menial jobs or in industry. Moreover, the two waves of migration 
belong to different periods. The high tide of Lebanese migration to America took 
place in the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, 
whereas the migration from the Maghreb countries to Western Europe is a phe­
nomenon of the 1 960s and 1 970s. 

The situation of the Arab migrants in Latin America is relatively prosperous. 
Most of them work in the commercial sector, and all are fluent in Brazilian 
Portuguese or Spanish. Because they worked mostly in trading, they had to 
integrate quickly into the society and worked in close contact with Brazilians 
and Argentinians. Most members of the immigrant community have retained 
the use of Arabic dialect, and there is even a small amount of literary activity in 
Standard Arabic. Newcomers from Lebanon are incorporated into the commu­
nity. The close trade relations between the Lebanese and the local population 
may be the explanation of the fact that their language contains a large number of 
loanwords from Brazilian Portuguese or Spanish, mostly in the domains of work 
and occupation, but also in the domain of family relationships (cf. Nabhan 
1 994): 

sabat, pl. sababit 'shoes' (Port. sapato) 
ibrigadu 'employee' (Port. empregado) 
vededor 'salesman' (Port. vendedor) 
fabraka 'factory' (Port. fabrica) 
bi-1-atakado 'wholesale' (Port. no atacado) 
brimu, brima 'cousin' (Port. prima, prima) 

and even a few verbs, such as 

nawmar, bi-nawmir 'to go on a date' (Port. namorar) 
kawbar, bi-kawbir 'to charge' (Port. cobrar) 
vayai, bi-vayei 'to travel' (Port. viajar) 

Since almost all migrants in Latin America are literate and belong to the 
educated part of the population, their situation is radically different from that of 
the migrants in Western Europe, who usually derived from rural regions, had no 
education and worked as unskilled manual labourers. Earlier research on the 
linguistic situation of Arab migrants in Western Europe concentrated almost 
exclusively on their acquisition of the new language. Applied linguists tried to 
find out which problems the migrants faced in the acquisition of their second lan­
guage in order to help improve the teaching methods for this special group of 
learners. This type of research is less relevant for the history of the Arabic language. 

In more recent studies, the migrant languages themselves are the focus of 
interest. Two basic fields of study may be distinguished, that of language loss 
and that of language mixing or code-switching. Language loss or language attri­
tion refers to a general reduction in the proficiency of the speakers of the lan­
guage. Immigrants often complain about the quality of the language of their 
children who were raised in the new country and speak their new language more 
fluently than the language of their parents. Second-generation children tend to 
code-switch a lot in their daily conversation, so that it is quite unnatural for 
them to engage in pure Arabic speech. It is questionable whether they ever 
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possessed the features that they are supposed to have lost. Because of the rela­
tively limited amount of exposure to the language of their parents, it is more 
likely that they never acquired these features completely. One might say there­
fore that their language is undergoing a process of shift, because it has lost the 
traditional domains in which it used to be spoken. For most immigrants in the 
Netherlands, Moroccan Arabic has been reduced to the status of a home lan­
guage, and for the children of the third generation Dutch is encroaching even 
there upon the domain of Moroccan. At the receptive level, immigrant children 
continue to be able to communicate with their family in Moroccan Arabic. But 
at the productive level there is a marked inability to produce the correct forms. 
In a recent study of language loss among Moroccan adolescents in the Nether­
lands, El Aissati ( 1 996 )  reports that their phonology is affected to such a degree 
that informants say things like kb�t instead of qb�t 'he caught', 4ag$a instead of 
4a:r$a 'tooth', or msa, saf instead of msa 'he went', saf 'he saw', showing substi­
tution of marked phonemes /q/, /r/, /t/, /sf by unmarked /k/, /g/, /t/, /sf. They 
also fail to produce the correct plural patterns for such common words as t�'l�b/ 
t'al�b 'fox', q�tt/qtut 'cat', hmarfhmir 'donkey', resorting instead to general 
strategies of plural formation, e.g. qitin, hmarin, or completely garbled forms 
such as t�'blitat. One informant consistently used Dutch plural endings, pro­
ducing forms such as t�'l�bs, q�tts, and hmars. When forced to speak Moroccan 
Arabic without code-switching, these adolescents frequently have to pause, 
searching for words, and their speech is marked by a simplified lexicon and 
sentence structure. 

The process of language shift may partially be countered by the fact that the 
governments of the Western European countries developed a new policy to­
wards the linguistic minorities in their countries, which involved the right of 
these minorities to be taught and educated in their 'own' language. In countries 
such as Sweden and the Netherlands, this right was realised by the large-scale 
establishment of a curriculum for Arabic in primary and secondary schools. A 
specific problem in the case of Moroccan immigrants is the fact that a large 
majority of them are Berber-speaking, so that it is not immediately obvious 
which language they should be instructed in. Besides, the issue of whether the 
high variety of the language (Modem Standard Arabic) or the vernacular should 
be the focus of instruction has not yet been solved. 

For many of the immigrants' children, code-switching has become a normal 
mode of speech, somewhat like the Franco-Arabe that was mentioned above 
(Chapter 1 2 ); in some countries, one might even say that it constitutes a more or 
less institutionalised variety in the speech community of the immigrants, as in 
the case of the Beur-Arabic in France. In general, whenever languages of differ­
ent status meet within one speech community, such patterns are bound to arise. 
Within this mode of speaking, switching between the two languages takes place 
not only between sentences (intersentential code-switching), but also within 
sentences (intrasentential code-switching). Such switches can occur at many 
syntactic positions, for instance between verb and object, as in iib-liya I een 
glas water 'bring me / a glass of water', or between verb and subject, as in hna 
ka-ys�knu I zowel marokkanen als nederlanders 'there are living here / both 
Moroccans and Dutchmen'. Switches can also occur before prepositional 
phrases, as in u-t�h.mi m'a-hiim I naar de stad 'and you go with them / to the 
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city', or even within a noun phrase, as  in bezzaf I moeilijkheden 'many / diffi­
culties', f-1 zelfde tifd 'at / the same time', si I informatie 'some / information' 
(examples of Dutch/Moroccan code-switching from Nortier 1 989: 1 24-40). 

In recent models of code-switching, such as the one proposed by Myers­
Scotton ( 1 993 ), a distinction is made between the matrix language, which pro­
vides the function words of the message, and the embedded language, which 
provides the content words. The structure of the languages involved plays an 
important role in the solutions that speakers invent for the conflict between the 
two different grammars involved in the code-switching. French/Moroccan code­
switching, for instance, differs in some respects from Dutch/Moroccan code­
switching. When French items are used in a Moroccan matrix, either the French 
article is retained or an Arabic article is used, as in the examples noted by 
Nortier ( 1 994) dak la chemise 'that shirt', wah<�d 1-paysage 'a landscape', in 
which the rules of Arabic grammar require the use of an article after the demon­
strative dak or the indefinite article wah<�d (cf. above, Chapter 1 2, p. 207 ) .  Like­
wise, Arabic articles are often retained when Arabic is used in another matrix 
(cf. the case of the Arabic loanwords in European languages: cf. below, Chapter 
14) .  When Dutch and Moroccan are mixed in code-switching, however, the arti­
cle is omitted, and one frequently hears combinations such as dak opleiding 
'that education' or wah<�d bedreiging 'one threat'. The difference between 
French and Dutch in this respect suggests that the French article functions in a 
different way from the Dutch article, possibly because of its clitic nature. 

Because of the complicated morphology of Moroccan Arabic verbal structure, 
not all foreign loans can be accommodated easily. We have seen above that 
Italian verbs were integrated completely into the structure of Maltese Arabic (cf. 
above, p. 2 10), and a similar ease of integration is reported about French loans in 
Moroccan and Algerian Arabic (cf. above, p. 206 ). Dutch verbs, on the other 
hand, are almost never integrated in this manner, most speakers preferring to 
use verbal compounds of the kind found in many languages to accommodate 
foreign loans. In most languages, such compounds combine a dummy verb from 
one language with a noun from another, in order to avoid the complicated prob­
lem of providing foreign verbs with inflection (cf. below, Chapter 1 4, pp. 233 ,  
235 ,  237 ). In Dutch/Moroccan code-switching, the verb darfydir 'to do' i s  com­
bined with the Dutch infinitive, for instance in ka-tdir m'ahum voetballen 'do 
you play soccer with them?', or with collocations of verb + noun, for instance 
h.<���<�k tdirhum kans geven 'you must give them a chance' (Boumans 1 996 ) .  
With such a strategy, the code-switching process is  facilitated considerably. 

As in most language contact situations, it is impossible to foretell what the 
future of Arabic in the migration will be. It is certainly not a purely linguistic 
matter, since political, ideological, cultural and perhaps even religious factors 
will determine the outcome. In the case of Latin America, a cultural commu­
nity has been established that is proud of its Arabic heritage and cultivates Ara­
bic language and literature. In such a situation, one may expect the presence of 
a lot of loanwords in the home language of the community, and at the same time 
a conscious effort to keep the two languages apart and prevent language loss of 
the home language. Most of the members of the community go to school and 
have a perfect command of the language of the host country. 

In most European countries, on the other hand, it would seem that the process 
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of language shift cannot be stopped, and, although there will always be individu­
als striving to preserve as much as possible the language of the old country, 
eventually most immigrant children will probably shift to the dominating 
language of the new country, even when the pressure is countered by explicit 
government policies. Phenomena like the frequent use of code-switching are 
highly unstable and likely to disappear within one generation. 

In the case of the linguistic enclaves of Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Anatolia 
and Cyprus mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, no policies of language 
preservation are available, and the minority language has no prestige whatso­
ever, so that it will probably die out in the near future. A possible exception is 
the Nubi community of Uganda, which is taking steps towards the preservation 
of its own language; they are aided by the relative social and political prestige of 
their community. In the case of Malta, the situation is, of course, completely 
different, since there the language has become the symbol of a recognisable 
national entity. Italian and more recently English have made some inroads into 
the domain of Maltese, but it seems that national pride is a sufficiently strong 
factor to counter this influence. 

FURTHER READING 

For Maltese, there is an extensive literature, ranging from grammars (Sutcliffe 
I 9 36 )  to basic courses (Aquilina I 9 5 6 )  and dictionaries (large dictionary by 
Aquilina I 987; smaller dictionaries by Busuttil I 976, I977 ) .  In I98 I ,  the first 
volume of a dialect atlas was produced by Aquilina and Isserlin ( I  98 I ); there are 
many smaller studies on the history of the language and dialect geography by 
Aquilina ( I 970, I 976 ). Mifsud's ( I 995 )  study of loanwords in Maltese has 
already been referred to in the text. A handbook of Maltese was published by 
Vanhove ( I 993 ), which presents the most up-to-date description of the 
language. The dialect grammar of Schabert ( I 976 )  concentrates on the country­
side dialects that have not gone through the development of the standardised 
language of Valletta. On the present sociolinguistic situation, see Mifsud and 
Borg ( I 994). 

On Cypriot Maronite Arabic, almost the only source is Borg ( I 985 ) . On 
Anatolian Arabic, see Jastrow's study of the q�ltu dialects (Jastrow I 978, I 98 I ); 
there are monographs on individual dialects, that of Daragozii by Jastrow ( I  97 3 ), 
and that of Mhallamiye (Mardin) by Sasse ( I 97 I ) . A dictionary of the Anatolian 
Arabic dialects was produced by Vocke and Waldner ( I 982) .  

Recent fieldwork data on Uzbekistan Arabic were treated by Dereli ( I 997) .  
The older literature is summarised in Fischer ( I 96 I ); since then, a few articles 
have dealt with these dialects: Tsereteli ( I 970a, b); Versteegh ( I 984-6 ). 
Vinnikov ( I 962 )  has produced a dictionary of Uzbekistan Arabic, as well as a 
description of the language and the folklore of the Arabs of Bukhara ( I 9 56, 
I 969 ) .  Afghanistan Arabic was described summarily by Sirat ( I 973 )  and Kieffer 
( I 98o ), and in somewhat more detail by Ingham ( I994b). On the history of 
islamisation in Central Asia, see Akiner ( I 983 ) .  

About the varieties of  Arabic in sub-Saharan Africa, see in the first place 
Owens ( I 98 5 )  and Prokosch ( I 986 ); on the variety called Turku, see Tosco 
and Owens ( I 99 3 ). A description of Nubi Arabic has been available since the 
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unpublished dissertation of Owens ( 1 977 ), but general interest in Nubi started 
after the first publication of a grammatical description by Heine ( r 982) .  Some 
publications concentrate on the history and development of Nubi and its rela­
tionship to the substratal languages (e.g. Owens 1 990); others deal with the lan­
guage from the point of view of general creole studies (cf. Miller 1 994) .  On the 
variety of Nubi spoken in Bomba (Uganda), see Musa-Wellens ( 1 994) .  Not much 
is known about the development of the language in the Southern Sudan (the so­
called Juba Arabic), but see Mahmud ( 1 979 )  and Miller ( r 985-6, 1 987 ). 

Although there is a large literature on both the psychological and the socio­
logical effects of migration, there are surprisingly few linguistic studies of Ara­
bic-speaking minorities. The linguistic situation in Brazil is treated by Nabhan 
( 1994). For the situation in individual countries in Western Europe: France (Abu­
Haidar 1 994b); England (Abu-Haidar 1 994a); Germany (Mehlem 1 994) .  Com­
pared to the literature about other countries, the literature about migrants' lan­
guages in the Netherlands is extensive: for a summary of this literature, see 
Extra and de Ruiter ( 1 994). Problems of language attrition and language loss are 
dealt with by El Aissati and de Bot ( 1 994) and El Aissati ( 1 996 ) .  Dutch/Moroccan 
code-switching is discussed by Nortier ( r 989, 1 994); the examples of the use of 
dummy verbs were taken from Boumans ( r 996 ). Early bilingualism in Moroccan 
children is treated by Bas and Verhoeven ( 1 994) .  On the distinction between 
code-switching and borrowing, see, for instance, Heath ( r989 ); many examples 
are in Myers-Scotton ( 1 99 3 ). 



1 4  
Arabic as a 

World Language 

I 4 .  I INTRODUCTION 

At a rough guess, approximately I S O  million people use a variety of Arabic as 
their mother tongue. But the domain of Arabic does not stop at the boundaries 
of the Arabophone area. Throughout history, speakers of Arabic have frequently 
come into contact with speakers of other languages and affected their language, 
in its vocabulary or even in its morphosyntactic structure. In situations of con­
tact between speakers of two languages the direction of the influence and its 
nature are determined by the relative prestige of both languages and by the 
history of their cohabitation. Wherever Arabic is spoken as a minority language 
in a region where another language is the prestige language, it is affected by the 
language of the host country, both in the so-called language islands and in the 
emigration (cf. above, Chapter I 3 ) . But as an international language it has af­
fected in its turn other languages within its sphere of influence. There are two 
aspects to this role: Arabic as the language of trading, in particular in Africa; and 
Arabic as a religious language, in large parts of Africa, in Turkey, in Iran, in 
Pakistan, and in Malaysia and Indonesia. 

In these regions, Islam was introduced as the new religion, but the language 
of the Arabs did not supplant the indigenous language as it had done in the 
central areas. Farsi (New Persian), for instance, was originally the language of 
one of the peripheral areas of the Sasanian empire, whose official language was 
Middle Persian (Pahlavi) .  Subordinate to Arabic during the first centuries of the 
Islamic conquest, Pahlavi continued to be used until the ninth century, but was 
supplanted by Farsi as the national language of Iran under the dynasty of the 
Samanids (cf. above, p. ? I ) .  In this position, it became the carrier of the religious 
message to the east. In Asia, the role of Arabic was restricted to that of the 
language of the Qur' tin; many Arabic loanwords in the indigenous languages, as 
in Urdu and Indonesian, were introduced mainly through the medium of Per­
sian. 

In all Islamic countries, the influence of Arabic is pervasive because of the 
highly language-specific nature of Islam. Since the Revealed book was inimita­
ble, it could not be translated, and those who converted to Islam had to learn its 
language. Even when they did not learn to speak Arabic properly, they held the 
Arabic text of the Qur' an in great awe. In all countries where Islam is a majority 
religion, religious instruction always involves a certain amount of instruction 
in Arabic. In some countries, children only learn to pronounce or write the text 
more or less correctly, without really understanding it. In other countries, there 
is a whole network of Qur'anic schools offering instruction in Arabic. Linguis-
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tically, the presence of Arabic as a religious language is seen above all in the 
vocabulary, in which Arabic words abound. In many of the languages involved, 
two layers may be distinguished in the Arabic-based vocabulary. The first layer 
represents the original borrowings from the period of the Islamic expansion; 
these have usually been integrated completely into the lexicon of the language. 
The second layer consists of recent learned loanwords, which have been intro­
duced through the scholarly elite, who aim to preserve to some degree the origi­
nal Arabic pronunciation. 

After the conquest of large parts of the Iberian peninsula in yu,  the Arabs 
came into direct contact with a Romance-speaking population in Arab Spain (al­
'Andalus), a contact which was to last until the end of the reconquest of the 
peninsula by the Christian kingdoms to the north in 1 492. According to some 
scholars, during this prolonged contact the Arabic language all but replaced the 
native Romance of the population under their sway. A contemporary witness, 
the ninth-century Paulus Alvarus from Cordova, complains that the Christian 
youths of his time were more interested in Arabic poetry than in knowledge of 
Romance. According to others, Arabic never ousted Romance as a colloquial 
language, and even Latin may have remained in use as a cultural language. Cer­
tainly, there are traces of Romance throughout the period of Arab domination in 
the peninsula, but after the conquest of Toledo in ro8s by the Castilians its 
importance declined in those areas that remained in Arab hands, especially after 
the invasions of the Almoravids and the Almohads in the twelfth century. Yet, 
throughout the period of Islamic domination, there must have subsisted a con­
siderable degree of bilingualism. The poets of the strophic muwassal;ws, such as 
Ibn Quzman (d. 1 0 5 7 ), used the Romance dialect in the refrains ( iarchas; Arabic 
h.arga) of their poems in the same way that poets of this genre in the east used 
the vernacular to close their poems. In the following instance of such a jarcha, 
colloquial Arabic and Romance are mixed for stylistic reasons (Zwartjes 1 99 5 :  

224 ) : 
alba diya esta diya I diya d-al-'an$aia haqqa 
bestirey mew al-mudabbdg I wa-nistiqq ar-rumha saqqa 
'A white day is this day I the day of Saint John, indeed' 
'I shall put on my brocade dress I and break the lance' 

The local dialect of the petty kingdom of Granada, which survived until the 
end of the Reconquista in 1 492, contained a large number of Romance loans, as 
we know from the description of Pedro de Alcala, who lists in his vocabulary of 
r sos words like xintilla 'spark' (Spanish centella), banq, plural buntiq 'couch' 
(Spanish banco), comeja 'crow' (Spanish comeja), with Arabic plural carani9 
and diminutive corayneja. 

The Arabs called the Romance dialect lisan al-'Agam or 'Agamiyya 'lan­
guage of the foreigners, non-Arabs' and the assimilated bilingual speakers 
musta'ribtln 'those who have become like Arabs' (hence their name in Spanish, 
Mozarabes). When these people wrote down their own Romance language, they 
used the Arabic script; the literature in which their dialect has been preserved is 
often called aljamiado (< al-'agamiyya) .  There is another corpus of texts in 
Romance in Arabic script, the literature of the Moriscos, the Muslims who 
stayed behind after the Reconquista and compulsorily converted to Christianity 
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in 1 5 2 5  until their expulsion from the peninsula. Their use of the Arabic script 
does not mean that they knew Arabic: almost certainly some of them were 
monolingual in Romance. 

The centuries of Arabic linguistic domination did not fail to affect the 
Romance language. The total number of Arabic loanwords in Spanish has been 
estimated at around 4,000; they cover almost the entire lexicon but are particu­
larly numerous in the domains of warfare (alcazar 'fortress' < Arabic qa$r, 
almirante 'admiral' < Arabic 'amir), agriculture (albaricoque 'apricot' < Arabic 
barqflqa, itself from Greek praikokkia < Latin praecoquum), commerce 
(aduana 'customs' < Arabic diwiin, almacen 'warehouse' < Arabic mab.zanJ and 
building (albaiiil 'mason' < Arabic bannii'J. The majority of the loans are nouns, 
most of them borrowed together with the Arabic article al-, but there are some 
adjectives of Arabic origin (e.g. mezquino < Arabic miskin 'poor', gandul 'lazy' < 
Arabic gandflr 'dandy', azul 'blue' < Arabic liizflrd 'lapis lazuli' ) .  There are even 
a few verbs that were borrowed from Arabic such as halagar 'to caress' (< Arabic 
h.alaqa 'to shave') . The two Spanish words for 'so-and-so' are of Arabic origin, 
fulano (< Arabic fulanJ and mengano (< Arabic man kana 'who was it? ' ), and the 
Spanish interjection ojala 'may God will' derives from the Arabic wasalliih. 
There is one example of a suffix, -i, that became moderately productive in Span­
ish; it occurs in the loanwords baladi 'insignificant' (< Arabic baladi 'rural' ), but 
is also used in Spanish words such as alfonsi 'belonging to king Alfonso'. There 
is, however, little evidence of syntactic influence of Arabic in Spanish. Perhaps 
the conjunction basta 'even, until' was taken from Arabic h.attii. Semantically, 
Arabic influence may be seen in the large number of Spanish expressions con­
taining God's name. 

From Spain, a large amount of Arabic words were transmitted to other coun­
tries in Western Europe. We have seen above (Chapter r, p. 2) that during the 
Middle Ages Arabic was regarded as the language of scholarship, not only in al­
'Andalus, but also in the universities of Western Europe. After the fall of To­
ledo, many Arabic texts on mathematics, medicine, alchemy and astronomy 
were translated into Latin, and in the process a host of Arabic technical terms 
were borrowed in their original form. In mathematics, for instance, most Euro­
pean languages took over the word algorithm, derived from the name of al­
Hwarizmi, whose book al-Gabr wa-1-muqiibala 'Restoration and comparison' 
lived on in the term algebra. In astronomy, terms such as almanac (< al-maniib. 
'station of the Zodiac'), azimuth (<  as-samt 'course, direction'), zenith (< samt 
ar-ra's 'vertical point in heaven' ), nadir (< nadir 'opposite'), and the names of 
many stars, such as Betelgeuse and Aldebaran, derive from Arabic. In medicine, 
many of the Latin terms that are still current are calques of Arabic terms that 
ultimately go back to Greek sources; thus, for instance, retina and cornea are 
translations of the Arabic words sabakiyya and qarniyya, rather than direct 
translations of the Greek terms. 

Spain, however, was not the only source of Arabic loans in the European 
languages. There were other routes through which they could reach Europe, 
primarily through Italy, either via Arab Sicily, or via Venetian and Genoan trad­
ers. In some cases, the phonetic form of the word betrays its Spanish or Italian 
provenance. The italianised loans were usually taken over without the article, 
whereas Arabic loans in Spanish were often borrowed together with the Arabic 
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article. Compare, for instance, the pairs Italian carciofo (North Italian 
articiocco)/Spanish alcachofa 'artichoke' (< Arabic b.ar8iif); cotone/algod6n 
'cotton' (< Arabic qutn ); zucchero/azucar 'sugar' (< Arabic sukkar). In these 
three examples, the other European languages took the word from Italian. 

I 4 . 2  ARABIC IN AFRICA 

Arabic as a mother tongue is widespread in Africa, not only in the Maghreb and 
Egypt but also in the sub-Saharan areas and in East Africa. Leaving aside the 
special case of the Nubi in Uganda and Kenya (cf. p. 2 r 8 ), Arabic is the native 
language of many people in Sudan and Chad and of sizeable minorities in 
Nigeria and Niger. Even in those areas where Arabic never replaced the 
indigenous languages, it left behind a substantial heritage through the trading 
networks which the Arabs established all over the continent. The expansion of 
Islam brought many of the cultures in the northern half of the continent under 
the Islamic sphere of influence, which resulted in hundreds of loanwords in the 
domains of religion, culture and science. 

The main expansion of Islam and Arabic in Africa took place along two routes 
of exploration and exploitation. One route followed the Nile to the Sudan, and 
from there went westwards along the savannah belt between the Sahara desert 
and the forest, through the region called by the Arabs the bilad as-Sudan 'land of 
the Blacks'. The other route followed the Saharan trails to the south. The expan­
sion of the Arabs along the savannah belt brought them in touch with Hausa­
speaking people. Hausa, commonly regarded as a subgroup of the Afro-Asiatic 
languages, had spread from its main centres in Niger and Nigeria as a lingua 
franca over large parts of Central Africa. The history of the relations between 
the Arabs and the Hausa is reflected in the structure of the Arabic loanwords in 
their language. The oldest groups of loans is integrated completely into the 
structure of the language, with extensive adaptation to the phonology. Arabic 
/b/ is represented by /f/ (e.g. littaafii, plural littataafay 'book' < Arabic kitab), 
most of the gutturals have disappeared (e.g. laabaarii, plural laabaaruu 'news' < 
Arabic plural 'ab.bar; maalamii, plural maalamaa 'learned man' < Arabic 
mu'allim).  The examples given here also demonstrate that the early loans from 
Arabic almost always contain the Arabic article and have been provided with a 
Hausa plural. The recent loans from Arabic are all in the domain of religion or 
Islamic sciences and represent a much closer approximation of the original 
form, for instance nahawii 'grammar' ( < Arabic na.bw). If they contain an Arabic 
article, it has the form 'al instead of colloquial il-, 1-, li-, e.g. a]aadaa 'custom' (< 
Arabic 'ada), alhajii 'pilgrim' (<  Arabic .baggi), albarkaa 'blessing' (<  Arabic 
baraka). There is a tendency among the religious learned men to pronounce 
even the older loans in an arabicised way, for instance by replacing /d/ deriving 
from Arabic fg/ with /z/. 

Most of the Arabic loans in Hausa are substantives, but there are also a few 
Arabic conjunctions, such as in, idan 'if' ( < Arabic 'in, 'id.an), sa boo da 'because' 
(< Arabic sabab 'reason' + Hausa da) and lookacii da 'when' (<  Arabic al-waqt 
'time' + Hausa da) .  In spite of the large difference between the two morphologi­
cal systems, some Arabic verbs have been borrowed and integrated completely, 
e.g. halakaa 'to destroy' (< Arabic halaka), sallamaa 'to greet' (< Arabic 
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sallama) .  Another way of integrating verbal notions in Hausa is by means of 
verba-nominal compounds with the help of the verb yi 'to do', e.g. yi kim:iatuu 
'to read' (<  Arabic qirti'a 'reading'). 

On the east coast of Africa, traders from South Arabia and Oman established 
contact with Swahili-speaking coast-dwellers. The name 'Swahili' derives from 
the Arabic word sawtihil 'coasts' and was applied by the traders to those speak­
ers of Bantu languages who came from the west to the east coast of Africa, 
settling there around the year I ooo CE between Somalia and Mozambique, in 
approximately the same period when the expanding Islamic traders arrived. 
Along the coast, a series of settlements and city states were established in 
which commercial transactions between the traders and the Bantus took place. 
The 'Umani dynasty of Zanzibar, who came to control the area from the seven­
teenth century onwards, stimulated the Swahili traders to go looking for ivory 
and slaves in the interior, and this resulted in a wave of expansion of Swahili in 
the nineteenth century to as far west as Zaire. 

The intensive contacts between Arabo-Islamic culture and Swahili culture 
led to the development of a literary tradition in Swahili, whose earliest 
documents go back to the twelfth century. The language was written in Arabic 
characters and served as the medium for a large religious and secular literature, 
especially in Zanzibar. During the colonial period, English influence partially 
replaced that of Arabic. There used to be a certain tension between the original 
native speakers of Swahili on the coast, who were Muslims and favoured Arabic 
as a source language for cultural and linguistic borrowings, and the inhabitants 
of the interior, for whom Swahili was only a vehicular language and who 
usually were not Muslims. The latter resented the 'Umani domination of the 
recent past and resisted Arabic influence, turning instead to English. After the 
Heligoland Treaty of I 890 when the sultanate of Zanzibar became a British 
protectorate, Arabic was replaced here and in the rest of East Africa in many 
domains by English and Swahili. In Zanzibar itself, Arabic remained the first 
official language up to the republican revolution of I 964, and even after that it 
continued to play a considerable role in education. In the rest of East Africa 
(Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda), in spite of the fact that on average half of the popu­
lation is Muslim, knowledge of Arabic remains usually restricted to Qur'anic 
teaching in the so-called chua (plural vyuo) schools, and hardly anybody has any 
active knowledge of the language. 

With the disappearance of the old-fashioned religious and cultural aristo­
cracy, the influx of Arabic words more or less ceased. In recent times, however, 
there has been a renewed tendency in Tanzania and Kenya, where Swahili has 
become the national language, to replace English loans with words of Arabic 
origin; in most cases, these words already existed as alternatives and were re­
garded by the speakers as Swahili, e.g. ripoti is replaced with taarifu 'report', 
korti with mahakama 'court', jaji with hakimu 'judge', especially in scientific 
terminology (e.g. elimunafsi has become more current than the English 
saikolojia, elimujamii more current than the English sosholojia ). The use of the 
Arabic script for Swahili has been abandoned, however, and only elderly people 
use it infrequently in private correspondence and religious instruction. The 
only country where Arabic has remained a national language is the tiny Islamic 
Federal Republic of Cornaro, that recognises both Arabic and the local language 
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Shingazija (written in Arabic script) as national languages. 
According to the dictionaries, approximately so  per cent of the vocabulary of 

Swahili derives etymologically from Arabic. In modern journalistic Swahili, 
this drops to 30 per cent and in the colloquial language it is even less. The 
influence of Arabic has spread to many domains of the lexicon, foremost among 
them, of course, religion, but also law, politics, economy and trade, education 
and sciences. One example may suffice to show the dependence of the language 
on Arabic in the choice of abstract words: to express the notion of 'estimating, 
calculating, thinking', Swahili uses no fewer than four Arabic words, kisi 'to 
estimate, calculate' (Arabic qasa), fikiri 'to think, reflect' (Arabic fakaraL kadiri 
'reckon, judge' (Arabic qaddara) and hesabu 'count, calculate' (Arabic l;wsibaL 
alongside a word derived from Persian, bahatisha 'to guess, speculate', and a 
Bantu word pima 'to measure'. 

The degree of integration of Arabic loans in the structure of Swahili is high. 
Thus, we find for instance from the Arabic words 'ilm 'science, knowledge' and 
mu'allim 'teacher' the following Swahili derivatives" 

elimu 'science, education' 
mwalimufplural walimu 'professor' 
mtaalamufplural wataalamu 'scholar' 
utaalamu 'culture, erudition' 
-taalamu 'learned' 
kutaalamu 'to be specialised in' 
kuelimisha 'to teach, instruct'. 

These derivatives show that the derivation goes across categories, and one Ara­
bic noun may be used as point of departure for other nouns, adjectives and de­
rived verbs. The example of mwalimufwalimu shows that Arabic words are 
integrated in the morphological pattern of Swahili plurals. In this case, the Ara­
bic mu- in mu' allim is treated as the Swahili prefix of the first class of nouns, 
hence the plural with wa-i similarly kitabufplural vi tabu, on the pattern of the 
Swahili third nominal class (cf. kitu/plural vitu 'thing' ) . Arabic is also the 
source for many of the conjunctions and prepositions of Swahili, e.g. kama 'as', 
kabla 'before', baada 'after', baina 'between', lakini 'but', wala 'nor', au 'or', 
zaidi 'plus', karibu 'almost', and so on. 

As in most African languages that came into contact with Arab traders, some 
of the numerals in Swahili were borrowed from Arabic: situ 'six' (< sitta), saba 
'seven' (< sab'a), tisa 'nine' (< tis'a), and all decimals (e.g. ishirini 'twenty' < 
'isrina, arobaini 'forty' < 'arba'Ina). But note that for 'eight' a Bantu word is 
used, nane, as for the numerals one to five (moja, mbili, tatu, nne, tano) and the 
word for 'ten' (kumi). 

Even when contact with the Arabs was less intensive, linguistic borrowing 
took place on a large scale, as for instance in the Ful languages, spoken in a large 
area from Guinea to Chad. The approximately 5 5 0 vocabulary items derived 
from Arabic are almost all connected with Islam and trade and have been inte­
grated to a large degree. One finds, for instance, for 'onion' albasal (< Arabic 
ba�al with the article). The final syllable of the word -al was interpreted as a Ful 
classifier as in the Ful word lisa} 'branch', on whose plural licce the plural of 
albasal is built, albacce. Other loanwords were provided with a Ful classifier, 
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e.g. harf 'letter' > harfeerefplural karfeeje, or dunya > dunyaaru/plural 
duuniyaaru. In some cases this led to virtual unrecognisability, for instance in 
h.inzir 'swine' > hinjiiru/plural kinjiiji. As in other African cultures, the contact 
with Islam led to the emergence of an intellectual and religious elite of scholars, 
who became well versed in Classical Arabic and wrote commentaries in Ful on 
Arabic religious texts. Their familiarity with Arabic manifests itself in a ten­
dency to arabicise the pronunciation of Arabic loans, e.g. d.ikru instead of the 
popular jikru, or zamaan instead of the usual jamanu, jamaanu, jamanuuru. 

A special case is that of Arabic influence in the Austronesian language 
Malagassy, the official language of Madagascar. Trading contacts with Arab 
traders go back several centuries, but it seems that the loanwords from Arabic 
in general use are restricted to the domain of astrology (called alikilili < Arabic 
al-'iklil 'the head of Scorpio' ) .  Still, there must have existed a literate tradition 
connected with Arabic, since in the south-west of Madagascar several clans still 
use a secret vocabulary of Arabic words (e.g. maratsi 'woman', Arabic mar'a, 
instead of usual Malagassy vehivavi, or dzoma 'day', Arabic yawm, instead of 
usual andru) .  These clans still write Malagassy texts in a modified form of the 
Arabic script. 

1 4 . 3  ARABIC I N IRAN 

In the early centuries of Arab domination after the fall of the Sasanian empire, 
Arabic became both the dominant and the prestigious language of the Persian 
provinces. This situation changed with political developments (see Chapter 5 ) :  
New Persian (Farsi) became the national language of the 'Abbasid successor 
states in eastern Iran and Central Asia, but Classical Arabic retained its position 
as the language of the Qur' an. At the present time, there is one province of Iran, 
Khuzestan, where Arabic is still spoken by an Arab minority (c£. above, Chapter 
ro, p. r s 8 ) .  Strangely enough, the Iranian authorities do not seem to find any 
contradiction between their treatment of the Arabic-speaking minority, who 
are not encouraged to cultivate their ethnic and linguistic background, on the 
one hand, and their reverence for Arabic as the language of the Holy Book, on 
the other. 

From the beginning, contacts between Arabic and Persian were intensive. 
The amount of Persian loanwords in Arabic is considerable (cf. above, p. 62) .  
Conversely, of all the languages with which Arabic came into contact, Persian 
is the one that was most influenced by this process. The number of Arabic 
loanwords is enormous, not only in the literary language, but even in everyday 
speech. From time to time there have been trends to de-arabicise Persian vo­
cabulary, sometimes for political reasons; but the Arabic component of the lan­
guage is so deeply rooted that it would be impossible to eradicate it completely. 

Persian is written with the Arabic alphabet, with the addition of four letters 
(p, c, i, g). Since a number of Arabic phonemes merged in the process of borrow­
ing, the script has become ambiguous: Arabic /!/, /sf, Is/ are pronounced as /s/; 
Arabic /t/ and /t/ as /t/; Arabic /d/, /z/, /d/ and /Q/ as fz/; Arabic /g/ and /q/ as 
fg/; Arabic /'/ and /'/ as /'/; and Arabic /h/ and /h/ as /h/. All Arabic loans are 
written, however, according to Arabic orthography, which places an extra bur­
den on Persian children learning to write. 
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Most of the Arabic loans are abstract words, in particular in the domains of 
religion, science, scholarship and literature. The full impact of Arabic can be 
seen especially in the morphology of these words: in many cases, Arabic words 
retain their original plural endings, e.g. 

mo'allemfmo'allemin 'teacher' (Arabic mu'allim) 
mosafer/mosaferin 'passenger, traveller' (Arabic musafir) 
egtema'ifegtema'iyiin 'socialist' (Arabic igtima'I) 
daragefdaragat 'degree' (Arabic daraga) 
magalefmagalat 'article' (Arabic maqala) 
hejwan/hejwanat 'animal' (Arabic l;layawan) 

The plural ending -at was applied even to words that were not of Arabic origin, 
e.g. deh/dehat 'village' (the plural means 'country'L miwefmiwegat 'fruit'. 
Broken plurals were often taken over together with their singular, e.g. 

wagtf'ougat 'time' (Arabic waqt) 
half'ahwal 'situation' (Arabic hal) 
gaza/' agziye 'food' (Arabic gada' )  

In Modern Persian, i t  is  quite common, however, to abandon the broken plural 
and supply the word with a Persian plural ending, e.g. h.abar-ha 'news' alongside 
'ah.bar (Arabic h.abarf'ah.barL or ketab-ha 'books' alongside kotob (Arabic 
kitab/kutub) .  In some words, the broken plural is treated as a singular, e.g. 
'arbab 'master' (Arabic 'arbab, plural of rabb), which may obtain a Persian 
plural ending, 'arbab-ha 'masters'. 

The verbal morphology of Arabic is even less suited than its nominal mor­
phology to integrate into the structure of Persian. Therefore, verbo-nominal 
compounds are used as a periphrastic device to avoid the need to inflect the 
Arabic loans. Most compounds contain the dummy verbs kardan 'to do' and 
sodan 'to become' in combination with Arabic verbal nouns, participles or 
adjectives. Examples abound: 

mokatabe kardan 'to correspond', lit. 'to make correspondence' (Arabic 
mukataba) 
ta'lim kardan 'to teach', lit. 'to make instruction' (Arabic ta'lim) 
fekr kardan 'to think', lit. 'to make thought' (Arabic fikr) 
harakat kardan 'to set out', lit. 'to make movement' (Arabic l;laraka) 
sabr kardan 'to wait', lit. 'to make patience' (Arabic $abr) 
maglilb kardan 'to defeat', lit. 'to make defeated' (Arabic maglub) 

There is a regular correspondence between active compounds with kardan and 
passive with sodan: 

'e'lam kardan 'to announce'/'e'lam sodan 'to be announced' (Arabic 
'i'lam) 
razi kardan 'to satisfy' frazi sodan 'to be satisfied' (Arabic rac;II) 
'asir kardan 'to take prisoner'/'asir sodan 'to be taken prisoner' (Arabic 
'asir) 

When these compounds are connected with pronominal objects, the suffix is 
added to the nominal part of the compound, e.g. h.abar-esan kard 'he informed 
them', lit. 'he made their news' .  
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There is extensive borrowing even in the case of prepositions, often com­
pounded with a Persian preposition, for instance ba'd 'az 'after' (Arabic ba'da + 
Persian 'az), bar lahe 'for' (Persian bar + Arabic lahu 'for him') and bar 'aleh 
'against' (Persian bar + Arabic 'alayhi 'against him'L e.g. qazi bar lahe u hokm 
dad 'the judge made a judgment in his favour'. Many conjunctions in Persian are 
formed with Arabic words, e.g. vagtike 'when' (Arabic waqt 'time'), mtidtimike 
'as long as' (Arabic mti dtima), qabl 'az 'tinke 'before' (Arabic qabla) .  As in other 
languages that have borrowed extensively from Arabic, certain indeclinable par­
ticles have been taken over as well, e.g. hattti 'even', fagat 'only', dti'iman 'con­
tinually', bal (usually with Persian suffix keh) 'but', va 'and', 'ammti 'as for, 
but', lakin 'but'. 

I 4 . 4  ARABIC IN THE OTTOMAN E M PI R E  AND TURKEY 

With the ascendance of the Seljuks in Anatolia, the position of Arabic as the 
language par excellence of the Islamic empire was eroded considerably. The 
Turkic dynasties adopted Persian as their literary language and retained Arabic 
only as the language of religion. In the Ottoman empire, Turkish became the 
official language of the state, but at the same time Persian and Arabic were 
maintained as the languages of culture. Collectively, the three languages were 
called the elsine-i selase (with two Arabic words, 'alsina and talata, and a Per­
sian connective particle! ); they constituted the cultural baggage of the intellec­
tual elite. In the period between the fifteenth and the seventeenth centuries, the 
influence of the two cultural languages, Persian and Arabic, increased to such a 
degree that in some literary styles only the morphology and the structure of the 
text remained Turkish, whereas the lexical material was almost completely 
taken from the two other languages. 

At the end of the Ottoman empire, there was an increasing tendency on the 
part of the Arab provinces to stress their right to linguistic autonomy, i.e. their 
right to use Arabic as an official language (cf. above, Chapter r r ) . This feeling 
was reinforced by the developments in the Turkish revolution. First the Young 
Turks and then Atatiirk dissociated the notion of Islam from that of the Arabic 
language. In line with the secularisation of the new Turkish republic, there was 
to be no special place for the Arabic language, and this was formally symbolised 
by the abolition in r928 of the Arabic script that had hitherto been used for the 
writing of Ottoman Turkish. The new emphasis on the Turkish identity 
brought with it a campaign to preserve or restore the purity of the Turkish 
language. Since the reformers regarded Turkish as the most perfect language on 
earth, it was inconceivable to them that its lexicon should include large quanti­
ties of Persian and Arabic words. 

As a result of the language reform, many of the loanwords and constructions 
that were common in the Ottoman period have become obsolete, but even in 
modem Turkish a large number of loans from Persian and Arabic (or from 
Arabic through Persian) are still present. These loanwords can often be 
recognised because they are not subject to the strict rules of vowel harmony in 
Turkish, which forbid the combination of back vowels and front vowels within 
a word. A word such as kitap 'book' (< Arabic kitab) with front vowel followed 
by back vowel does not obey the rules of vowel harmony, and a word such as 
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sa a t  'hour' (< Arabic sa' a ), if it were Turkish, would receive the possessive suffix 
-1, but since it is an Arabic word it becomes saat-i. Certain phonetic changes 
take place in the process of borrowing: in the Ottoman spelling which used the 
Arabic script, the emphatic and pharyngal consonants of Arabic were distin­
guished but not pronounced. Since the spelling reform, the orthography no longer 
distinguishes these sounds, but follows the pronunciation (a often spelled as e; w 
as v; h., h. as h, etc. ) .  

Many Arabic nouns were borrowed together with their plural, so that in Otto­
man Turkish it was customary to have, for instance, hadise, plural havadis ( < 
Arabic hadit.a/h.awadit.) 'event', whereas in modern Turkish the plural is 
hadiseler; likewise akide, plural akait (Arabic 'aqidaf'aqa'id) 'dogma', nowa­
days akideler. Common words such as kitap 'book' always had a Turkish plural 
kitaplar. Some abstract nouns were borrowed in the feminine plural form, such 
as edebiyat 'literature', tafsildt 'details'; syntactically, these words are still 
treated as plurals. 

Characteristic of Ottoman prose was the use of long compounds of Arabic 
origin, which, if they have not been abolished, remain in use as idiomatic single­
word expressions, e.g. kuvveianelmerkeziye 'centrifugal force' (Arabic quwwa + 

'an + al-markaz + iyya) or mukabeleibilmisil 'retribution' (Arabic muqabala + 
bi + al-mit.l) .  In both examples, the connection between the main components 
of the compound word is made with the Persian suffix -i-, which in Persian (and 
in Persian loans in Turkish) indicates the genitive construction (izafet). In Otto­
man Turkish, these constructions were still productive, whereas in modern 
Turkish they have become fixed expressions. In constructions of Arabic nouns 
with Arabic adjectives, on the other hand, the agreement rules of Arabic are still 
followed, e.g. akll selim (Arabic 'aql salim) 'common sense', but esbab1 mucibe 
(Arabic 'asbab miigiba ) 'compelling circumstances'. 

Just like Persian, Turkish has borrowed a large number of nouns that are used 
as postpositions. A few examples may suffice: nisbetle 'compared to' (Arabic 
nisbatan li-), ragmen 'in spite of' (Arabic ragman), itibaren 'from . . .  onwards' 
(Arabic i'tibaran), and even the pronominal expressions leh and aleyh (Arabic 
lahu and ' alayhi) in the sense of 'for' and ' against', e.g. with Turkish pronominal 
suffixes lehimizde 'for us', aleyhinde 'against him'. Originally, Turkish did not 
have conjunctions, but it has borrowed the Arabic wa- (Turkish ve), presumably 
through Persian. 

In Ottoman Turkish, the nisba adjective was still used in its function as an 
adjective; in adverbial expressions, a noun in the accusative (hal construction) 
was preferred, so that resmi meant 'official', but resmen 'officially' (Arabic 
rasmi/rasm); likewise zaruri 'necessary', zarureten 'necessarily' (Arabic cjariiri/ 
cjarii.ratan). In Modern Turkish, the constructions with a hal accusative are of­
ten replaced by the adjective with Turkish olarak, e.g. resmi olarak instead of 
resmen. 

An interesting parallel between the pattern of borrowing in Persian and that 
in Turkish is the use of verba-nominal compounds with the verbs olmak 'to be, 
become' and etmek (and synonyms) 'to do, make', e.g.: 

sebep olmak 'to cause' (Arabic sabab) 
memnun olmak 'to be pleased' (Arabic mamniin) 
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refakat etmek 'to accompany' (Arabic rafaqa) 
ziyaret etmek 'to visit' (Arabic ziyara) 
rica etmek 'to request' (Arabic raga' )  
tebdil etmek 'to change' (Arabic tabdil) 

In Ottoman Turkish, such expressions were still understood as Arabic struc­
tures, so that for instance 'to change clothes' was expressed as tebdil-i qi"yafet 
etmek, lit. 'to make a-change-of-clothes' with Persian connective -i-. In Modem 
Turkish, this would be expressed as qi"yafeti tebdil etmek, lit. 'to-make-a­
change clothes' (with accusative suffix -i), so that the syntactic tie between verb 
and noun has become much tighter. The passive of such constructions is made 
with olunmak, but in combinations with an Arabic infinitive of the seventh 
verbal measure, which has a passive meaning of itself, etmek is used, e.g. inti§ar 
etmek 'to be published' (Arabic intisar); the active voice is expressed by the 
Turkish causative: inti§ar ettirmek 'to publish'. 

I 4 .  5 ARABIC IN THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT 

Contacts between the Islamic world and India go back as far as the ninth cen­
tury, when Muslim traders ventured east, to India and China. The islamisation 
of the Indus valley took place much later, when it was conquered by the dynasty 
of the Ghaznavids in the eleventh century. The Ghaznavids, whose centre was 
Ghazna in Afghanistan, spoke Persian and, just like most dynasties in this area, 
used Persian as their literary language. The founder of the Mughal empire in 
I 5 26, Babur, himself wrote in Chagatay Turkic, but at the Mughal court the 
literary language remained Persian, while the colloquial language was Urdu 
(also called Hindawi or Hindi), a Prakrit dialect from North India. Urdu had 
been used as the language of communication between Hindus and Muslims 
from the time of the Ghaznavids, and under the Mughal emperors it even be­
came the medium of a vernacular literature. Because of the prestige of Persian, 
a large number of loans from that language entered Urdu during this period. 

With the advent of the English, the harmonious relation between the lan­
guages, the vernacular and Persian, was disturbed, and the language question 
became a controversial issue. While in the western provinces the use of Urdu in 
Arabic/Persian characters was accepted even by Muslims, in the eastern 
provinces Hindus propagated the use of the same language, but under the name 
of Hindi, written in Devanagari characters. The matter of the script became the 
focus of the discussions. Eventually, Devanagari was adopted in India, and the 
Arabic script remained in use in Pakistan. For the representation of Urdu pho­
nemes, a number of characters were added to the alphabet: retroflex consonants 
are indicated with a superscript letter t, aspirated consonants with a following 
letter h. 

With the separation between Pakistan and India, the two varieties of the 
language were separated, too. Urdu became the official language of Pakistan and 
of some Muslims in north-west India and retained its Arabic/Persian vocabu­
lary, while Hindi became one of the two official languages of India (together 
with English). Hindus started a campaign to purify Hindi and replace the 
Arabic/Persian loans with words derived from Sanskrit. Modem literary Hindi 



ARABIC AS A WORLD LAN GUAGE 237 

has ousted a large part of the Persian vocabulary, but in the more colloquial 
registers of the language some of these words are still used. 

Since the grammatical structure of Urdu and Hindi is practically identical, 
the difference between them is almost entirely lexical. There is a large number 
of synonym pairs, of which the Sanskrit word is used in literary Hindi and the 
Persian/Arabic word in colloquial Hindi and in Urdu, e.g. uttar (S. )/favtib (P./A. )  
'answer'; :rtu (S. )fmausim (P./A. ) 'season, weather'; ghar (S. )fmaktin (P./A.) 
'house' (Arabic 'place'); pustak (S. )/kittib (P./A.)  'book'. It appears that all Arabic 
words passed through Persian before being introduced to Urdu, together with a 
large number of originally Persian words. This even applies to those Arabic 
words which were borrowed both in the singular and the plural form, e.g. 
akhbtir 'newspaper' (< 'ah.btir, plural of Arabic h.abar 'news'); asbtib 'tools, 
luggage' (< 'asbtib, plural of Arabic sabab 'reason' ). In Urdu, such plurals are 
usually treated as singular words. Arabic plurals in -In (e.g. htizirin 'audience' < 
Persian < Arabic l_ltic;lirin) and -tit (e.g. dehtit 'villages, the countryside' < Persian 
dehtit) are distinguished from originally Urdu words in that they do not take the 
oblique marker -6. 

Just like Persian, Urdu contains a considerable number of prepositions, adver­
bial expressions and conjunctions taken from Arabic. It appears that in these 
categories, too, there was no independent borrowing from Arabic, but Persian 
always acted as the channel through which these words passed, e.g. lekin 'but', 
va 'and', balki 'but on the contrary' (< Arabic bal + Persian keh); taqriban 
'approximately' (< Arabic taqriban), fauran 'at once' (< Arabic fawran); bilkul 
'entirely' (Arabic bi-1-kull); barkhiltif 'contrary to' (< Arabic h.iltif 'difference'), 
btivajud 'in spite of' (Arabic wugiid 'existence'), and so on. 

In Urdu, as in Persian and Turkish, no Arabic verbs appear to have been bor­
rowed, probably because of the morphological complexity of the Arabic verb, 
which prohibited morphological integration. Instead, verba-nominal com­
pounds are made with the help of the dummy verb karnti 'to do', possibly under 
the influence of the Persian verb kardan (cf. above), although similar com­
pounds are made with Sanskrit words, e.g. kti intazar karnti/ki pratik$ti karnti 
'to wait for someone' (< Arabic inti+.tir, verbal noun of inta+.ara 'to wait, to ex­
pect'), se inktir karnti 'to refuse' (< Arabic 'inktir 'refusal' ) .  Passives are made 
with the verb honti 'to be, to become', e.g. khtitam hontifsamtipt honti 'to be 
finished' (< Arabic h.titam). Other verbs are also occasionally used, such as dena 
..'to give' (e.g. kti javtib dena 'to give an answer' < Arabic gawtib 'answer'), or lena 
'to take' (e.g. kti badlti lena 'to take vengeance' < Arabic badla 'replacement, 
compensation') . 

The impact of Arabic and Persian on other modem Indian languages strongly 
correlates with the degree of islamisation which their speakers underwent. The 
two varieties of Bengali, spoken both in the Indian province of Bengal and in 
Bangladesh, formerly East Pakistan, differ considerably in their lexicon. In Bang­
ladesh, which is predominantly Muslim, there is a growing tendency to replace 
older Sanskrit words with Arabic/Persian loans, especially in the domain of 
religion. In West Bengali, the literary language (stidhu-bhtisti) contains few 
loanwords, but in the colloquial language (calit-bhtisti) some Sanskrit words 
have an Arabic/Persian synonym (e.g. sQbad vs khQbor (Arabic h.abar) 'news', or 
prakar vs burug (Arabic burg) 'fortress') . 
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I 4 . 6  ARABIC I N  EAST ASIA: THE INFLUENCE OF ARABIC O N  MALAY AND 

INDON ESIAN 

The earliest contacts between the Islamic world and East Asia go back to the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The first signs of Arab presence date from 
this period in the form of tombstones in the Indonesian archipelago. Since the 
Malay language was firmly established in the Malayan peninsula and as a lingua 
franca in the Indonesian islands, Arabic was unable to gain the same position 
that it had obtained in the lands of the Middle East and North Africa, but there 
can be no doubt that as the language of the Qur' an and Islam it exercised an 
enormous influence. This influence manifests itself in the use of Arabic 
loanwords in Malay and its modern offshoot Bahasa Indonesia, the national 
language of Indonesia; furthermore, in the use of Arabic script for the Malay 
language; and finally, in the use of Arabic as the religious language of most 
people. 

The first preserved inscription in Arabic script dates from the fourteenth cen­
tury, a legal edict that was found in Trengganu in the Malay peninsula, written in 
the variety of Arabic script that became known as Jawi. It is an adaptation ofthe 
Arabic alphabet with special additional signs for c, g, ng, ny, p and v, that was 
used in manuscripts from the sixteenth century onwards. In Indonesia, this 
script remained in use until the twentieth century, when it was replaced by a 
Latin orthography during the period of the Dutch administration in Indonesia. 

The Indonesian Muslim community is the largest community of Muslims 
outside the Arab world. The vast majority of the population of about r 6o mil­
lion people are Muslims and regard Arabic as the holy language of their religion. 
It is therefore not surprising that the position of Arabic as a religious language is 
unshaken. Most Indonesians have a rudimentary knowledge of Arabic because 
of their Qur'anic training. The secular curriculum, however, does not do very 
much to improve this knowledge, and, in spite of periodic attempts by the au­
thorities to improve the level of Arabic, it is largely left to the so-called 
pesantren schools to train those who wish to learn in Arabic. The pesantren 
system has been very successful in setting up a religious curriculum on the 
pattern of the so-called 'Meccan' model, i.e. traditional transmission of texts 
with 'igaza 'licence to transmit' and on the whole passive knowledge of the 
written language. 

The number of words from Arabic in modern Indonesian is considerable; ac­
cording to some estimates, at least 3,ooo words may be traced back to an Arabic 
original. Naturally, many of these words are connected to religion, but there are 
Arabic loans all over the lexicon in such domains as politics, philosophy, zool­
ogy and botany, medicine, education and science. Many or most of the loans 
have probably come through the medium of Persian, as in the case of Urdu. In 
some cases, the exact provenance is still visible in the form of the word. Thus 
the word hajam 'indigestion' cannot have come directly from Arabic ha4m 
(since that would have resulted in *hadam), but must have been taken from the 
Persian fonD. of the word, ha�m. Just like in Persian, many Arabic feminine 
words were taken over with the ending -at, for instance nasihat (Arabic na$il;w 
'advice', Persian nasihat) .  

The Indonesian words going back to Arabic range from complete expressions 
(e.g. silaturahmi 'friendship') to borrowed suffixes (e.g. the suffix -if-iah which 
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occurs in words of Arabic origin such as  abadi 'eternal', alami 'natural', ilmiah 
'scientific', but also in neologisms such as gerejawi 'church-' from Portuguese 
gereja 'church') . Some of the complete expressions that were borrowed may 
have belonged to a written tradition, since they retain the article in its 
unassimilated form, as in writing, e.g. ahlulnujum 'astrologers' ( < Arabic 'ahl 
an-nugum) or aldubul akbar 'Great Bear' (< Arabic ad-dubb al-'akbar). Those 
expressions in which the article is assimilated probably belong to the spoken 
language, e.g. ahlussunnah 'people of the Sunna'. 

Phonetically, the following developments may be noted. Arabic /'/ and /' / 
have merged in Indonesian borrowings, as in Persian, through which most of the 
Arabic words reached Indonesian. Both phonemes are pronounced with a glottal 
stop, represented in modem orthography by either ', or at the end of the syllable 
by k (pronounced '), as in maklum (Arabic ma'liim 'known'), iklan (Arabic 'i'lan 
'announcement') .  Arabic /f/ is usually represented by p, e.g. palak 'celestial 
sphere' < Arabic falak; for such words, there is usually a learned variant with the 
'correct' f. In a number of loans, Arabic /d/ is represented by 1 or dl. Thus, for 
instance, the Arabic word 'arac}. 'obstacle' has become aral in Indonesian, hac}.ir 
'present' is hadlir, and qac}.I 'judge' is variably spelled as kadi or kadli. It is not 
certain whether this spelling renders an originally lateral pronunciation of the 
c}.ad; we have seen (cf. above, p. 89)  that in other languages, too, the c}.ad is 
sometimes represented by a lateral phoneme. 

Most of the loanwords are nouns, but just like Swahili the Indonesian lan­
guage exhibits a remarkable ability to assimilate Arabic loanwords morphologi­
cally with the help of its many prefixes and suffixes. Thus we have from Arabic 
'inkiir 'denial' the noun ingkar, but also the verb mengingkari 'to deny the 
truth', and from Arabic hukm 'judgment' the noun hukum, but also the verb 
menghukumkan 'to pronounce judgment'. Nominal compounds are also used, 
as for instance from perlu 'necessary' ( < Arabic fare}.) keperluan 'need'. Abstract 
nouns are formed with the prefix tata-, e.g. tata-hukum 'legal order', tata­
kalimat 'syntax' (<  Arabic kalima 'word' ) . A few Arabic words may be regarded 
as roots themselves, for instance fikir/pikir 'to think'. 

An interesting phenomenon in modem Indonesian is the coexistence of two 
variants of the same original, e.g. fikirfpikir, both derived from Arabic fikra 
'opinion, thought', or kadifkadli, both from Arabic qac}.I 'judge'. In the case of 
the Arabic word fare}. there are two common derivates, perlu meaning 'neces­
sary', and the more official word fard 'obligatory [often in a religious sense)'. The 
semantic development of Arabic loans in Indonesian often shows the prestige of 
Western (especially Dutch) terms: compare for instance tabib (< Arabic tabib 
'physician'), which has become the current term for a traditional healer, against 
the modem dokter, derived from Dutch. In other cases, just as in Swahili (cf. 
above, p. 2 3 1 ), an Arabic equivalent is preferred over the Western word that is 
associated with the colonial period. 

FURTHER READING 

On the linguistic situation in al-'Andalus, see Zwartjes ( 1 99 5 :  1 5-30) and R. 
Wright ( 1 982:  1 5 1-6 1 ). On the language of the Mozarabs and the relations be­
tween Romance and Arabic, see Galmes de Fuentes ( 1 983;  Romance loans in 
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Pedro de Alcala pp. 2 1 3-44i cf. also Corriente 1988 ). Dozy and Engelmann 
( 1 S69 )  produced a list of Arabic words in Spanish and Portuguesei for Arabic 
words in French, see Devic ( 1 876 )i for Arabic words in English, see Cannon 
( 1994) .  

A question not touched upon here is the use of the Arabic script for other 
languages (Persian, Kurdish, Pashto, Kashrniri, Urdu, Sindhi, Ottoman Turkish, 
Uyghur, Malay, Berber) and the adaptations which it underwent in the processi 
for these alphabets, see Kaye ( 1995 ) .  

On Arabic in Africa, for general information on the spread of Islam in the 
continent, see Fisher ( 1 97oh on influence in Swahili and the development of 
Arabo-Swahili culture, see Haddad ( 1 983 )  and Lodhi ( 1 986) .  The examples from 
Ful and Malagassy have been taken from a collection of articles in Langue arabe 
et langues africaines ( 1 983h  on Malagassy, see also Faublee ( 1 974h on Arabic in 
Hausa, see Greenberg ( 1 947) .  

The Arabic element in Persian is traditionally treated as a separate compo­
nent in the standard grammars, for instance in Lambton ( 1 96 1 :  1 8 1-250)  and 
Alavi and Lorenz ( 1 972:  1 67-70, 1 74-8, 1 8 1-3 ), from which the examples have 
been taken. On the semantics of Arabic loans in Persian, see Asbaghi ( 1 987) .  

Arabic words in Ottoman Turkish are dealt with in all standard grammars of 
Ottoman Turkish, e.g. Kissling ( 1 960, especially pp. 45 ,  67, 1 5 2f., 243f.), from 
whom the examples quoted here are takeni on Arabic and Persian loans in Otto­
man Turkish, see Battersby ( 1 966h  on the Turkish campaign for purity of the 
language, see Zurcher ( 1 985 ) .  

On the language question in the Indian subcontinent, see Kanungo ( 1 962) .  
The examples of loan pairs in Hindi have been taken from Pofizka ( 1 972) .  On 
the two varieties of Bengali, see Dil ( 1 972) .  

On the role of Arabic in the first Malay grammars, see Ogloblin ( 1 98 1 h  on 
Arabic loans in Indonesian, see Jones ( 1 978 ), from whom most of the examples 
were taken. A general survey on the role of Arabic in Indonesia is given by 
Meuleman ( 1994). On Arabic loanwords in Acehnese, see Al-Harbi ( 1 99 1 ). 

Not all contact situations with Arabic could be dealt with here. For the 
linguistic situation in Israel, see Kinberg and Talman ( 1994h on the Arabic 
component in Hebrew slang, see Komblueth and Aynor ( 1 974) .  On linguistic 
contact between Egyptian Arabic and Nubian, see Rouchdy ( 1 9 9 1 ) . On linguis­
tic contacts between Arabic and Berber, see Chaker ( 1 984). 
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Southern Jordan, 1 4B 
Sudanese, ro7, r ro, r s o, 1 5 9, 2 r B  
Syrian, 99, roo, 1 02, 1 0 5 ,  107-B, I I I , 1 34, 

1 5 3-5 
Syro-Lebanese, 1 5 2-6, 2 1 2  
Tafilalt, 172 
Tetouan, 1 46, 1 7 1  
Tiharna, 1 3 5,  r 4B, r so 
Tikrit, 1 37 
Tripoli, 1 5 4, 1 70 
Tunisian, r 6 5 ,  1 99 
Tunisian Jewish, roB, 1 22, 140, 146, r 64, 1 72 
Turku, 224 
Upper Egyptian, 1 50, r 6o-r, 2 1 9  
Uzbekistan, IO?-B, 1 37, 146, r s o, r s B, 2 1 5-

1 7  
Western, 3 9-46, 94, I I I , 1 34 
Western Delta, r 6o 
Yemenite, 3B, 3 9, ro6, roB, 1 34, 1 3 5 ,  1 3 9, 

I 4B, 1 50 
Arabic language 

and nationalism, 1 96 
as administrative language, 1 7 5  
a s  language of Islam, r 77 
as language of the mass media, 109 
as object of the grammarians, 7 4-92 
as official language, 1 76 
as trade language, 226 
as world language, 226-40 
in Brazil, 221  
in education r B4 
study of, r -B 

Arabic script, 3 3, 5 5 , 232 
in India, 236 
in Indonesia, 2 3 B 
Nabataean origin of, 33 ,  3 5  
Syriac origin of, 3 3 
Turkey's abolition of, 234 

arabicisation, 94-6, 141,  1 43,  r p, r 64, I ?B, 
r Bo, r B9, r 9B, 2oo-r , 204, 232 

'arabiyya, 37, 39, 50,  9B 
arabizantes, 2 
Arabs, 23 

'lost', 37 
name of, 23-4 
Northern, 37-B 
Southern, 37-9 

Aramaeans, r r 
Aramaic, 4, 9, ro, r2, 1 3, 17,  r B, 20, 23, 2B-3o, 

42, 47, 94, I 2 I-2, 1 24, 167  
Central, 94  
Eastern, ro ,  94 
influence in Arabic, ros-6 
loanwords in the Qur' iin, 6o 
Old, 5, 9 
Western, 9, ro  

Aribi, 2 3-4 
Arnold, W., 105 
'Arsliln, Sakib, 177 
article 

am in Yemenite Arabic, 3B-9 
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hn in Early North Arabic, 26, 27, 28 
definite, I?,  20, 26-8, 3 1, 2 I 6, 223, 228-9 
indefinite, 2 I ,  I 44, I 49, I64 

articulation 
class, 88 
place of, 87 

'a�l, 75-6 
see also underlying level 

aspect, 84 
durative, 17 
perfective, I 7 

aspectual particles, I or ,  I0?-8, uo, I 39, I s o, 
I S S , I S ?-8, r 62, I 92, 2 I 2, 2 I4, 2 I 9  

Assurbanipal, 2 3 
Assyrian, 5, 9, 94 

Neo-, 9, 1 9  
Assyrians, 2 3  
asyndetic construction, 102 
Asyiit, I 49 
Atatiirk, I77, 234 
Aurelian, 24 
Avicenna, 2 
'Aws, 38  
Ayalon, A., I73,  I74 
'ayyiim al-'Arab, 66 
'Azhari, al-, 63  

Babur, 236 
Babylonian, 9 

Neo-, 9, I9  
Badawi, S . ,  I9I ,  1 97 
baggara culture, I 5 9  
Baghdad 

fall of, ? I  
speech situation in, I92 

Bal).ama, I 48, r s o, I 92-3 
Bahrain, 143,  1 48 

speech situation in, I 92-3 
Banii Cassan, 24 
Banii Hilal, 96, I I I , I 42, I45 ,  I 64 
Banu Lahm, 24, 3 3  
Banii Qurays, 26 
Banii Sulaym, 96, I 37, I 42, I45, r62, 164 
Banii Taniih, 94 
basilectal speech, 109 
Basra, 96, r 30, I 5 6  
Bathari, 94 
Bayt al-l:Iikma, 62, 68 
Bedouin, 37, 39 

as arbiters, 57 
as informants, 5 9, 63-4, 7 5  
corruption of speech of, 64 
dialects, I 4 I-5 
dialects in Egypt, r 62 
invasions, I I I-I2  
language of, s o, 53 ,  64, 75 ,  98 ,  1 10, I I 2, 

I3Q-I 
migrations, I S 6  
purity of speech of, 6 3  
vocabulary, 5 9, I 8 I  

bedouinisation, I 8, 24, r r2,  1 40, I 5 7, r 64 
Behnstedt, P., 105 ,  I 34, I S O 
Bellamy, J., 3 I ,  32 
Bengali, 237 

Bentahila, A.,  204 
Berber, 1 5 , I 9, 96, r62, 1 64-5, I 67, 1 98-9, 200, 

205, 222 
influence in Arabic, 104, Io6, I 3 I , I65  

Bergstriiller, G . ,  I 34  
Bil).era, il-, I43  
biliid as-siidiin, I 5 9, 229 
bilingualism, 5 I, I O?, I09, I 89-208 

Arabic/Nubian, 240 
Arabic/Romance, 22 7 
Berber/Arabic, 104 
French/Arabic, 202-7 
Portuguese/ Arabic, 22 r 
Tajik/Arabic, 2 1 6  

biradicalism, 76-7 
Birkeland, H., 48 
Blanc, H., I s6, 192 
Blau, J., I 3, 48, 49, I 14, 1 24 
Bohas, G., 76-7, 86 
Bopp, F., 5 
Borean family, r 5 
Borg, A., 2 1 2  
Bomu, 1 5 9  
borrowing see loanwords 
Boumediene, 201 
Bourguiba, 198 
Brockelmann, C., 5 
Bukhara, 2 1 5 , 2 1 6  
Bustani, Butrus al-, 177 
Byzantium, r ,  24, 25 

calque see loan translation 
camel, domestication of, 24 
Canaanite, 9, 1 2-13,  1 7-18, 20 
Cantineau, J., I 34, 1 5 4  
caravan trade, 24-6 
Casablanca, I 6 5 
case endings see declension 
Caucasian languages, I 5 
causative, 27, 28, roo, 1 44, 149 
Chadic languages, 1 5  
Christians, 93-5, 1 1 2, 1 1 7, 1 23-5 , 177 
classicisation, 109-12, 1 3 3, 1 46 
Clenardus, Nicolaus, 3 
code-mixing see code-switching 
code-switching, 1 90, 205-6, 209, 22 1-4 

Dutch/Moroccan Arabic, 222-4 
French/Arabic, 205-7, 223 
Greek/Arabic, 2 1 2  
Hebrew/Arabic, 122 

Cohen, D. ,  103 
colloquial language see dialect 
Comoro, 230 
complement, r8s  
conservatism 

linguistic, 141 ,  1 43-5 , 1 48-9 
consonants, 

classification of, 87 
cluster, 1 5 5 , 1 5 7, r 62, r66 
/d/, 20, 21, 29, 89, 99, 1 67 
/Q/, 20, 29, 1 67 
emphatic, 1 1 , 20, 89, ros,  2 1 6, 2 1 9  
/g/, 2 I ,  r 6 r ,  r 86 
fgj in Egyptian Arabic, I 3 8  
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homorganic, SS in theatre, 1 2  7 
interdental, 1 9, 99, ros,  1 33, 1 43, 1 4S, r s o, koine, 1 37, 197 

1 5 3, 1 5 7, 1 92, 2 1 4, 2 1 6  
inventory of Arabic, 1 9-2 1 
lateralised, 2 1  
pharyngal, 1 9, 105 
fqf, 2 1 ,  42,  ros,  u6, 1 3 1 , 1 37-S, 1 43, 1 4S, 

r so, 1 5 3, 1 5 7, r 6 r ,  1 92, 2 1 6  
fqj in Egyptian Arabic, 1 3S 
sibilant, 2 1 ,  2S 
/t/, S9 
/v/, 1 67 
velar, 1 9  
voiced, S9 
voiceless, S9 

Constantine, 164 
Constantinople, 2 
continuum 

linguistic, 141 ,  1 90, 1 9 5  
convergence, 103-4, 107-S, 140 
Coptic, r s , 7 1 ,  95, 1 5 9 

icons, 1 2 5  
influence in Arabic, 95 ,  104-5, 107, r 6 2  
transliteration of Arabic, 1 2 4  

copula, 2 1 4  
Cordova, r 
Corriente, F., r 6, 4S, 49 
corruption of speech, so, 102, 17S  
creolisation, uo,  21S  
Crusades, r ,  3 
Cushitic, r s 

Oafir, 1 4 1  
Damascus, 1 5 2  
Damietta, 1 3S, r 6 r  
qamma, s 6  
Dari, 9 5  
diiriga r S 9  
Oayf, �awqi, r S s  
declension, 47, 75 ,  7 S  

abolition of, r S  s 
diptotic, S2, S 3 
functional load of, 4S-9 
in modem Bedouin dialects, so  
in pre-Islamic Arabic, 4S 
loss of, 4o-r, 46-7, 49-5 r ,  74-5, S2-3, Ss ,  

9S ,  101 ,  107 
mistakes in, 97 
nominal, 1 9  
verbal, 7S, S s  

Dedanitic, 2 7 
demonstratives, 1 7  

in Egyptian Arabic, r 62 
Dereli, B., 2 1 5  
diacritic dots, 29, 5 s-7 
dialects 

characteristics of, 99 
classification of, 1 40, 145  
common features of, 103  
communal, 1 92-3 
'differentiels', r s 4 
emergence of, 9S, 102-12  
geography, 1 3o-3 
in literature, 126 

map, 1 3 4  
markers, 126, 1 9 5  
nomadic, 1 40 
'non-differentiels', 1 5 4  
rural, 1 40 
study of, s-6, 1 3D-3 
transitional, 1 34, 1 40 
variation, 39, 1 30, 1 3 4  

Dichtersprache, 46, 4S 
dictionaries, 177 

of Classical Arabic, 62-3 
of Modem Arabic, rSS  
rhyming order in, 63  

Didan, 27  
Diem, W. ,  29 ,  49, s r, ros,  ro6, I I I , 1 94 
diglossia, 5 1 , 7 1 ,  9S, 109, I I S ,  1 26, 1 3 3, r S9-

2oS 
before Islam, 41 

diminutive, 1 6, 1 67 
d.immf, 93 
diphthongs, 27,  42,  1 54 
diwiin, 5 7, 67 
Dravidian, r s 
Dreisilbengesetz, 90 
d.ii tii'iyya, 45 
dual, 45 ,  S3,  9S, roo, uo, 143 

pseudo- roo, u o-u 
Dumat al-Candal, 26, 66 
dummy verb, 2 1 5, 223 

see also verba-nominal compound 

fef, 42 
Egypt, 9 5  

nationalism in, 1 96 
speech situation in, 1 9 1 ,  1 97 

Elgibali, A., 1 92 
Emin Pasha, 2 1 S  
English, 2o2 

loanwords in Arabic, r S r  
loanwords i n  Maltese, 2 I I  

Erpenius, 3 ,  S7 
Ethiopian languages, ro, 1 2, r 6, rS,  20 
Ethiopians, 2 5  
Ethiopic, ro, 1 2-14, 1 7-19, 1 67 

loanwords in the Qur'iin, 6 r  
etymology, 76, S2 

fii'ala, 17 ,  20 
fii'il, 7S, So 

see also agent 
family-tree model, 1 2, 1 4 1  
Faris!, al-, 7 1  
Farsi, 7 1 ,  226, 2 32-4 
fasiid al-luga, ro2 
fa:;il;l, so, 63  
fat}Ja, s 6  
Fay$al, 17S  
Ferguson, C. A., 103 ,  uo-u, r S9-9 1 ,  1 9S 
Fes, 1 64, 200 
fi'l, 77, So, S4-7 

see also verb 
fiqh, 69 



270 T H E  A R A B I C  L A N G U A G E  

Fishman, J., 190 
foreign words see loanwords 
France, colonial policy of, 1 98 
Franco-Arabe, 206-7, 222 

see also code-switching, French/ Arabic 
Fray]:J.a, 'Anis, r 8 s  
French, r 90-r 

influence in Modern Arabic, 1 84, 2os-6 
loanwords in Arabic, r 8 r  
position in North Africa, r S s-6, 1 97-207 

Frisius, Laurentius, 2 
Fuad I, 1 78 
Ful, 2 3 1-2 
fusha, r 89, 1 9 1  

see also Classical Arabic 
Fustat, 95 ,  96, I S 9  

Ga'aliyyl"m, r s 9  
Cabal Sammar, I4S 
Gabarti, al-, 173, 174 
Gabes, 96 
Gafsa, 96 
gahawa syndrome, 1 49-50 
Gtihiliyya, 3 s 

colloquial language in, 46-s r 
dialect variation in, 3 9 
diglossia in, 4 r 

Ga]:J.i�, al-, qo 
gam' mukassar, 84 

see also broken plural 
Garbini, G., I I-13 ,  1 5 ,  r8,  24 
garr, 78 

see also genitive 
Gawhari, al-, 63  
gazl, 70, 79 
Ge'ez, ro, 1 7, 19 
gemination see sadda 
gender, roo, 1 43-4, 1 48, r s o, r s 3, I S ?  

feminine, r 6, r 8, 27, 48, roo 
genealogical paradigm, 10-1 3,  2 1  
general trend, 103 
genitive exponent, 78 

see also possessive marker 
Geniza, 1 2 1 ,  1 2 3  
Germanic languages, 5 ,  r 8o 
Ghaznavids, 236  
Gibbali, 94 
gizya, 93 
glides, 83,  B s ,  89-90 
glossaries 

Latin-Arabic, 2 
glottal stop, 46, 99 

see also hamza 
glottalisation, r s, 20 
Golius, s 
governance, 74-5, 78, r 8 s  
governor, 7 5 
grammar 

Greco-Latin, 74 
invention of, s o, 5 8  
mixed, 1 87 
reform of, 178 
simplification of, 1 84-5 
transfer, 1 87 

Granada, r, 2, 227 
Grandguillaume, G., 1 98 
Greek, 2, 5, 5 7, 7 1 ,  94-s, 123-4 

heritage, r ,  3 
loanwords in Arabic, 62 
loanwords in Cypriot Arabic, 2 1 2-13 
loanwords in the Qur' tin, 6o 
medicine, r-2 
philosophy, r-2, 84 
translations from, 179 

Guhayna, I S 9  
gumla, 79-80 

see also sentence 
Gumperz, J., 1 90 
Gurhum, 33 ,  37  

llabar, 78, So 
see also predicate 

hadit 66, 67, 69, 9 1  
collecting of, 69 

llafif, s 6  
I:Iaggag, al-, 65  
hal, 78 
.tlalid ibn Yazid ibn Mu'awiya, 67 
.tlalil ibn 'Ahmad, al-, s 6, 62, 63, 8?, 88 
Hamdani, al-, 38, 64, 94, r s o  
Hamitic languages, 1 4, I S  
Hamito-Semitic languages, 1 5  
hamza, 40, 42, 47, s 6  
harf, n-8 

al-lin wa-1-madd, 90 
I:Iariri, al-, 70 
I:Iarsilsi, 94 
I:Ia�a', al-, 28 
I:Ia�a'itic, 28 
I:Iasan al-Ba�ri, 67 
Hausa, r s, 229 
Hayapa, 23 
.tlazrag, 3 8 
Heath, J., 2os-6 
Hebrew, 3-5 , 9, ro, r 6-r9, 2 1 ,  76, 12 1 ,  1 24 

loanwords in Judaeo-Arabic, 12 1-3 
Mishnaic, 9 
Modern, 9 
transliteration of Arabic, 1 2 1-2 

Hebrews, 24 
heterogeneity, archaic, 13 ,  1 4  
Hetzron, R., 1 3-14, r 8 ,  42 
I:Iigaz, 38, 3 9, 141 ,  1 48 

language of, 39, 42, 47, 1 48, 149 
I:Iimyar, 24-5, 38 
I:Iimyari, al-, r o6, r s o, 209 
Hindawi, 236  
Hindi, 236-7 
Hippocrates, 68 
I:IIra, 3 3, 39, 94 
Hisam, 67 
history-writing, 69 
lliztina, 67 
Hoby6t, 94 
Holes, C., I I2, 1 3 3, 1 92 
homographs, s s 
Hugayl, 38  
I:Iunayn ibn 'Is]:J.aq, 62 ,  69 



Hurasan, 94, 9 5 
Hurl, Georges, I S s  
I:Iu�rr, Sati' al-, I 77 
Hwarizmi, al-, 22S 
hypercorrection, 5 I ,  57,  II  5 ,  204 
hypotaxis, I02 

Ibadidi, 23 
Ibn 'Abi ·u�aybi'a, ?I, 12S 
Ibn al-'Anbari, 5 I 
Ibn Cinni, 64, ? I ,  76 
Ibn Haldun, so--I ,  s s, I02, I 3 I , 174 
Ibn Hi sam, 7 3 
Ibn Hisam al-Lahmi, 97 
Ibn 'Ishaq, 69 
Ibn Ma<,la', 1 S4-5 
Ibn Man+Ur, 6 3 
Ibn al-Muqaffa', 6S, 69 
Ibn Quzman, 227 
ibtidti', So 
'icjafa, 7S 

see also possessive construction 
'i'gaz al-Qur'tin, 37 
illiteracy, 54  
'ilm al-luga, 76 
'imala, 42, S9, 1 24, 1 5 3, 1 5 4, 1 6o, 1 93 
'in al-mullaffafa, 45 
India, 236-7 
indicative, 17, 79, 10S 
Indo-European 

languages, 1 3, 1 5 , 1 4 1  
linguistics, 10 
Proto-, 5 ,  10,  1 5  

Indonesian, S9, 23S 
Ingham, B. ,  1 44, 1 4S 
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ism, 77, S2-S4 
see also noun 

'Isma'Il, 3S  
'isnad, 69 
isoglosses, 1 34, 1 40 
istiqaq, S2 
Italian, 2 10 

loanwords in Maltese, 2 1o--1 1  
Ivrit, 9 
izafet, 2 1 6, 235  

jarchas, 1 20 
Jastrow, 0., 1 5 7, 2 1 3, 2 1 4  
Jews, 9 3 ,  I I2, I I ?, 1 2 1-3 
Jong, R. de, 1 62 
jussive, 1 7, 79, 10S 

kaltim, 79 
al-'Arab, 3S, 64 

Kalb, 3S 
kasra, s6 
Kharsuni, 124 
Kinda, 24, 3 9  
koine 

dialectal, 1 3  7 
military, 103 
poetic, 41, 46, 4S, 5 1 , 9S 
urban, 1 1 1  

koineisation, 1 3 9  
Kufa, 96, 1 30, 1 5  6 
Kurd 'Ali, 17S  
Kurdish, 2 1 3, 2 1 5  

loanwords in Anatolian Arabic, 2 1 4  
kutttib, 6 7  
Kuwait, 1 4S 

innovations, 1 1 ,  99, 103, 109, 1 3 5-7, 141 ,  145 ,  
162  

common to Semitic languages, 1 4  
in North-west Semitic, I S  
morpholexical, 1 3, 1 7  
negative, 1 4  

inscriptions 
I:Ia�a'itic, 2S 
Li.hyanitic, 27 
Nabataean, 2S-9 
of 'En 'Avdat, 32-3 
of Cabal Ramm, 3 3 
of Cabal 'Usays, 3 3  
o f  I:Iarran, 3 3 
of al-l:ligr, 26, 3 1  
of al-'Igl, 3 1  
of an-Namara, 3 1-3, 45 
of 'Umm al-Cimal, 31, 33 
of Zabad, 33 
Palmyran, 29-30 
Safa'itic, 2 7 
Thamudic, 26 

interrogative 
in Egyptian Arabic, 106-7, 1 62 
words, 102 

'iqlimiyya, 196  
'i'rtib, 41,  so ,  7 5 ,  141  

see also declension 
Iran, 94-5 

laf+, 70 
lal;m, 1 3 1  

al-'amma, 97 
Landberg, C. de, 1 1 5  
language 

accommodation, 1 1 2, 1 3 7, 1 3 9  
acquisition, 104-5, 109, 221  
adstratal, 105  
as  God's creation, 7 5  
attitude, 193-7, 204 
attrition, 22 1-2 
choice in teaching, 1 S7 
contact, 105-6 
continuum, 1 S 5  
errors, so, 97 
imperfect acquisition of, 107 
islands, 1 46, 1 5 S, 209 
loss, 221-2 
minority, 22o--4 
modernisation of, 1 76, 1 7S-9 
of education in North Africa, 19S-202 
of instruction, 222 
of the media, 1 S 3-4 
political associations of, 196 
reform in Turkey, 234 
shift, 222,  224 
simplification of, 1 S4-6 
standardisation of, 5 7-64 

2 7 1  
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tran�mission of, 5 8  
Latin, 2 10  
Lebanon, r 86 

speech situation in, 201-2 
Lehniibersetzung, r 8 r  
levelling, r oo, 103, 1 3 8, 1 49 
lexicography, 75-6 

Arabic, 62-64 
lexicon 

basic, r86  
codification of, 62  
expansion of, 5 3, 5 9-64, r 8 r, r88  
Islamic, 6r  
mixed, 1 3 7  
reform of, 1 77-83 
religious, 6 r 

Libya, 1 64 
Lil).yanitic, 2 7 
lingua franca, 9, 1 3, 94, 1 03,  2 1 8, 238  
lisan al-'agam, 227 
Lisan al-'Arab, 63 
loan translation, r 8 r 
loan�ords, 179-8 1 ,  205-6 

Arabic in Acehnese, 240 
Arabic in Bengali, 2 3 7 
Arabic in European languages, 228-9 
Arabic in Ful, 23 1-2 
Arabic in Hausa, 229-30 
Arabic in Italian, 228-9 
Arabic in Ivrit, 240 
Arabic in Malagassy, 232 
Arabic in Nabataean, 28 
Arabic in Persian, 2 32-4 
Arabic in Romance languages, 228 
Arabic in Spanish, 228 
Arabic in S�ahili, 23o-1 
Arabic in Turkish, 234-6 
Avestan in the Qur'an, 6o 
Berber in North African Arabic, 1 6 5  
Dutch in Indonesian, 239 
English in Arabic, r 8 r  
English in Maltese, 2 I I  
Ethiopic in the Qur'an, 6 r  
French in Modem Standard Arabic, r 8 r ,  

206 
French in Moroccan Arabic, 223 
Greek in Classical Arabic, 62 
Greek in Cypriot Arabic, 2 1 2-1 3 
Greek in the Qur' an, 6o 
Hebre� in Judaeo-Arabic, 1 2 1-3 
in the Qur'an, 6o-r 
Italian in Maltese, 2 1o-I I 
Kurdish in Anatolian Arabic, 2 1 4  
Pahlavi i n  the Qur'an, 6o 
Persian in Arabic, 62, 1 30 
Persian in Khuzestan Arabic, r 5 8  
Persian/ Arabic in Hindi, 2 3 7 
Persian/Arabic in Indonesian, 238  
Persian/Arabic in Urdu, 237 
Portuguese in Brazilian Arabic, 22 r 
Romance in Andalusian Arabic, 227 
South Arabian in the Qur'an, 6 r  
Spanish in Andalusian Arabic, 206 
s�ahili in Nubi Arabic, 2 1 9-20 

Syriac in the Qur' an, 6o-I 
Turkish in Anatolian Arabic, 2 1 4  

Juga 
lugat, 3 9, 41 ,  46 
a4-4ad, 89 
al-mut.aqqafin, 1 8 5 ,  1 9 1  
mutawassita, r 8 s  
muyassara, 1 8 5  
WUSta, 1 9 1  

rna higaziyya, 4 5  
maql, 84 

see also verb, perfect 
mafiil, 78 

mutlaq, 78 
magazi, 69 
maghiira, 88 
Mahdi, M., 1 1 9 
mahmiisa, 88 
mahrag, 87 

see also articulation, place of 
Maimonides, 1 2 1  
Malagassy, 323 
Malay, 89, 238 
male/female speech, 193 
Malta, 96, r 6 s  
Ma'lula, 94, ros 
Mamluks, 72 
Ma'mfln, al-, 62, 68, 179  
ma'na, 70, 75 ,  76  

see also meaning; underlying level 
Mandaean, ro  
Man�flr, al-, 69 
Ma'qil, 96, 1 64 
Mar�ais, W., 104 
Mardin, 2 1 3  
Mari, 24 
markers 

dialect, r 9 5 
standard, 1 27, 1 9 5  

Maronites, 3 ,  1 76, 201,  202, 2 1 2  
Marrakesh, 143 
Marsimani, 23 
Ma�an ll, 67 
mas' ala zunbiiriyya, 64 
matn, 69 
matres lectionis, 90 
Mauritania, r 64, r 6s ,  r67 
mawali, so, 97 
meaning, 7 5  

lexical, 7 6  
Mecca, 2 5 , 26, 37-40, 5 4, 5 5 , 1 44 
Medina, 37, 38, 40, 5 4, 64 
Mehri, r o, 1 2, 23,  94, ro6 
Middle Persian, 94 

see also Pahlavi 
Mifsud, M., 2 I I  
migration 

from Lebanon to America, 22o-r 
from Maghreb to Western Europe, 22o-2 
of Bedouin, 1 42-4, 1 62, 1 64, 2 1 6  

Miller, C., 1 3 9  
mimation, 2 6  
Minaean, ro, 2 3 ,  27 



modal expressions, r o2 
Mohammed V, 199 
monogenesis of Arabic dialects, 103 
Moriscos, 2, 227 
Morocco, r 64-5 

speech situation in, 1 99-200 
morphology, 74 

derivational, 75,  87 
morphonology, 7 5 
Mozarabes, 227 
Mseddi, A., r83  
Mu'a.wiya, 67  
mubtada', 78, So  

see also topic 
muc/iiri', 78, 84 

see also verb, imperfect 
mufahham, 89 
Muga.hid, 6o 
Mughal empire, 236 
Mul)ammad, r, 26, 38, 39, 54, 55, 66, 93 
Mul).ammad 'Abduh, 176 
Mul)ammad 'Ali, 173, 177 
munl;J.arifa, 1 90 
Muqaddasi, al-, 130 
Muqa.til ibn Sulayma.n, 5 9  
IDU$1;J.af, 5 5  
mustaqbal, 84 
musta'ribiin, 227 

see also Mozarabes 
mu'tall, 85 

see also verb, weak 
Mutanabbi, al-, 65  
muwalladiin, 65 
muwa��al;J., 65 ,  1 20, 227 
Myers-Scotton, C., 223 

Nabataean, 28-9, 32, 47-8 
empire, 19, 24, 28 

nabiif;I, 47 
Nagd, 39, 40, 141-2, 144 
Nahc/a, 72, 1 76, 178 
nal;J.t, r82 

see also noun, compound 
nal;J.w, 74 

see also syntax; grammar 
Napoleon, 173  
naql, 59 
na$b, 78, 79 

see also accusative 
Nasser 

speeches of, 196 
nationalism 

Arab, 173 
Egyptian, 177,  196 
pan-Arabic, 126, 175 ,  196 
regional, r 7 5 

negation 
circumfix, r or 
'in, 17 
lam, I7 

neologisms, 62 
see also loanwords 

neoterici, 2 
nisba ending, roo 
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Noah, 4 
Noldeke, Th., r r6 
nomads, r r, 1 9, 23 
nominative, 78 
North Africa, 95,  96 

speech situation in, 1 97-207 
Nortier, J., 223, 224 
Nostratic, r 5 
noun, 82-4 

compound, r 8o, r82 
definition of, 77 
patterns of, 82, r 8o--r 

Nubians, 1 5 9, 2 1 8  
nunation, 20, 40, 47, 48, 82, 1 2 5 ,  149 

object 
direct, 78 
indirect, r or 
internal, 78 

observer's paradox, 1 3 3  
Old Egyptian, r 5 
Old Libyan, r 5 
Oriental languages, 4 
orthography 

conventions of, 29 
development of, 54-7 

Ottoman 
Arabic loanwords in, 23 5-6 
Empire, 175 ,  176 
Parliament, 175  
political terms, 1 74-5 

overgeneralisation, r 3 7 

Pahlavi, 94, 226 
loanwords in the Qur'an, 6o 

Pakistan, 236 
Palmyra, 24, 29 
Palva, H., r ro, 1 48 
papyri, 5 7  

language of, 5 r, 5 8 ,  r 12, r r 8-r9 
parallelism, 67-8 
Parsi-i Dan, 95 
participle, 17,  r p, 2 1 6, 2 1 7  
particle, definition of, 77 
parts of speech, 77-8 
passive, r 6o, r 67, r86 

internal, roo, 144, 149 
participle, r 7 

Paulus Alvarus, 227 
pausal forms, 30, 32, 47, 48 
Pedro de Alcala, 2, 227 
Persia, 24-5 
Persian, 5-6, 57, ? I-2, 94, I 3 I, 23 5-6 

appreciation of, 7 r 
loanwords in Arabic, 62, r 30 
loanwords in Khuzestan Arabic, r 58 
New Persian, 71, 226, 232-4 

pesantren, 238 
Peter de Caxaro, 2ro 
Peter the Venerable, 2 
Petra, 24, 28-9 
Phoenician, 9, 17, 23 
phonetics, 75, 89 
phonology, 75-6, 87-90 
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hierarchy in, 87 
pidginisation, u o, 2 1 8  
plural 

broken, r 6, 84, 2 1 2  
endings, 83  
formation, 83-4 
internal, r 6, 84 

poetry 
Bedouin, 50  
language of, 39-40, 5 7-8 
language of pre-Islamic, 39, 46 
pre-Islamic, 38-9, 5 3  
ragaz, 6 5  
rhyming in pre-Islamic, 48 
strophic, 6 5 
'Umayyad, 65  
vocabulary of  ragaz, 63  

polygenesis of  dialects, 103-4 
Port Royal, 4 
possessive 

construction, 78, ror ,  107, 109, 1 3 3, 143 
marker, 49, ro7, 1 43, 185,  2 1 4, 2 1 9  

predicate, 78, So, r o r ,  1 8 5  
prefixes, r B r-2 
preposition, 77, 78 
Prochazka, Th., 1 49 
pronoun, 84-5 

suffix, third person, 28, 99 
suffixes, 49, s o, r 6o, r 6 r  
third person, 17-1 8 

Proto-Semites, r r 
pseudo-correction, I r 5-17, I I 9, 1 24-6 
pseudo-Sabaean, 38  

see also Qal_ltanic 

Qal_ltan, 37, 38  
Qal_ltanic, 3 r 
Qaryat al-Fa'w, 3 1  
Qatabanian, ro, 23 
qawl, 79 
qawmiyya, 196 
Qayrawan, 95 ,  96 
Qays, 38, 39 
qeryiinii, 5 5  
qirii' iit, 5 5  
qiyiis, 75 ,  r 8o, r 8 r ,  1 8 5  

see also analogy 
Qudama ibn Ga'far, 70 
Qur'iin, 2, 3, 26, 3 5 ,  37-9, 5 3, 5 5 ,  67, 68, 102 

codification of, 5 4-5 
collection of, 5 5 
language of, 3 9, 46, 5 6-8, 98, 109, 183  
loanwords in, 6o-r 
manuscripts of, 5 6-7 
non-canonical variants of, 5 5  
orthography of, 40, 47 
recitation of, 7 5 ,  1 3 3  
rhyming conventions in, 48 
schools, 226, 230, 238  
spelling of  feminine nouns in, 48  
style of, 37 
transmission of, 53 

Qurays, 38, 39, 2 1 6  
Qutayba ibn Muslim, 2 r 5 

Rabi'a, 38, 1 5 9  
Rabin, Ch., 3 8  
radicals, 76, B r ,  8 8  

permutations of, 62, 76 
raf, 74, 78, 79 

see also nominative 
riiwf, 5 4  

ruwiit, 47 
reanalysis, roo 
Reconquista, 2 
reconstruction of proto-language, ro 
rection, 74 

see also governance 
reduction, roo, 141 ,  144, 149, 2 1 8  

o f  sibilants, 2 8  
reform 

of Arabic script, 178 
of grammar, 178 
of  lexicon, 5 3, 178 
of  script, r 7 8 
of the Turkish language, 234 
political, 176 

relative pronoun, roo 
Romance, 120, 227 

loanwords in Arabic, 227 
root, 76 

abstraction, r 8o, 2ro-r r 
constraints in, 88 

Saadya Gaon, 122 
Sabaean, ro, r 8, 23 
Sa'd ibn Suwayni, 120 
Sadat, Anwar, speeches of, 196 
sadda, 5 6  
sadid, 5 6  
Safa', 27 
Safadi, a�-, 7 2 
Safa'itic, 27 
Safavids, 7 r 
sag', 67 
sab}f, 70 
St Menas, 1 2 5  
S t  Pachomius, 124 
Salil)., 26 
Salmanassar ill, 23 
Samanids, 71  
Samaria, 23, 26 
Samarkand, 2 1 6  
Sammar, 1 4 1 ,  142, 148 
Sanskrit, 5 ,  236, 237 
Sargon II, 23, 26 
sawiihil, 230 
Schlozer, A. L., 4 
Schriftsprache, 40, 41,  46 
scribes, 67 
script 

Arabic see Arabic script 
Aramaic, 29, 3 3, 47 
chancellery, 5 7  
cuneiform, 5 
cursive, 5 7  
Devanagari, 2 3 6  
Jawi, 2 3 8  
Kufic, 56,  5 7  
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Lihymitic, 3 I 
�abataean, 3 I ,  3 3, 3 5 ,  5 5-6 
�orth Semitic, 23 
Sabaean, 3 I  
South Arabian, 23, 26-8 
Syriac, 33,  5 5  

sedentary 
dialects, I 44-5 
koine see koine, urban 
speech, I 3 I  

segmentation, 83  
Seljuks, 72 ,  2 I 3  
semantic 

bleaching, I02 
extension, 6 I ,  1 79, I 8 I  

Semitic 
Central, I 4, I S  
common features of, I I 
comparative linguistics, 9-2I 
East, I6 
homeland, I I 
languages, 4-5, 9-22 
�orth, I 6  
�orth-east, I 2  
�orth-west, 9, I2, I S, 27 
Proto-, IO, I 3, I 9-2 I 
South, I3 ,  I 6-I8, Io6 
South-west, I 2  
West, I 2, I S  

sentence 
constituents of, 79 
nominal, 79-S I ,  I85  
notion of, 79  
types, IOI  
verbal, 79-S I ,  I85  

Sesame Street, I86  
Severus of  Eshmunein, 95 
Shah 'Isma'Il, ? I  
Shi'ites, I 3 3  
Shingazija, 2 3  I 
Shuwa, I 5 9  
Sibawayhi, 2 I ,  5 5 ,  5 8, 64-5, ? I ,  74, 77, 78, 84, 

88-9, I 3 I  
Sicily, 228 
Sidyaq, 'Ahmad Faris as-, I ??, I 8 I  
Siffin, arbitration of, 6 6  
Siirt, 2 I 3  
Silvestre de Sacy, A .  I . ,  4 
simplification, I4I ,  I44 

see also reduction 
simplified varieties, I09, I I2 
Siwa, 96, I 62 
Soqotri, 12, 23, 94 
South Arabian, I o, I 2, I4, I ?-2 I, 26, 28, 94, 

I06 
empires, 23, 26, 38 
Epigraphic, 5 ,  IO, 12, 23, 26 
loanwords in the Qur'an, 6o 
Modem, I 6, IS, 2I, 23, Io6 
01� I� I � 23, 38, 94 

Sprachinsel see language islands 
standardisation see language, standardisation of 
Starcky, J., 3 3  
stative, I? 

story-telling, 66 
stress, 4I,  90, I 37, I 62 

in Egyptian dialects, I 6 I 
in modem dialects, 99 
in �orth African dialects, I66  

style 
chancellery, 67 
development of literary, 64-7 I 
elevated, 70 
epistolary, 66-7 · 
low, 70 
ornate, 70 
prose, 6 5  

subject, I 8 5 
subjunctive, 79, I o8 
substrata! influence, I I, 103-7 
Suleiman, S., I93  
Sumerian, 24 
siiqiyya, I 90 
SU'iibiyya, ? I ,  94 
Swahili, I 69, 239 

loanwords in �ubi Arabic, 2 I 9  
syntax, 7 4  
synthetic, 48-9 
Syria, I I-!2, IS,  I ?6 
Syriac, 3, Io, I9, ? I ,  94, I04-5, I 2 3, I24 

loanwords in the Qur'an, 6o-I 
�eo-, 94 

ta' marbiita, 48 
Tabar!, at-, 70 
tabsn 

al-luga, I84 
an-nal;!w, I 84 

Tabuk, expedition to, 54  
Tadmur, 24 

see also Palmyra 
tafh.Im, 42, 89, I 5 4  

see also velarisation 
tafsir, 69 
tagwid see Qur'an, recitation of 
Tajik, 2 I 5 , 2 I 6  

influence in Uzbekistan Arabic, 2 I 6  
takmila, I 8 5  
Talmon, R., 5 8  
taltala, 42, I43 
Tamim, 38, 39 
Iamiid, 26, 37  
Tamudi, 23 
tamyiz, 78 
tanwin, 125,  I49 

see also nunation 
taqdir, 7 5  

see also underlying level 
taqlid, I?6  
ta'rib, I Bo, I 86, 202 
tasrif, 74-5, 82 

see also morphology 
Tawfrq al-I:Iakrm, 1 26 
tax register, 5 7  
Tayma', 2 6  
Tayyi', 3 8 ,  4 5  
terminology 

computer, I 8 3  
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creation of, I7S  
football, r S2 
linguistic, r S 3 
mathematical, 22S 
medical, 1 79, 22S 
philosophical, 179 
scientific, r So, rS2  

Thamudic, 26 
Theodore 'Abii Qurra, 124 
theophoric names, 2S, 47 
Tiglatpilesar III, 2 3 
Tigre, r o  
Tigriii.a, ro  
Timur Lenk, 2 1 6  
Tlemcen, r 64, r 6 5 
Toledo, r ,  227, 22S 
topic, 7S, So, ror 
topicalisation, So 
Trajan, 24 
transcription, 1 46 
transitivity, 7 S 
translation 

from European languages into Arabic, 173  
from Greek into Arabic, 67-9, 1 79 
from Persian into Arabic, 67, 6S 
literal, 69  
of  foreign words, 179 
of  political terminology, 1 7 3-5 
of the Bible into Arabic, I24 

Tripoli, r 64, r 6 5 
triradicalism, I r, 76-7 
Tsereteli, 2 r 5 
Tunisia, rS6  

speech situation in, I9S-9 
Turkic, 72, 1 3 1  

Chagatay, 236  
Oguz, 72 
Qipcaq, 72 

Turkish, s-6, 1 75-6, 2 1 3, 2 1 5 ,  234 
loanwords in Anatolian Arabic, 214  
reform of, 177 

Turoyo, 94 
typological classification, I I , r 3 

Ugaritic, 9, 1 2, 1 9  
Ullendorf£, E., 1 3  
Ullmann, M., 6 3  
'Umar al-Mai).l:).ar, I2o 
'Umar ibn 'Abi Rabi'a, 6 5  
'umma, 1 7 6 ,  1 77 
'ummi, 5 4  
underlying level, 7 5 ,  S r ,  S6 
Uralo-Altaic, rs  
Urdu, 236-7 
'Usama ibn Munqi.d, 70, 1 20, 126,  1 2S 
'U.tman, 5 5  
utterance, 79 
Uzbek, 2 1 5  

influence in Uzbekistan Arabic, 2 I7  

Vassalli, Mikiel, 2 1 0  
velarisation, 20, S 9  
verb, 77, S4-7, ror  

agreement with subject, 45 ,  79-S r,  9S, IOI ,  

I I I , 1 44 
b- imperfect, I IO, 125  
definition of, 77  
hollow, S6  
imperfect, !7, 79 ,  S4-5, I IO 
k- perfect, 38, Io6, r s o  
measures of, 87, r66-7 
modal endings of, 79, IO I-2, 108 
n- prefix of imperfect, 9S, 1 3 4-5, 1 37, 145 ,  

r 6o-2, r66  
past tense, 1 3, I7-18 
perfect, 1 7, S4, roo, r IO 
prefix of imperfect, 1 3-14, 42, 99, 143 
tenses of, I7, 84 
weak, 85, S6, r oo-r, r s 8  

verbal nouns, 1 8 3  
verbo-nominal compounds, 2 I S , 223, 23 3-7 
Vinnikov, I., 2 I S  
Violet, E., I I 8  
Voigt, R., r 8  
Voll<ssprache, 4o-I, 46 
Vollers, K., 4o-r, 46 
vowel 

allophones of, 89, 1 46 
anaptyctic, 4 r 
dots, s 6  
elision of, 49, 99, ros 
epenthetic, r 5 5 ,  1 5 7, I 62, I66  
harmony, 4 1  
long, 89, 1 5 3, 1 62, r66 
opposition /i/ and /u/, 99 
reduction of, r 5 7  
short, 1 5 4, I 62, I66  
signs, s 6-7 
spelling of, 3 3  
writing of, s s-6 

fw/ see glides 
ending in nouns, 3 I 
in 'amr, 30 
in names, 47 

Wahba, Sa'd ad-Din, 129 
Walters, K. ,  1 93 
Waqidi, al-, 66 
watan, 176  
wataniyya, 196  
waw consecutivum, I7  
Woidich, M., 1 34, r6o 
word formation, 1 79-S 3 

in Uzbekistan Arabic, 2 1 7  
word order, 46, 49, 8o 
writing 

in the Gahiliyya, 54  
in the Qur'an, 5 4-5 
of books, 66 

/y/, 42 
see also glides 

Yal:).ya ibn Sa'Id al-'Antaki, I24 
Yazigi, Na�if al-, 1 77, r S r  
Yehuda ibn Qurays, 4 
Yemen, speech situation in, 197 
Young Ottomans, I75  
Yiisuf al-Magribi, I 3 2  



zagal, 65  
ZaggilgJ, az-, 9 I 
zti'id, 82 
Zanzibai, 1 69, 230 
Zayd ibn Iiibit, 5 5  

I N D E X  

zero element, 8 1 ,  84 
Ziyild ibn 'Abihi, 5 8  
Zuhri, az-, 66, 67 
?uriif, 78 
Zwettler, M., 46 
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