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Preface to First Edition

A legal scholar once said: ‘Only a prophet is able to have perfect command 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 Fāris, aṣ-Ṣāḥibī
fī fiqh al-luġa, ed. Chouémi, Beirut 1964, p. 18)

The aim of this book is to give a sketch of the history of the Arabic language,
mother tongue of more than 200 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 education; 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 Muḥammad, 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 analysed. Chapter 5 describes the role of
Arabic as the language of literature and administration. Chapter 6 steps outside the
chronological framework and discusses 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.
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The next two chapters deal with the study of the modern Arabic dialects:
Chapter 9 is a general introduction to the classification and geography of Arabic
dialects; and Chapter 10 deals with the characteristics of the major dialects, for
which text samples are provided.
In Chapter 11, the development of Modern Standard Arabic in the nineteenth
century is discussed, and Chapter 12 deals with the sociolinguistic relationship
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
13), 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 Zürcher, Harald
Motzki, Wim Delsman and 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 University
Press, and in particular Jane Feore and Ivor Normand, for their encouragement,
patience and assistance in bringing this manuscript to press.
In the paperback edition a number of mistakes have been corrected and a few
bibliographical items have been added. I have gratefully used the suggestions in
some of the reviews of the book by Alan Kaye, Nadia Anghelescu, Clive Holes and
Mike Carter.
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 deficient formulation. I am immensely grateful to her for her critical reading and her support.
Nijmegen, February 2000

Preface to Second Edition

The invitation by Edinburgh University Press to consider a thorough revision of
the book came at a propitious moment, when I was just going to retire from the
university and was looking around for interesting things to do. They proposed
a new lease of life for the book, which gave me a chance to give it a general
overhaul and bring it up to date. In this revised edition of the book a number
of changes have been implemented. In the first place, the number of chapters
has been increased. The chapter on the linguistic structure of Arabic has been
split into two chapters: one dealing with the modern linguistic approaches to
Arabic (Chapter 6), and the other with the Arabic linguistic tradition (Chapter
7). The chapter on the sociolinguistics of the Arab world has likewise been split
into two chapters: one dealing with diglossia (Chapter 13), and the other with the
linguistic situation in the former French colonies (Chapter 14). A new chapter has
been added on the Arabic pidgins and creoles. On this topic a host of new material
has become known, including Fida Bizri’s description of a new pidgin, Pidgin
Madame, which represents a real breakthrough in the study of Arabic pidgins
and foreigner talk. Another addition to the book is a lengthy note on transcription; this was one of the omissions of the first edition that was rightly criticised
in some of the reviews. In this note both the conventional Arabist transcription
and the use of IPA characters are explained.
Updating the bibliography was one of the major tasks in the revision. The
amount of literature that has appeared between 1997 and 2013 is staggering. The
five volumes of the Encyclopedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics contain more
than five hundred articles on topics connected with the history and structure
of Arabic in all its varieties. In the field of dialect geography, the various dialect
atlases should be mentioned, which are in different stages of completion, and,
of course, the large-scale Wortatlas der arabischen Dialekte by Peter Behnstedt and
Manfred Woidich, of which two volumes have appeared.
I have refrained from giving doi identification numbers for articles quoted in
the list of references. Many of these are available at sites like Jstor, but unfortunately only for researchers affiliated to a university with a subscription to such
sites. A growing number of articles on Arabic language and linguistics (at present
more than 1,000) is becoming available free of charge at www.academia.edu;
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registered users may even download a pdf of any article in the database.
Some of the newer insights have forced me to revise my ideas. In the first
place, I should like to mention Michael Macdonald’s work on the linguistic map
of the peninsula in pre-Islamic times: so much new material has appeared that it
is hardly possible to keep up with the new information, which is bound to change
the direction in the field. Jan Retsö’s book on the Arabs in the pre-Islamic period
contains a completely new view on their place in history. Jonathan Owens’ views
on the history of Arabic differ radically from mine, but his book on the linguistic
history of Arabic was inspirational, just like his many other books, in making me
rethink my own ideas. Travis Zadeh’s book on the use of vernacular languages
instead of Arabic in religious instruction outside the Arab world may concern a
minor point, but for me it meant a new approach to the diffusion of Arabic and
Islam. Enam Al Wer’s publications on variation made me more aware of the influence of prestige dialects and although we do not agree on the extent of the influence of the Classical Arabic standard, I have learnt from her not to underestimate
the influence of other prestige standards. I am still not completely convinced that
there are actual examples of written dialect, but I have become less sceptical,
partly through the information from Jan Hoogland and Gabriel Rosenbaum.
Arabic sociolinguistics are perhaps responsible for the bulk of new publications, including, among many other things, the publications by Catherine Miller
on urbanisation and its effects on language variation, and the new material on
code-mixing presented by Gunvor Mejdell and Reem Bassiouney.
Recent events in the Middle East and North Africa have not only changed the
political situation thoroughly, but also the linguistic landscape, not least because
of the role of social media and international news channels. Political, but also
religious, developments seem to have led to a new attitude towards the use of
colloquial language, for instance, in the way modern preachers use dialect. In the
Maghreb countries the policy towards Berber (Tamazight) and the Arabicisation
of society has changed significantly since the beginning of the twenty-first
century.
Finally, a significant shift has taken place in the scholarly community dealing
with Arabic linguistics. The participation of native speakers in linguistic research
has increased dramatically throughout the last few decades, as is obvious from
the bibliographical references in the present textbook. In some fields, especially
in general linguistics, the majority of researchers are native speakers of Arabic
(most of them publishing in English). In the first edition, I deliberately left out
most publications in Arabic because I wished to target an audience that did
not necessarily know Arabic and could not be expected to read publications in
Arabic. For this revised edition, I have deliberated about changing this approach,
but eventually I decided to follow the same policy. The overwhelming majority
of publications referred to are in English and, to a lesser extent, in French and
German.
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As always, Manfred Woidich (Nördlingen) supported me by providing information on everything related to Arabic dialects, in particular Egyptian, but most
of all by setting an example of dedicated research. I wish to thank Jan Hoogland
(Rabat) for information about the linguistic situation in Morocco. Nagato Youichi,
who is preparing a Japanese translation of the book, sent me a long list of mistakes
in the first edition, for which I am most grateful. I can only say that I am glad that
some of these mistakes do not seem to have been picked up by the reviewers (the
worst mistake being that I had given Hamadan as Sībawayhi’s birthplace!). I am
grateful to Muhammad Sharkawi for suggestions he made in preparing the Arabic
translation of the book, which appeared in 2003 under the title al-Luġa al-ʿArabiyya.
The staff of Edinburgh University Press, in particular Michelle Houston and
Jenny Peebles, are to be thanked for their patience in waiting for the revision
to be realised and for their confidence in its successful completion. During the
production stage Nicola Ramsey, Lyn Flight, Eddie Clark and Rebecca Mackenzie
all contributed to a smooth sailing.
Batenburg, July 2013
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Note on Transcription and Glossing

In the present textbook we have decided not quote words and phrases from
Classical Arabic or Modern Standard Arabic in Arabic script, but to represent them
in transliteration in order to make the book accessible for those who do not read
Arabic. In transliterating the Arabic alphabet, the characters are represented by
single Latin letters, often with diacritics (and always written in italics). There is
no universal standard for transliteration, at least not for academic purposes, and
the number of current systems of transliteration is regrettably large. The system
we have chosen is more or less identical with the one used in the Encyclopedia of
Arabic Language and Linguistics (EALL), with the exception of x for which ḫ is used.
In Table A, the characters used in transliteration are given in the third column;
in the fourth column their equivalent in IPA characters has been added. This is
the standard adopted by the International Phonetic Association. Whenever a
phonetic transcription is needed, IPA signs will be used, always between square
brackets [ ]. Note the awkward difference between y = [j], but j = [ʤ]).
With emphatic consonants there is a discussion about their realisation, which
is either velarised (IPA [tɣ], [dɣ], [sɣ], etc.) or pharyngalised (IPA [tʕ], [dʕ], [sʕ], etc.).
Rather than choose between velarisation and pharyngalisation, the IPA signs with
a mid-tilde [], [d̴], [], etc. have been chosen, which leave both options open.
Table A Transcription of Arabic characters
Name
ʾalif (hamza)
bāʾ
tāʾ
ṯāʾ

jīm
ḥāʾ
ḫāʾ

Arabic script

Transliteration

IPA sign

ا

ʾ

[ʔ]

ب
ت
ث
ج
ح
خ

b

[b]

ṯ

[θ]

t

[t]

j

[ʤ]

ḫ

[x]

ḥ

[ħ]
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dāl
ḏāl
rāʾ

zāy
sīn
šīn

ṣād

ḍād
ṭāʾ

ḏ̣āʾ
ʿayn

ġayn
fāʾ

qāf
kāf

lām

mīm
nūn
hāʾ

wāw
yāʾ

د
ذ
ر
ز
س
ش
ص
ض
ط
ظ
ع
غ
ف
ق
ك
ل
م
ن
ه
و
ي

d

[d]

r

[r]

ḏ

[ð]

z

[z]

š

[ʃ]

s

ṣ

[s]

[]

ḍ

[d̴]

ḏ̣
ʿ

[ð̴]

f

[f]

ṭ

[]

[ʕ]

ġ

[ɣ]

q

[q]

l

[l]

k

[k]

m

[m]

h

[h]

n

w
y

[n]

[w]
[j]

The vowels of Classical Arabic are represented as a, i, u; long vowels are represented with a makron (ā, ī, ū), diphthongs with ay, aw. In the convention followed
here, the feminine ending tāʾ marbūṭa is transcribed as -a, except in the construct
state before a vowel (thus, madīnat an-nabī, but al-madīna al-kabīra). The assimilation of the article al- before sun letters is represented as such (e.g., aš-šajara). As
a general rule, short vowel verbal endings are represented in transcription, but
short vowel nominal case endings are left out, unless they are essential for the
understanding of the argument, or in Qurʾānic quotations. Note that initial hamza
is transcribed with ʾ when it has morphological status, for example, ʾaktubu ‘I
write’, but not when it is a hamzat al-waṣl, for example, ibn ‘son’ (note the difference in transcription between uktub ‘write!’ with hamzat al-waṣl and ʾaktib ‘make
[someone] write!’ with morphological hamza).
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In the transcription of the Arabic dialects additional signs were needed in the
transcription. These, as well as some signs used in the transcription of languages
other than Arabic, are indicated with their IPA equivalents in Table B.
Table B Additional signs used in transcription
Transcription sign

IPA sign

g

[ɡ]

ǵ

[dz]

ž

[ʒ]

ǧ

[dʒ]

ć

[ts]

ṛ (Urdu)

[r̩]

č

ṛ (Arabic)
ḷ

ḅ

[ʧ]
[]
[ɫ]

[b̴]

ṃ

[m̴]

ŋ

[ŋ]

ṇ
ɗ
ɓ
ʈ

[n̴]
[ɗ]
[ɓ]
[ʈ]

kh

[kh]

ty

[tj]

th

dy
ñ
ä
ö

ü

[th]

[dj]

[nj]

[æ], [ɛ]

[œ], [ø]
[y]

In the transcription of Arabic dialects the additional vowels e/ē, o/ō may occur;
sometimes ä and å are used to indicate fronting of /a/ to [æ] and backing to [ɑ]

Note on Transcription and Glossing xvii

or [ɒ]. Vowels with a breve, for example, ĕ, ă, indicate extra short vowels; vowels
with a tilde, for example, ã, õ, indicate nasalised vowels. The sign ǝ (shwa) indicates
a central vowel (see below).
For the transcription of Persian, we have followed Junker and Alavi (1986), with
a few exceptions (y instead of j, v instead of w, ž instead of ǧ); since ʾ and ʿ have
merged in Persian, both are transcribed as ʾ ; written long i and u are transcribed
as i and u. For Turkish, the standard Turkish orthography is used (with a few
exceptions in the case of Ottoman Turkish). In quoting Hebrew words, in accordance with the system followed by Lipiński (1997), the Tiberian vowel signs are
simply transliterated; the so-called begadkefat consonants (b, g, d, k, p, t) are not
given their spirantic realisation (v, g, ḏ, ḫ, f, ṯ), except p/f.
The usual transcription of Classical Arabic is phonemic; allophonic variants are
not represented in Arabic script, nor in the transcription. To give an example, in
Classical Arabic there are three vowels /a/, /i/, /u/, which may be long or short.
These have allophonic variants, depending on the phonetic context. Thus, for
instance, /ā/ may be realised as [aː] before pharyngal consonants, as [ɑː] before
or after emphatic consonants, and as [æː] or [ɛː] in all other contexts. Neither the
script nor the transcription distinguish between these phonetic variants, because
they are completely predictable from the context.
The text samples of the major dialect varieties in Chapter 12 illustrate the
differences in approach between a phonetic and a phonemic transcription. In
these samples, it seemed best to use the transcription of the authors from whom
they were taken, with a few minor modifications; where necessary the value
of additional transcription signs used is given. Some texts are presented in a
phonemic transcription, whereas others aim at a complete phonetic transcription with all allophones. In Syrian Arabic (below, p. 199), for instance, in most
environments Classical Arabic /i/ and /u/ have merged in one phoneme, usually
represented with the sign called shwa /ǝ/. In this transcription, no allowance is
made for the different phonetic realisations of /ǝ/. Depending on the environment, /ǝ/ may have the following allophones:
• fronted [ɪ] as in English pit, before plain dentals, without back vowels or emphatic
consonants, for example, /sǝtt/ [sɪtt];
• between [e] as in English pet and [ʌ] as in English putt, before pharyngals, for
example, /nǝḥna/ [nʌħna];
• backed [ʊ] as in English put, in an emphatic environment, for example, /ḍǝdd/
[d̴ʊdd].

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, ḍudd in an effort to represent the pronunciation as accurately as possible. In his grammar of Damascus Arabic (1965), from which the text
in Chapter 12 has been chosen, Grotzfeld transcribes all allophones with /ǝ/,
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because he uses a phonemic transcription. Others use a phonetic transcription,
for instance, Singer (1958a) in his collection of texts from the dialect of Tetouan,
and Cohen (1964) in his collection of texts from the Jewish Arabic of Tunis. This
entails the use of a large number of symbols to represent the various allophones
of the vowels in different environments.
Both systems have their advantages: the phonemic transcription shows the
structural properties of the dialect, whereas the phonetic transcription makes it
easier to pronounce the written symbols. In the text samples, the transcription
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.
As explained above, phonetic transcription is always represented between
square brackets [ ], and always uses IPA signs. When phonological analysis is
discussed, the conventional signs from Tables A and B are used between slashes //;
an additional sign /’’/ is used to indicate the abstract element ʾalif in the theories
of the Arabic grammarians (see Chapter 7, p. 118). In some chapters a morphological analysis is given; this is indicated using the conventional signs from Tables
A and B, between straight lines ||. When discussion of the script is involved sharp
brackets < > are used to represent written signs.
In some cases Arabic phrases and sentences have been provided with a morphby-morph translation, which means that we have either translated or glossed
every single morph, using a series of abbreviations (see Table C). In glossing we
have more or less followed the practice of Payne (1997).
Table C Abbreviations used in glossing
1, 2, 3

first, second, third person

ACC

accusative

COMPL

complementiser

ART

CONT
COP

GEN

DEM
DET
f

FOC

IMPERAT

definite article
continuous
copula

genitive

demonstrative
determinate
feminine
focaliser

imperative
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IMPERF

imperfect

INDET

indeterminate

INDEF.ART
INF

INTERROG
LINK
m

NOM
OBJ
p

PART
PERF

POSS

PRED
REL
s

SUBJ
TOP

indefinite article
infinitive

interrogative

linking suffix
masculine

nominative

object marker
plural

participle
perfect

possessive

predication
relative

singular

subjunctive
topicaliser

Further reading
The general problem of transcription is discussed by Reichmuth (2009). For
the standard adopted by the IPA, see http://www.langsci.ucl.ac.uk/ipa. For the
origin of Arabic script see below Chapter 3, pp. 37f. The use of Arabic script for
languages other than Arabic is dealt with below, Chapter 17, p. 314. For the model
of morphosyntactic description and glossing see Payne (1997).

