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Introduction

This book is for you.

If you’re learning Arabic, you’ve probably started with Modern Standard Arabic (MSA). Or perhaps
a dialect? You might be learning both MSA and a dialect (or two!) in tandem. And you’re certainly
aware that there are many more dialects out there. It may seem daunting. But just how similar
and different are they from one another? If you’re curious, this book is for you.

Arabic vs. Arabic: A Dialect Sampler lets you explore the vocabulary, pronunciation, and grammar
of 15 varieties of Arabic (14 dialects and MSA) through tables with notes and free, downloadable
accompanying audio. You can go through the tables in order or skip around the book to see what
catches your attention. The book really is meant to be a sampler platter to give you a taste of each
dialect and a better understanding of just how varied the various varieties of Arabic are. The
layout encourages the self-discovery method of learning. While the notes under many tables
identify points of interest, you are encouraged to find pattern eptions, innovative features
of dialects, and universals by studying the tables and li dio tracks.

The Dialects

Just how many “Arabics” are there? Ho ties? It's not a question with a
straightforward answer. Arabic comprises i of dialects stretching over the entire
to asking how many colors exist. The
best we can do is draw artificial lines to dialects, while still understanding that there
are regional variations within ea e

shades of blue or yellow.

To keep things simple—m we have labeled dialects by national boundaries. Many
countries have a de facto ialect, usually the one widely spoken in the capital city, which
carries more prestige than vagi spoken elsewhere in the country. So, for instance, when we
say “Egyptian Arabic” in this book, it is more precisely “Cairene Arabic.” However, what we call
“Saudi Arabic” is not the dialect spoken around Riyadh (which is known as Najdi Arabic), but the
Hejazi dialect of western Saudi Arabia (Jeddah, Mecca, and Medina). The decision was made to
include Hejazi Arabic in this book, as the number of its speakers rivals Najdi, which is similar to

Gulf Arabic (and can be largely represented by Qatari and Bahraini Arabic in this book).

Arabs refer to their spoken language as &xJ! or d>)\JI (‘the common/colloquial language’). You
might also hear terms such as 4 and QLﬁJ\ 4 (‘the language of the street’). In English, they will
often call it ‘slang’—not an accurate term but perhaps an indication of their attitude toward the
spoken language.

The pie chart on the following page shows the 14 dialects presented in this book along with the
approximate number (in millions) of native speakers for each. They make up 85 percent of the
estimated 294 million native speakers of Arabic. The remaining 15 percent are mainly speakers of
Libyan Arabic (which is closest to Tunisian), Sa’idi Arabic (spoken in southern Egypt), Najdi Arabic,
as well as Omani, Emirati Arabic, and Kuwaiti (varieties of Gulf Arabic). Note that MSA does not
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appear in the pie chart because it has precisely zero native speakers; it is a second-language for
Arabs.

MOROCCAN 27\ /_ALGERIAN 29
TUNISIAN 11

YEMENI 15
OTHER 42

PALESTINIAN 6.2

SYRIAN 18 -

LEBANESE 6

JORDANIAN 6 SUDANESE 29

IRAQI 29

BAHRAINI 0.4

QATARI 0.26 / |

SAUDI 14
Number of native speakers.i jo

YPTI

MSA vs. The Dialects

MSA is not considered a dialect, per se.
term dialects is used, for the sake of simpli throughout this book to refer to all of the 15
varieties presented in the tables, of

MSA has a special function i rab
communication—this is the realm o @ lect. Instead, MSA has a much more limited role with
specific uses—primarily tHe wri anguage. Arab countries recognize MSA as their official
language. (See p. 5 for mo d hew do Arabs feel about MSA, and not their local dialect, being
official? See p. 126)

The dialects are not commonly written, although this is changing with the advent of phone texting
and online social media. Because dialects have no official status, there are no official rules of
orthography (spelling). Final short vowels are sometimes represented by a short vowel and
sometimes written long, for example: <d or L;ul (f. “you’). Both can be seen in various dialects
depending on the spelling preferences of the individual. (See p. 124)

Acknowledgments

| would like to express my appreciation to everyone who participated in this project. Thank you
for your enthusiasm in helping others learn about your language and culture; and for your
patience with my many questions. | am particularly grateful for the assistance given by Lilia
Khachroum in the editing process.

* The number of native speakers of Arabic was arrived at by averaging numbers from various
sources, taking into account the classification of dialects as presented in this book.
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How to Use the Book

Arabic vs. Arabic: A Dialect Sampler is meant for browsing, or better put, exploring. You are not
expected to methodically work your way through the materials in the book and memorize all of
the information. This would be both tedious and of little use. Instead, you are meant to study the
tables just enough to make observations, deductions, and develop a better understanding of the
similarities and differences between various dialects of Arabic and MSA. Flip through the book,
see what interests you, play the audio, be observant, take notes.

Audio tracks are available to download or stream free of charge from our website. Audio track
numbers appear at the top of each table in the book.

Synonyms are separated by a forward slash or appear on a new line in the tables. In the audio
tracks, you will hear synonyms separated by a chime. Plural nouns appear in parentheses in the
tables; perfect/imperfect verb pairs are separated by a dash. In the audio tracks, these are
separated by a short pause (without a chime).

Circle, underline, highlight words and phrases in the t
your own! There are also special pages (“Your Notes”)

ook. Mark it up. Make it
at the back of the book.

er the tashkeel to correct it. There will always
be some level of subjectivity her ince the dialects possess different vowel qualities
that are not always easy to repre
/ay/ and /aw/ are shown wi
represent the long vowel

written, as in the Egyptian Cw /bé

e:]) and /o0/ ([o:]) found in many dialects, only sukuun is
and 3 /yom/.

You will notice that certain consonants differ in pronunciation among the dialects. z may sound
like [d3] (as in English job), [3] (as in vision), [g] (as in go), and even [j] (as in yes), depending on
the dialect. & is often [?] (the sound of hamza) or [g]. The emphatic consonants b and (> also
tend to have varied pronunciations among the dialects. And listen carefully to the Moroccan <!
Keep your ears open and take notes.

Some words of foreign origin contain sounds not easily represented with the standard letters of
the Arabic alphabet. Special letters represent these sounds: <@ [v], < [p]. In some dialects, you
will also see & [g] and z [tf] (as in chair).

Are you ready? Press play on track 1 and meet the 15 people who are representing MSA and the
fourteen dialects featured in the book.
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Let’s Meet Our Friends!

O 1 Hello, everyone! My nameis __.lam from __,andllivein __.lam __yearsold.
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On the previous page, we met the fifteen individuals who participated in this project. We could
refer to them as participants, linguistic informants, or native speakers, but let’s just call them our
friends.

The first voice that you heard was Heba’s. She is from Egypt, so her native dialect is, of course,
Egyptian Arabic, but she will be representing Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) in this book. On the
audio tracks, you will first hear Heba speaking MSA, followed by the equivalents in the native
dialects of our other fourteen friends.

The order in the tables and audio is fixed:

@ mMsA @ (6) Egyptian & @ Iraqi &

@ Moroccan & @ Palestinian @ @ Qatari &

() Algerian & Jordanian @ @3 Bahraini @

@ Tunisian ? (9@ Lebanese & Saudi @

(5) Sudanese & Syrian @ @5 Yemeni &
If you look back at the map, you will see that the order foll , from Morocco eastward
across northern Africa, north into the Levant, then fromYiag i the Arabian Peninsula.

h dio tracks, as this would become
ds’ Voices the more you listen. It may
male and female voices.

You will not hear the names of the dialects or numbe
repetitive and distracting. But you will get to kno
be helpful to keep in mind which dialects are r

For the sake of simplification, the dialects akding to the nationalities of our friends.
Keep in mind, however, that there is n dialect per country. Regional variations in
pronunciation, grammar, and vocabular ist. se differences can be more distinct in certain
regions of the Arab world than ot ia, for example, there are clear differences between
speakers in the west of the count ast. In Egypt, on the other hand, the spoken language
is much more uniform, at | n L gypt (from Cairo to Alexandria), where the majority of
the population lives. In Sa , there are two distinct, main dialects, Najdi and Hejazi. The
former is spoken around Riya ile the latter is spoken in the west of the Kingdom, including
Jeddah, where our friend Rania is from. So, when you see Saudi in the tables, this is, more correctly,
the Hejazi dialect.

Notice both the similarities and the differences between the dialects of our friends in their
introductions on the previous page. Would you agree that, overall, they are not so different? If
they were all standing in the same room introducing themselves to each other in their own
dialects, they would have little difficulty understanding each other. If speakers from two dialects
can understand each other with little difficulty, we say that their dialects are mutually intelligible.

Of course, this example is not enough to see the whole picture. Everyday vocabulary can vary
greatly from dialect to dialect. Look at the 15 versions of the sentence in the table on the following
page. Compare the words for bought, very, nice, shoes, and yesterday.
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Qe

MSA ol 19> Yo Felds 35l
MOROCCAN 9 blo . )L,jl Sy
ALGERIAN 'C)L‘.j,l k_élef_ ol bl Sy
TUNISIAN 'C:)L‘-jl Ly Ul-’_)-f bEo oy
SUDANESE C)l“’l o doy> ijj
EGYPTIAN _ 6_9] 0’51_? iy C:)L“’,l ERyeyS |
PALESTINIAN _5:91_? S C)lf:’,l oy wjmj
JORDANIAN

LEBANESE

SYRIAN

IRAQI

QATARI

BAHRAINI

SAUDI

YEMENI

Small differences in pron side, there are, among other differences, five distinct words
for shoes: > (MSA, Iraqi), (Moroccan, Algerian, Tunisian, Lebanese), 403> (Sudanese,
Egyptian, Palestinian, Saudi, Yemeni), &4 (Jordanian, Syrian), and 3> (Qatari, Bahraini). If we
look back at the map, we can see that this and other shared words are largely regional. For
instance, wfj is used exclusively on the Arabian Peninsula.

In a survey | conducted with speakers from around the Arab world, | asked which dialect(s) were
the most difficult for them to understand. The overwhelming response was Maghrebi—an
umbrella term for the dialects of northwestern Africa (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya). Not
surprisingly, Maghrebi speakers thought that the dialects spoken the furthest to the east, namely
Gulf Arabic (the dialects spoken in countries along the Persian Gulf) were the hardest to
understand.

Non-shared vocabulary can cause a barrier to understanding between Arabs from different
regions. In each dialect, local history is reflected in words borrowed from other languages, due to
geography, colonization, or globalization (Persian, Turkish, French, Italian, Spanish, English), and
even indigenous languages (such as Coptic and Berber). But vocabulary is not the only factor.
Accent, pronunciation, and idiomatic expressions also play a role.
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What makes other dialects hard to understand?

“Most of the Arabic dialects have their own unique words and pronunciation.
Some use unfamiliar words, while others use unfamiliar pronunciation. There are
wide combinations and varieties in every dialect that make it hard to understand
for speakers of other dialects. For example, | can't understand Maghrebi dialects.
They use very unfamiliar words and pronunciation. They also use many French
words, which, in addition to this combination of unfamiliar words and
pronunciation, makes this dialect very hard to understand.” —Milad, Syria

“Variation in vocabulary is usually the number-one reason for difficulties in
communication among different Arab dialects. The way people pronounce things
comes next. For example, if a Jordanian were to talk to a Moroccan, both would
find it very difficult to understand each other due to the lack of common
vocabulary. However, if a Jordanian were to talk with a Saudi, vocabulary
wouldn't be much of an issue. However, the way words are pronounced would
make a slight challenge.” —Suhaib, Sudan

“Vocabulary, as some places use words of non-Arabicgamigin as a part of their
dialect, such as in Algeria. Also, in some placesgthe
the Arabic origin that you cannot easily relate t

in MSA.” —Mohamed, Egypt

“..Gulf Arabic also has difficult-to-unders
having a conversation with a U.A.E. i andbasking if he’d help me with
something, and he kept saying L. Thi.

in Gulf Arabic, it means ‘tomorrow. &d say 1,55.” —Rita, Lebanon

“One day, | met a Moroccan_g ad to speak with him, but | couldn’t
understand what he wasgayi ing about. So, we decided to use MSA so
we could understand eac also shifted to English and French. Of course,
this is much easier tal ing the dialects.” —Zakaria, Palestine

“..Iwill tell you a angdlembarrassing story that happened to me when | was
young. An Egyptian fi of my father came to our house, and when he was
speaking, he said (2. In Egyptian, it means ‘look.’” In Tunisian, it means ‘fart.” |
was 10 years old, and | started laughing and embarrassed everyone in the room.
Some vocabulary has different meanings in different countries. And some
vocabulary is totally new and different. For example, the Algerians say <5 which
means ‘very.” Other people cannot understand it because it is specific to the
Algerian dialect—the same as 55 for Tunisians, Lﬂsﬁ for Egyptians, and Wa for
Libyans.” —Zaidi, Tunisia

“Pronunciation and Vocabulary. For example, the Moroccan word for ‘very’ is S\,

ws- N

and in my Hejazi dialect, it is xS or 83.” —Rania, Saudi Arabia

(For more from the survey, see page 122.)

| Arabic vs. Arabic: A Dialect Sampler



And which dialects are the easiest to understand? In addition to naming neighboring countries,
many Arabs in the survey added that Egyptian and Levantine (the umbrella term for Syrian,
Lebanese, Palestinian, and Jordanian) were both easy to understand for the same reason: the
popularity of Egyptian and Lebanese media (movies, TV, and music).

Here, we have 15 versions of another sentence for comparison. Notice the words used for
president, analyzed, economic, and situation.

MSA
MOROCCAN
ALGERIAN
TUNISIAN
SUDANESE
EGYPTIAN
PALESTINIAN
JORDANIAN
LEBANESE
SYRIAN
IRAQI
QATARI
BAHRAINI
SAUDI

YEMENI

03

.@3@3” 8“’.9“ UM)JI Jl.> RE
.Lssbaayl &ole J.L> Ousiy)!
.Lgsbaalll 8“’.9“ J.L> U.:.MJ)”

s3Ladyl edyll Y gl
wbadyl 2ol o Gl
wbadyl 2ol o puil
@badyl @3l iyl Jo

.Lg.sl..a.ayl &osll | Jl.> 28

Compared to the sentence on page 3, there is very little variation in this sentence. In fact, all of
the words are shared among the dialects and MSA. This is no coincidence. Dialects have not
developed unique vocabulary for topics non-essential to everyday communication, such as
politics, economics, and academics. These are normally the domain of MSA, the official, written
language shared by all Arabs. MSA is exclusively used in the news media, official documents
(contracts, laws), and academic texts. That does not mean that two Arabs casually arguing about
politics at the local coffee house have to switch to MSA to discuss the topic at hand. Instead, they
will insert MSA vocabulary into their regular, everyday speech as needed, while maintaining the
accent, pronunciation, and grammatical idiosyncrasies of their dialect. They are, in fact, still
speaking their dialect but with MSA words sprinkled in when needed.
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We've established that high-frequency, everyday vocabulary tends to vary from dialect to dialect
more so than formal vocabulary, but not all everyday vocabulary is unique. Take a look at the

following table.

MSA
MOROCCAN
ALGERIAN
TUNISIAN
SUDANESE
EGYPTIAN
PALESTINIAN
JORDANIAN
LEBANESE
SYRIAN
IRAQI
QATARI
BAHRAINI
SAUDI

YEMENI

Common Nouns

Animals

04 0o N6
horse

)9 / 8glad / ghd
Lo / s ola>
L§3§:/,o:s ulg Olba>

There are quite a few ways to say cat, but the words for dog and horse are much more uniform,
with only slight differences in pronunciation. (Notice the letter z in the Iraqi, Qatari, and Bahraini
words for dog. As dialects are rarely written, this letter isn’t regularly used by locals, but in this
book, it is used to demonstrate the pronunciation [t[] (as in the English child) See p. viii).

The next several pages continue with common nouns. As you go through the lists, you’ll start to
develop a better understanding of just how similar and different the dialects are, both in terms of
vocabulary and pronunciation.
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Verbs

Verb Conjugatoins

Let’s take a look at the conjugation of a very common verb: <8 to write. On the following pages,
we have the first, second, then third-person forms of the perfect (past) tense followed by the
imperfect (present) tense forms. The conjugations are given together with their corresponding
pronouns for clarity, but in actual practice, a verb is normally used without a pronoun subject. A
pronoun subject is only used for emphasis.

" 189 © 190

| wrote we wrote
MSA SIS Gl LSS o0
MOROCCAN Y| LS LS
ALGERIAN eoS b L3S LS
TUNISIAN WY LS LT
SUDANESE LSS Lo
EGYPTIAN LSS L)
PALESTINIAN LS L
JORDANIAN LSS L)
LEBANESE LSS Lo
SYRIAN LS L
IRAQ! LSS Ul
QATARI LS Ul
BAHRAINI , LS US|
SAUDI eSS LS L)
YEMENI S Gl LSS L)

The endings for the first-person forms are quite consistent. However, in the Levantine dialects,
the final @ is preceded by kasra (:2): /-it/. In rapid speech, you may notice that this kasra can
disappear, especially when the following word starts with a vowel.
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MSA
MOROCCAN
ALGERIAN
TUNISIAN
SUDANESE
EGYPTIAN
PALESTINIAN
JORDANIAN

LEBANESE

SYRIAN

IRAQI

QATARI

BAHRAINI

SAUDI

YEMENI

Weather

n319
It's raining.

o el
PN
bl ol <l
Sas 3
oy Ll

w- o I
.uMM.AJ lA.le
3 2 -

- -
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320
It's very hot today.

o5l 13> 5> 521

0 W~

Logdl Gl Ogis 52l
A9l Bl g3 52l

Ly Ogs puiball ool

AL wa > 554
okl sl 5> 52|
S Qs psyll

565 W5 52l gl
555 5> 520l gl
5l S 5l 52
A5l )l 525 52
o5l 52l
sl & wlg
233l 5> Wl
YW B e



Arabs Say...

In this section, we can read some of the most interesting responses to a survey | conducted with
native speakers of Arabic from various parts of the Arab World. | have tried to provide enough
responses in the book in order to show a good sampling of viewpoints held by Arabs towards their
language and usage of it. (Minor edits have been made for English grammar and punctuation, as
well as for conciseness and clarity. The term ‘MSA’ is used in place of al-fus-ha, ‘Classical Arabic’,
etc., for the sake of consistency.)

Does everyone in your country speak the same dialect?

“Nowadays, nearly all youth speak the same dialect with very few differences
regardless of the place (big cities, the countryside, Upper Egypt*). However, old
people still speak in a different way from place to place. Usually the differences
aren't major, so it is very rare that people couldn't understand one another in

(the coastal area) say 4 8 fWhich means ‘near’); in Tatawin (the far south), people
pronounce the same as 4,9, ” —Zaidi, Tunisia

“In Algeria, there are almost 30 dialects. In the east, dialects are closer to the
Tunisian dialect. In El-Taref, for instance, they say ~UL (‘a lot’); in Tebessa, they
say ¢ (‘now’). Toward the west, the dialects are merged with Moroccan terms and
accent. For example, in Oran, they say oly (‘yes’), diwas (‘tomato’) like the
Moroccans. Those varieties are also influenced by their proximity to the Amazigh
[Berber] region. We can take the Jijli dialect (from the wilaya [state] of Jijel near
Bejaia, where Amazigh is the mother tongue), in which the & is pronounced like
2 [k]. In the center [of Algeria], especially in Algiers, the dialect is influenced by
some Turkish words. In North and Tassili regions, mostly French has a great
impact on dialects. They mostly use French words but with Algerian grammar and
pronunciation. For example, &9+S from French casserole, which means ‘a pan’.
In the western regions, we can also find words having Spanish origin, such as Yg
from Spanish bola (‘ball’).” —Nesma, Algeria
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