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Transliteration key

Table 1 presents Arabic letters. The Arabic writing system is cursive, from right to left. Each letter can have two or four shapes depending on where it connects with other letters. Some letters connect only from one direction – the right direction of course – and thus have two possible shapes. Most Arabic letters connect from right and left and thus have four possible shapes. The shapes are not arbitrary; you will easily be able to figure out the patterns. The following table presents Arabic letters. Column one shows all the letters and their different shapes. Column two gives the name of the letter. Column three shows the transliteration symbol adopted in this book, and column four shows the corresponding sound in English or gives a very brief description of the sound. For a detailed explanation of Arabic sounds, see the Introduction.



Table 1 Consonants


	Arabic script
	Arabic name
	Transliteration
	English closest equivalent





	أ ـأ	hamza	ʔ1	t in button (in Cockney pronunciation)
	ب بـ ـبـ ـب	baa	b	b as in boy
	ت تـ ـتـ ـت	taa	t	t as in table
	ث ثـ ـثـ ـث	thaa	th	th as in three
	ج جـ ـجـ ـج	jiim	j	j as in jealous
	ح حـ ـحـ ـح	Haa	H	breathy voice
	خ خـ ــخ ـخ	xaa	x	ch as in loch
	د ـد	daal	d	d as in door
	ذ ـذ	dhal	dh	th as in the
	ر ـر	rah	r	closest to Spanish r as in pero
	ز ـز	zay; zeyn	z	z as in zebra
	س سـ ـسـ ـس	siin	s	s as in super
	ش شـ ـشـ ـش	shin	sh	sh as in shoes
	ص ـص ـصـ صـ	Saad	S	emphatic s
	ض ـض ـضـ ضـ	Daad	D	emphatic d
	ط ـط	Tah	T	emphatic t
	ظ ـظ	DHah	DH	emphatic dh
	ع عـ ـعـ ـع	3eyn	3	3eyn
	غ غـ ـغـ ـغ	gheyn	gh	the French r
	ف فـ ـفـ ـف	faa	f	f as in free
	ق قـ ـقـ ـق	qaaf2	g	g as in go
	ك كـ ـكـ ـك	kaaf	k	k as in kosher
	ل لـ ـلـ ـل	laam	l	l as in lamb or as in capable
	م مـ ـمـ ـم	miim	m	m as in meet
	ن نـ ـنـ ـن	nuun	n	n as in no
	ه هـ ـهـ ـه	haa	h	h as in ham
	و ـو	waaw	w	w as in window
	ي يـ ـيـ ـي	yaa	y	y as in yellow



1Hamza in most dialects is changed into a vowel /i/, e.g., /raʔyak/ becomes /raayak/: your opinion.
2This sound is pronounced /q/ in Modern Standard Arabic, /g/ or /ʔ/ in Levantine Arabic.

Table 2 below presents letters that represent long vowels and diphthongs. Diphthongs are found in words such as 'boy', 'eye', 'out'. Sometimes long vowels can be pronounced short. Usually, short vowels are represented by symbols or diacritics. Arabic has several diacritics that express durational differences of vowels and consonants, and can also express other grammatical functions such as definiteness: whether the noun is definite or indefinite. At this stage, I will present them for help in pronunciation. Detailed explanations will follow in subsequent units. In Table 3, items t, 2 and 3 express short vowels. Item 4 explicitly indicates the absence of a vowel. Item 5 is written over consonants to indicate that this is a geminate, i.e., the consonant is longer than its single counterpart. This change usually serves a change of meaning. Items 6, 7 and 8 are copies of items 1, 2 and 3 with the addition of an /n/ sound. The last three diacritics serve grammatical functions. The first four essentially serve pronunciation except if they come at the end of nouns in which case, they serve grammatical functions, too. Notice that items 3 and 8 are written under the line. Generally, all diacritics are not used in most written texts (e.g., newspapers, etc.). They are understood by virtue of context.



Table 2 Vowels

	
	
	Transliteration



	Arabic script
	Arabic name
	Short
	English equivalent
	Long
	English equivalent
	ا ـا	alif	a	a in apart	aa	a in bad
	و ـو	waaw	u	u in put	uu	oo in boot
	و ـو	waaw	. . . .	no short form	oo	oa in boat (AmE)
	ي يـ ـيـ ـي	yaa	i	i in it	ii	ea in beat






Table 3 Diacritics in Arabic


	
	Diacritic
	Arabic name
	Pronunciation
	1	(ـَ)	fatHah	/a/ as is about
	2	(ـُ)	Dammah	/u/ as in put
	3	(ـِ)	kasrha	/i/ as in kit
	4	(ـْ)	sukuun	no vowel
	5	(ـّ)	shaddah	double the consonant (longer duration)
	6	(ـً)	tanween fatHah	/an/ as in Antarctica
	7	(ـٌ)	tanween Dammah	/un/ the vowel in put followed by /n/
	8	(ـٍ)	tanween kasrah	/in/ intimate







Table 4 Diphthongs

	Arabic script
	Transliteration
	و ـو	aw
	ي يـ ـيـ ـي	ay; ey






Table 5 Other symbols

	Arabic script
	Arabic name
	Transliteration
	ة	taa marbuuTah	t
	ى	alif maqSuurah	short vowel /ـَ/ a variation of ا




ة is pronounced either like /h/ or /t/; ى is pronounced like a short /a/. Rules will be introduced later.


Exercise 1 [image: ]

To begin, write your first and last names in Arabic. Decide on the letters that make up your name, decide on what connects and from where. Make sure you separate the two names with a space.

Your name —



Exercise 2 [image: ]

With the help of the charts above, translate each of the following proper names into English.



	1	لبنان	_________________	6	ليبيا	_________________
	2	سوريا	_________________	7	ايطاليا	_________________
	3	الأردن	_________________	8	فرنسا	_________________
	4	فلسطين	_________________	9	الكويت	_________________
	5	اسرائيل	_________________			






Exercise 3 [image: ]

Go through the following text in Arabic. Fill in the blanks with the number of times each letter is repeated in all words.


[image: ]





Introduction


[image: ] This chapter introduces the following topics:


	Arabic sound system

	Pronunciation of Arabic

	Arabic stress

	A note on socio-phonetics

	Consonant clusters




[image: ] Arabic sound system (Audio 1.1–1.2)

Arabic is a Semitic language. The Semitic language family has only three other living languages in it: Amharic, Hebrew and Maltese. It is therefore likely that your own native language belongs to a different family, and that you will probably be unfamiliar with the Arabic sound system. Arabic has 28 letters that represent consonants and long vowels, and also several other diacritics and symbols to represent short vowels and pronunciation markers. The great majority of these letters, diacritics and symbols are present in all dialects of Arabic. Nonetheless, each dialect tends to have an inventory of its own in which certain sounds are present or absent compared to the common Modern Standard Arabic (MSA). This book is dedicated to Levantine Arabic (LA), a dialect spoken in present-day Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan and Israel. While LA is the general term to refer to this dialect region, there are also other sub-classifications based on political boundaries, (Shami or Syrian, Lebanese, Palestinian and Jordanian), or based on socio-cultural classifications (urban, rural and Bedouin). It is beyond the scope of this book to address these classifications in depth, unless necessary for cultural awareness. The dialect adopted in this book is LA – the one that is likely to be understood by all people living in the Levant and by a great majority of Arabs. LA is second only to Egyptian Arabic in terms of its spread and intelligibility in the Arab world.



Pronunciation of Arabic

As a point of departure, let us try to understand how words are made up. Linguists use the word "phoneme" to refer to the distinctive sounds that make up words. For example, the word "beat" has four letters: (b, e, a, t) but three distinct sounds – three phonemes: /b, i, t/. It is important to understand the difference between phonemes and letters since phonemes belong to the sound system whereas letters belong to the writing system. When describing sounds, certain parameters are used to describe consonants and vowels of any language. A change in one of the parameters can result in a change of the phoneme, hence altering word meaning or rendering the word meaningless. Below is a more detailed discussion of Arabic consonants and vowels.



Arabic consonants

Generally, consonants are described based on three parameters:


	voicing: whether the vocal folds vibrate (voiced) or not (voiceless) during sound production;

	place of articulation: which speech organs come together, or are activated during sound production;

	manner of articulation: airstream mechanism – complete to minimal air blockage.


Performance exercise: to be able to feel vocal fold vibrations, try producing the two English sounds /s, z/ and see what sets their pronunciation apart. Produce a continuum: start with an /s/ and finish in a /z/, e.g. sssssssszzzzzzz. Now focus on the extra movement you will be making. Cover your ears completely using your palms, and produce the continuum. You will notice that once you move from s to z, you feel a clear increase in the level of noise. This noise is due to the vocal fold vibrations, /s/ and /z/ are only different at this level: /s/ is voiceless whereas /z/ is voiced. Practice this difference as it will be utilized with a number of sounds.

For place of articulation, you need to watch your lips, tongue and teeth. You can observe these movements using a mirror while saying some sounds. Of course, some sounds are produced further back in the vocal tract, which can make them hard to see. But you can still feel the different movements of your tongue.

As for manner of articulation, try pronouncing /t/ and /s/. You will notice that for /t/, air is completely blocked, then completely blown out in an explosive burst, whereas air keeps coming out at almost the same pace for /s/.

Two other parameters are not often mentioned: whether the consonant is oral (produced in the mouth), or nasal (produced in the nose); and whether the consonant is lateral (in which case, the central part of the tongue forms a bulge) or central. Arabic has two nasal consonants /m, n/ and one lateral sound /I/. The distinction between light and dark /I/, as in capable and lamb respectively, is found in Arabic, though it has nothing to with the lateral.

One additional parameter that is characteristic of Arabic is emphasis: whether the consonant is emphatic. Emphatic consonants are best described by comparing them to their plain counterparts. For example, a plain Arabic /s/ is identical to the English /s/. An emphatic /S/, however, requires the lowering of the tongue in the posterior vocal tract. This new secondary place of articulation results in a new phoneme in Arabic. Arabic has four emphatic consonants (represented in upper case in the transliteration system), usually contrasted with their plain counterparts: /s, S/, /t, T/, /d, D/ and /dh, DH/.

Performance exercise: Produce a continuous /s/ sound, for example, sssssss. Make sure your lips are neutral, that is, not rounded (lips are rounded when you produce the vowel in the word blue). As you're producing this sound continuously, lower your lower jaw a little. It can help if you introduce a little lip-rounding along with the jaw-lowering movement. It is likely that you will continue not to feel the difference since plain-emphatic differences are highlighted within a vocalic environment. The least you can get from this exercise is producing a different /S/ sound that feels just a little further back compared to your normal English /s/.

Now that your phonetic taste buds are stirred up a little, it is time to present a more detailed and systematic description of Arabic sounds. I will discuss only the sounds that do not have a generally identical counterpart in English and those which seem to have a counterpart but come with a description of their own. The goal is not to get into the nitty-gritty differences of seemingly identical sounds. For example, there is a strong argument that Arabic /t/ is slightly different from the English /t/. Validating this claim or arguing against it is not within the scope of this discussion since the alleged differences do not render the word unintelligible and do not change it to a different phoneme. And who claims that all English /t/ sounds are identical? Anyway, there are different sociolinguistic levels of variation in LA. The most common of these levels will be presented. It is highly recommended that the learner grasps them. By so doing, learners are more likely to understand faster and to sound more natural.

As illustrated earlier in the transliteration key, each letter in Arabic can come in either two or four shapes depending on its position in a given word. It should be noted here that Arabic writing is cursive whether handwritten or typed: letters can join from the right and left or only from the right. I will present the Arabic alphabet in isolation, along with its transliteration symbol. The pronunciation description is also presented in isolation – that is, free from the effects of coarticulation, which will be briefly discussed in this introduction.


	ٲ /ʔ/: the closest to this sound is the glottal plosive. Think of the Cockney pronunciation of the sound /t/ in the word button. During the pronunciation of this sound, air is completely blocked below the glottis, and then released abruptly. It is commonly accepted that most English words that begin with a vowel essentially start with a glottal plosive.


Performance exercise: repeat the vowel in "egg" several times. You will notice that you produce a series of glottal plosives with every repetition of the vowel.


	/th/: as in three. This sound is identical to its English counterpart, The reason I am mentioning it here is that its pronunciation sometimes varies between different genders or social classes: urban vs. rural. Most men and most rural people tend to pronounce this consonant as a (/th/: /thalaathih/ = three). Most women and most urban people tend to switch to a (/t/: /talaatih/ = three).

	/j/: this is identical to the first sound of the English word "jealous." However, the gender/social class difference mentioned above applies here. Most women and most urban people tend to pronounce this exactly like the last sound of the French word "rouge".

	/H/: this sound is described as voiceless pharyngeal fricative. It has no English counterpart.


Performance exercise: using your thumb, push against your neck in the area above the glottis and down from the throat. Hold tight, and then blow air on a glass or a mirror so that the surface becomes foggy. Repeat this process and listen well to the sound produced. This is the closest sound to an Arabic /H/. Also, notice that when you blow air, the part of your neck pushed against your thumb is the pharynx: the place of articulation where air is making friction to produce the sound.


	ج /x/: this is a sound similar to ch in German "loch,"

	ں /r/: the Arabic /r/ sound is not like any in most dialects of English. Arabic /r/ is closer to a trill: the tongue is pulled a little forward, then the tip of the tongue touches the alveolar ridge once. This is the area right behind the upper teeth. The closest is the Spanish /r/ in "pero" meaning "but." You can easily feel the pronunciation of an Arabic /r/ by rolling a number of /r/s /rrrrrrr/; any one of them in this production makes a very good Arabic /r/.

	ص /S/: this sound is an emphatic counterpart to the English /s/. The primary place of articulation of this sound is the alveolar ridge. When producing an /s/ sound, the tongue goes up to that region. To be able to produce an Arabic /S/, you want to produce an English /s/, and then pull your lower jaw just a little bit back. What happens is that you will have to lower the back part of the tongue, which pulls it further back. This back movement is secondary, since the primary constriction is still at the alveolar ridge. But, as explained above, it is hard to feel the difference in the absence of a vowel. This mechanism is still very important since it is pervasive in other Arabic consonants.

	ض /D/: this sound is the emphatic counterpart of the English /d/. The same secondary movement explained above should be applied here.

	ط /T/: this sound is the emphatic counterpart to the English /t/.

	ظ /DH/: this sound is the emphatic counterpart to the first sound in "the."


A note that applies to all emphatic consonants is that it helps to produce them in pairs, each along with its plain counterpart, for example, /s/ vs. /S/. When doing so, you should be able to feel that the emphatic consonant is always a little further back compared to its plain counterpart. Keep in mind that the differences are best highlighted with the help of the vocalic environment. Still, this juxtaposition should help you feel a very important aspect of the difference.


	/3/: This sound has no English counterpart. The closest sound to this is the Arabic /H/ described above. However, this sound is voiced, i.e., it is accompanied with vocal fold vibrations. Think of the sound one might produce if you were being strangled.

	/gh/: voiced velar fricative. This sound is produced in the same place of articulation of an English /g/. The difference is that this sound is a fricative. In /g/, the air is completely blocked, then released. In /gh/, the constriction is never complete; therefore, the air continues to come out. The closest to this sound is /r/ in French "rouge." One non-speech sound in English that is similar to /gh/ is the sound you produce while gargling.


Performance exercise: prepare your vocal tract for the production of an English /g/. While maintaining the same vocal tract configuration, open up the constriction, which must be on the velar area, and produce a continuous sound. This will be closest to the Arabic /gh/.



Arabic vowels (Audio 1.3)[image: ]

Vowels are described based on four parameters:


	height: whether the tongue is in high, middle or low position in relation to the upper jaw;

	frontness: whether the tongue is front, central or back;

	lip rounding: whether lips are rounded or not;

	length: whether the vowel is long or short.


Two phonetic terms are helpful when talking about vowels: quality and quantity. Vowel quality refers to tongue height: how high or low the tongue is during the production of a given vowel. Vowel quantity refers to duration: how much time it takes to produce a certain vowel while maintaining the same quality. For example, the vowels in beat and in bat are different in terms of quality: each involves a different degree of mouth opening – a different tongue position on the high-low parameter, and in quantity: generally /i/ is longer than /æ/.

LA has four long vowels and four short vowels. Each pair has two vowels that are only different in terms of quantity, not quality. To clarify this point, it is believed among phoneticians that if you were to multiply the vowel in bit, you will never get the vowel in beat since the two vowels are different not only in terms of quantity but also in terms of quality. But for a native speaker of Arabic, /nam/ the imperative form of the verb to sleep, and /naam/, the past form of the same verb are only phonetically different in terms of the quantity of the vowel; i.e., the fact that the vowel in the second word is only longer than its counterpart in the first word. If this difference is understood, learners of Arabic should not face a great deal of difficulty in learning Arabic vowels.



Duration

Duration of consonants and vowels is very significant in Arabic language. What does this really mean? To further clarify, here is a new phonetic concept: phonemic vs. allophonic variation. A phonemic variation is one that involves the change of a given phoneme. I explained above that this change results either in a new word, or renders a given word meaningless. An allophonic variation does not result in a change of meaning, or in distorting a given word; rather, it introduces a dialectal variation. Let's consider the following examples from English:


Example 1a: ham vs. hat

Example 1b: AmE. basil vs.BrE. basil



In 1a, the phonetic variation is changing the last phoneme: /m/ becomes /t/. This change results in a change of meaning. This is an example of phonemic variation. In 1b, the phonetic variation is changing the first vowel: /el/ becomes /æ/. This change does not result in a change of meaning but a listener who is familiar with English dialectology would be able to tell that the former is typical of American English and the latter is typical of British English.

Arabic obviously does this. But it also utilizes durational differences in the same manner. Vowels that are identical in terms of quality can become different phonemes at the level of quantity. When this difference manifests itself in vowels, we call them long and short vowels. The same durational differences can be utilized for most consonants, in which case, we call them single and geminate. Let's consider the following examples:



	Example 2a: katab	to write
	Example 2b: kaatab	to exchange letters (to write back and forth)
	Example 3a: daras	to study
	Example 3b: darras	to teach




Obviously, the two words in 2 have a vocalic durational difference, and the two words in 3 have a consonantal durational difference, in both examples, this difference changed word meaning.



Arabic stress (Audio 1.4–1.5)[image: ]

Stress is the relative prominence on a given syllable in a given word. Stress is phonemic in English but allophonic in Arabic; it changes word meaning in English but it does not do so in Arabic. Consider the following examples:


Example 4a: 'present: current; of the time being; gift.

Example 4b: pre`sent: to give something to someone; to give a talk.



The importance of being sensitive to stress in Arabic is the fact that it helps the listener distinguish long from short vowels in a given word. Stress in Arabic is weight-sensitive. This means that the syllable that receives primary stress is generally heavier than other syllables in the same word. Syllable weight is measured by the number, type and position of the segments it is made of: long vowels are heavier than short vowels, which are heavier than consonants. Most of the time, geminates are broken across syllable boundaries. If a word of two or more syllables has equal distribution of weight across syllables, the syllable that receives stress is usually the one that is closest to the beginning of the word, i.e., left-most. These weight calculations drop the last consonant of a given word if the last syllable – having that consonant – is unstressed.



	Example 5a: ku`weyt	Kuwait
	Example 5b: `tuunis	Tunisia
	Example 5c: `liibya	Libya
	Example 5d: `yaman	Yemen
	Example 5e: `qaTar	Qatar






A note on socio-phonetics

Just like many, if not all, other languages, gender, social class, economic class, age, education, ethnic group, social relations, etc.
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