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0٠0 INTRODUCTION

For a 1ong time the 1inguistic situation in the Arab world has been characterized

s diglossic. Diglossia as discussed by Charles Ferguson (l95l) is a stableد 

1inguistic phenoaeno that prevails in speech commuities in which a "high" and

a "1ow" fom of the same 1anguage are used side by side, each with a clearly

defذned role. The tvo fuctionally differentiated foدs of Arabic have been

traditionally 1abelled Classical Arabic (know nذ its present fom as Modem

Standard Azahic) and collouial Arabic. Many a ligust has deplored this

dichotomy. For the Lebanese 'Anis Frayha (I955) to name only one, these two

foدs of Arabic are essentially two 1anguages representing two distinct selves:

Ke think, speak, sing, mummurr our prayer, talk kindly to our
chi1dren, whisper to our beloved, seek umiderstanding with
whoever we want to, and insult those whom we see fit to, in
a flowery and smooth language which does not retard thinking
nor require much effort. But when we assume a foral position,
in the capacity of a teacher, p±eacer, lawyer, broadcast
annoucer, or a lectuIer, we haveto attire ourselves with
another linguistic persanality, and we have to talk in a
1anguage with d fficultت vowel endings and with rigid rules n ذ
its constructions and expressions.

Although Fryha's claهi may sound somewhat exaggerated no that over two

decades have goe by, it is udeniable that diglossia hs had many serious

consequences both educationally and culturally, especially in the Arab

coutries where the Arabic language is in direct cmpetition with a foreig

1anguage (Lakhdar 1975). This phenomenon has engendered in the last
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thirty years Heated debates in the Academies of the AraBic Language

throughout the Arah world.

BhiIe the effects of diglossia are stil1 fe1, the phenomenon itself

is not as stable as it appears to be, or as others have claimed it to

be. Ln fact, the high-low dichotomy has increasingly come under attack

by those who study language as a variable, flexible mediu rather than

an uchangeahle noد (El-Hassan 1978, Mitchel1 1978).

0ver the past twenty years or s0, there has been energing a new foz

of Arabic which is neither 1ow nor high, commonly kno as Middle Arabic
c  ء

("Arabiyya Wusta). In the sparse literature that has been written on

the subject, it has been referred to as pan-Arabic' by Mitchell (1962)

and Ahde1-Masih (1975), Modem Inter-Arabic' by BisHai (1966),

'Edcated Spoken Arabie By Badai (1975) and E1-Hassan (1978) aang othexs.

The obyect of this paper is threefold: first, t٥ review some of the

sociolinguistic factors which have contributed to the energence of

Middle Arabic and to its developaent; second, to present some of the

1inguistic caracteristics o± this medium; ad third, to show through

a quantitative study of the variation of the glottal stop /?/, that this

s0-called Middle Arabic {MA) tends to be more classicized than

vemnacularized.
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1٠00 THE EMERGENCE OF MIDDLE ARABIC

Varied and tomplex sociolinguistic factors have contributed to the

eMergence of MA. Briefly stated, MA grew out o± the pressing need

for a medium adequate and spontaneous enough to express the modemn

cmcemns ad realities of the educated Arabs. For a 1qg time these

Arabs have felt that the vemaclar was not equipped to cope with. the

educational and technical trends that were shaping their daily lives.

Mdem Standard Arabic (MSA), though increasingly. adequate through

intensive modemnization efforts, was felt to be too artificial and

.nflexible by the few who could speak faltlesslyذ THis ueasiness,

this couuicative tensio led many Arab writers and joumalists to

advocate a new fbr which combines both MSA and the vemnaclar. Aong

the most vocal of these promoters was Ahmed Lutfi As-Sayyid who, fro

the beginning of the century was predicating the idea of a ew 1anguage.'

In one of the editorials of his paper Al-Jarida [I9l3) he wrote:

Ke want to raise the 1anguage of the general public tOwards
the 1evel of the written 1anguage and to simplify the
necessary eleMents of the written language and thus bring
it closer to the level of daily discourse.

Many novelists and playwrights tried to follow this mode in their

writings. Farah Anton (1913), Taoufiو a1-Haki1967,1956)ه ), and

.usif as-Sibaci (1960) are only a few of themلا 

Hith the Massive spread of education throughout the Arab world, and the

ncrease of pan-Arab professional and political meetings, this 'thirdذ 

1anguage' sة al-Hakim calledit, has gradually gained 'dmroit de cit&'

as a functional, flexible medium. Its extensive use by Arab leaders
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on the one hand and the nedia on the other hav reinforced its

viability as abridge between the high and low forدs of Arabic.

This mediating role seens to be a factor in the destabilizing of

diglossia and thus a precIrsor of inevitable 1anguage change

(Mahoud 1977).

2.0.0 THIE LINGUISTTC CHARACTERISTICS OF MIDDLE ARABIC

MA is، a linguistic amalgam, a continuum whose outer limits are the

high and low fors of the diglossic spectrum. Its closeness to one

pole as opposed to the other is govemned by such variables as the

educationa1, geographical backgrounds of the speakers/hearers, the

topic discussed and the speech situation. Although MA is spoken

ainly by the educated, it is understood by the rajority of speakersه 

n the Arabic speech comnity. The more educated the speaker is,

the wider are the choices of subjects discussed and the more spontaneous

.and fluent his use of the language becomes.

Lexically, MA tends to draw heavily on the literary and techical terms

available in MGA, but it incorporates some elements that proved

serviceable in the vemacular of the speaker. Most importantly what

caracterizes this s0-called MA is the occurrence of soae linguistic

features that are by and 1arge characteristic of the spoken language
. ق ت•

These features are encountered at (1) the phonological level, (2) the

morphological level, and (3) the sytactic level.
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2.1.0 The PHonological Level

The nost common features at this level are:

(a) the variable dropping of the glottal stop whcn it occurs

medially and finally, as will be discussed iater,

Ob) the use of [g] or[?] as in [aamar]ج [gamar] or [?amar] 'moon'

(c) the diphthongs [ay] and [aw] are often realized as [i:]/TE]

and [ د]/[:] respectively as in [bixayr]> [bixi:r] 'I fine';

[yaw]=> [y:a] or [y>:M] 'day', etc.

2.2.0 The Morphological Level

Just by way of exemplification we will confine ourselve to verb

conjugation. @ite often at this level, verbs reflect the morpho­

logical rules that are in operation in tHe ve=naculars. Thus the

distinction between the dual and the plural forms of verbs, commonly

found in MSA, is missing. Sois the distinction between feminine

plural and masculine plural in the present indicatie. When only

the latter fom is used the indicative suffix is usually deleted as in:

[yarhalu:na] 0SA) [yarkalu] ج 'they move away.'

Als0 omitted is the morpheme that distinguishes second person masculine

from feminine in the present indicative and the imperative.

2.3.0 THe Sytactic Leve1

It is perhaps at this level that the influence of colloquial Arabic

is the most felt. All the words commonly borrowed from MSA are used

in their pausal form, i.e., without case endings (iSra:b). Contextual

clues and the fixed order of the Arabic sentence constituents have

rendered these marking5 superfluous. Even the most educated avoid
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using them sهذ ply bec ua seس placing them accurately requires an active

command of the rules of grammar which only a few of them possess.

Example: hasala-i-r:gil 6 Cala ruxsat ayd م ي 6

'the man obtained a hunting license'

(The sybol 9 marks the absence of the case ending. Note that the

morpheme 'ra:gil' 'man' appears in its colloquial- for where the [z]

in the MA spoken by Egyptians tums into [g].) Another feature that

characterizes this level is the use of the unmarked colloquial for

of the relative pronoun G?illi) for the MSA fom which takes different

shapes according to the gender and nuber of the antecedent. A further

example is the placing of the demonstrative pronoun after the nou

rat.her than before as in the case of MSA.

Most of the studies mentioned above dealt with the subject of MA mainly

from a descriptive point of view except perhaps for the studies of

Badawi (1973), H. B1anc (1960], and Mitchel1 (1978). These scholars

have attempted to look at MA a aك medium of many layers which varies

according to 1inguistic and extralinguistic parameters.

3.0.0 METHOD

3.1.0 THe Subjects and the Data

THe transcribed data for this study comes chiefly from two sources.

The first is a seriesof interviews conducted in Tuisia andthe

Uhnited States. The subjects were eight educated Arab adult males frcm

Syria, Tuisia, Egypt, and Jordan. The topics discussed ranged from

sports to business administration. THe second source is a set of

recordings of TV and radio broadcasts of parliamentary- debates, of
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speeches by national leaders of Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt. The

range of subjects is just as varied as in the first series.

3.2.0 The Glottal Stop a aك Variable

3.2.1 Why the Glottal Stop? The glottal, which we will henceforth

call by its Arabic name Haza, has been one of the most disputed features

of Arabic phonology ever since its belated addition to Arabic orthography

in the eighth century A.D. It was chosen here mainly for two reasons:

(a] It brings out the variation that existed long before the

standardization of the Arabic language as we know it today.

More specifically, it portrays, to my mind, the kind of

variation that characterizes MA in its present, f:luctuating

fom (Bishr, 1969: 41-63).

Cb} THe Hamza has acquired a certain prestige through its

cosistent use in Qur'anic texts and recitation as well as

in 1iterary texts. Hence its use by the educated as a

clssicizing device to sigal a switchfrom ane register.'

to another. Thus it was felt here that a study of its

inherent variation woUld enahle us to chart the flow of MA

and perhaps identify its role in an increasingly unstable

diglossic situation.

3.2.2 The Variable. In this study only the medial and final

Hamzas were dealt with. In.the medial instances two kinds were dis­

carded: (1) the one that occurs between two identical vowels as in

[sa?ala] 'to ask' or [ra?asa] 'to head, preside'; (2) the other is the

variant of the voiceless uvular stop [a] as commonly encountered in the
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MA Arabic spoken by Egyptians as in the words [6a?1] 'brain' and

[fa?r] 'poverty.' In both instances the Hamza is rarely deleted i£

at all. Its omission would change the meaning of the 1exical item

radically.

3.2.3 The Constraints. The'constraints that govem the variable

deletion of the medial and final Hamzas were originally grouped under

eight factors or environments:

A: the Hamza occurring between a vowel (V) and aconsonant {C),

B: occurTing between two non-identical vowels,

C: occurring finally,

0: occrring finally but preceding a pause,

H: the 1exical item where the Hamza occurs comnes from MSA,

L: the lexical item comes from collcquial Arabic,

I: occ1rring in infomaal speech,

F: occurring in fomral speech.

.A Figك l shows, only five factors were retained, 1ater grouped uder

two ±factor grOups, I and II.

Factor6rOuI
A:

B:

(2)-------(٥)/٧
(2)-------(٥)/٧٤ V;

c

c:

Faetor6roupII

(2]-------(6) / #

H:

L:

Lexical item from MISA.

Lexical item from Colloquial Arabic.

Fig. 1. Phonological exical ج1 constraints g0veming
the variable deletion of thc Hamza.
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The elimination of the other factors becamne necessary because

(1) Q showed several categorical results whef using the SPSS progrةm

(crosstabulation operation), (2) factors I and F duplicated the

effects of H and L which, as it will be show, later proved to be

more predictive of the rule operation than other factors.

It is worth noting here that for factors A andB the preceding and

the following environments were considered sذmultaneously regardless

of their ndividualذ rlative weight، THis is done because both

environments act curnulatively to detemine the orthographic "seats"

on which the Hamza occrs. These seats, the (2alif), the (wa:w) and

the (ya:?) are not sounded unless the medial Hamza is omitted.

once omitted, the medial Hamza is "softened out" so to speak, into

an [a:] asin [fa?s]ج [fa:s] 'pickaxe'

or into an [i:] as [i:t ]ج2[it] مذ 'I came'

or into an [y] as in [6ara: ?ib] [ara:yib ة]جب 'taxes'

or 1ess commonly ito an [u] as in [2a:?u]2ج[ a:u] 'they came'

or [u:] as in [mu?min]ح [mu:min] 'faithful'.

4٠0٠0 PROCEDURE

In order to assess quantitatively the variation of the Hanza in these

environments, the Cedergren-Sankoff varbrule FI program was used

(Cedergren-Sankoff 1974; Rousseau € Sankoff 1978). This program is

a statistical model that describes in probability terNs the contri-

٦٦٦e ،د ، SPSS [STacsTicaFPacKagefor the Social Sciences) is aprgram
used t0 perform the tost common statistical operations needed for
2esearch in the social sciences.
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bution of eac environment (i.e., set f constraints) to the operation

0f an optional (variable) mle.l THe mule we are concemed with here is

the variable deletion of the Hamza in the environnents specified in

Fig. 1. THe closer to1.00 the probability value of an envimonment is,

the more 1ikely it will favor the application of the rule.

5.0.0 RESULTS AD DISCUSSIO

AIthough the grouping of soRe factors and the elimination of others

may have. skewed some of the figures, the overall results are rather

significant. As the probability figures in Table 1. and the summary

graph sho, it is least likely for the Hamza tc be deleted if the

lexical item is borrowed from MSA (i.e., Factor H is the 1east

favorable for the operation of the .(ule د It is most 1ikely to be

deleted if it occurs between a vowel and a consonant, (i.e. Factor A

is the most favorable for the operation of the rule), andit is next

most 1ikely to be deleted if the lexical item is borrowed from

co:.1oquial Arahic (Factor L].

For a critical review of the use of variable mles in describing
variation in 1anguage see Kay € McDaniel (1979) and Sankoff 6 Labov (1979).

2. For other studies of variation using quantitative appmoaches see
(,particular Bailey (1973), Bai1ey 6 Shuy(1S73), Bickerton  حذ1971)

(.and Fasold abov ه1974) (1972), and WoIfraا 
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Factors Probability
Figures

A: (٦)/٧ c 0.759

L: Lexitem from Co1. A 0.679

c (2) fina1 0.406

B: (٦)/٧٤ ٧٠  ذ0.321
H: Lexitem from MGA 0.317

Table 1. otput for the deletion of the Hamza
using the Varbrle II program.

Note: The data follows the prediction very
closely. The 1east fitting environ­
ment has a Chi square of 0.42l.

HBc
Relative effect of £ive factors on
the probability of the deletion of Hamza.

1.00

0.90

0.80

0.70

0.60

0.50

0.40

0.30

0.20

0.10
A

Fig. 2.
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Moreover, it seems that one of the overiding factors in detemwining

the variable presence of the Hamza.is the origin of the lexical item.

This fact is corroborated by the crosstabulation in Table 2 where

66% of the words in which the Hamza was retained come from #SA. The

table also shows that there are more retained Hamzas than deleted ones.

Hamza
deleted

Hamza
retained

Tota1

٢% ء5.89

Col. A

12
66.6

6
33.3

18

 عه=1

MSA

18
34.0

35
66.0

55

P 4025

Tab1e 2. Crosstabulation, variable by lexitem.

By retaining the Hazas in most MA fors and restoring them to some

colloquial fors, the speakers in this sample are using a more clas-

sicized for of Arabic than a vemnacularized one. THis, one migHt argue,

is not surprising considering the environment in which this form of

Arabic is acquired and by whom. What is rather surprising, howeve±,

is that any text written in MA is equally amenable to a vemacular

rendition as well as a MSA rendition without improvising any major

sptactic or lexical changes. THis frexibility seems to make of MA

a spontaneous, comfortable medium of comnumnication.
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5.0٠0 CONCLUSION

n coclusion, we will tryto pull together soe of the points

made in this paper. After a initial and sketchy reassessMent fه

the 1inguistic situation in the Arab world, it is suggested that

the tem. "diglossia" does not adequately describe the increasing

interplay between the high and low foms 0f Aabic. We called this

interplay Middle Arabic. Brief consideratio was then given to the

major sociolinguistic forces that were behid the emergence of this

"edian" foi. Becسua se of its continu nature, Middle Arabic tends

.t٥ vary considerahly along many 1inguistic ad extra-liguistic di-

aensions. only intemally Motivated (inherent) variation was dealt

with the حذ 1ast part of this pape=. To exemplify this nherentذ

variatio, the variable deletion of theglottal stop @Hamza) was

'studied through a quantitative. approach. Inthe discussion of the

results, we attempted to show that the variation of this phonological

feature is mul-govemed and the relative weight of each set of lin-

guistic costraints can be quantitatively detemined. In its present,

fluctuating state, MA tends to be More classicized than vemnacuت arized.

By concentaating solely o inherent variation, we realize that we

overlpoked the impact soe extra-linguistic factors may have on the

variahle behavior of a certain linguistic feature ov اaظ) 1972b, 1966).

It is hoped that this study wil1 cotribute to our realization that the

Arabic 1anguage like the people it m stت serve, is a changeable, variable

wediu which can no longer be ostracized fro» the daily cocems of the

Modem Arab.



@

REFERENCES

Abdel-Masih, E.T. 1975. A sample lexicon of pan Arabic. Ann Arbor:
The University of Michigan Press.

Badawi, S.M. 1973. M1stawaya:t al Carabiyya al mu%a:sira fi misr.
(Levels of contemporary Arabic in Egypt.) Cairo: Dar al MaSa:rif.

Bailey, C.J. 1973. Variation and linguistic theory. Washirgton, D.C.:
Center for Applied Linguistics.

and R. Shuy (eds.)
English. Washington, D.C.:

1973. New ways of analyzing variation in
Georgetown University Press.

Bickerton, D. 1971. Inherent variability and variable rules. Foundations
of 1anguage, vol. 7. 457-92.

Bishai, K. 1966. Modem inter-Arabic. Joumal of the 'Oriental Society,
vol. 86, No. 3.٠ 41-63.

Bishr, K.
Cairo:

1969. Dirasa:t £i CIL al-1ugha.
Dar al MaCa: rif.

(Studies in 1inguistics.)

Blanc, H. 1960. Style variation in spoken Arabic, a sample of inter­
dialectical educated conversation. In: Contributions to Aabic
linguistics. Edited byC.A. Ferguson. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
U niversityت Press. 8l-159.

Cantineau, J. 1960. Cours de phonEtique arebe. Paris.

Cedergren, H.J. and D. Sankof£. 1974. Variable rles: perforance as a
statistical reflection of competence. Language, vol. 50.' 333-55.

E1-Hassan, S.A. 1978. EducatEd spoken Arahic in Egypt and the Levant:
a critical review of digl0ssia and related concepts. Archivium
1inguisticهu , vol.8. 112-32.

FrayHa, A. 1975. Nahwa <arabiyya muyassara. (Towards a sinplified
Arabic.] Beirut: Dar Aththaqa: fa.

Ferguson, C.A. 1959. Diglossia. Hord, v0l. 15. 325-40٠

a1-Hakiه , T. 1956. As-gafaqa. Cairo: Maktahat-1-ada:b. 159-62.

1967. A1-warta. Cairo: Maktabat-1-ada:b.

Kay, P. andC.K. MDaniel. 1979. 0n the logic of variable rules.
Language in Society, vol.8, No.2. 151-87.



@

,L ahovم W. 1972a. Sociolinguistic pattems. Philadelphia: University
of Pensylvania Press.

1972b.- Language in the 1nner city: studies in the Black
، ،·- Eglish:vemacular. Philadelphia: uhiversity of Pemnsylvania Press.

، 1966. The social stratification of English in New York City.
»

Bashingto, D,C.: Center for Applied Linguistics.

-akhdar-@hazal, A. 1976. Fi qada:ya-1-lugha-1-4arabiyya wa mustawaا 
t-ta%1-٨ a1-carabi. Rabat.

Mahoud, Y. 1977. Arabic after diglossia. Georgetow Uhniversity.
Unpublished .sه

Mitchel, T.F. 1962. Colloquial Arabic: the 1iving laiguage of Egypt.
THe English uhiversity Press, 11-13.

1978. Educated spoken Arabic in Egypt and the Levant,
eea1 £ه reference.to participle and tense. Joumalج روE] 

Linguistics, vol. 14, Mo. 2. 227-58.

Rosseتa , P. and D. Sankoff. 1978. Advances in variدble rle methodology.
In: Linguistic variation: wodels and Methods. Mew York: Academic
Press.- 57-69.

Sankoff, D. and #. Labov. 1979. 0 the use of variable mles. Language
.Soeiety, vol. 8, Mo.2.  ذ189-222.

asSiba: %i, Y. 1960. Nadia. Caimo: a1-Kaniji.

Kolfram, #. and RM. Fasold. 1974. The study of social dialects in
American English. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall.


