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A careful examination of lexicography in the
Arab World would reveal that this activity has, over
the centuries, been deeply influenced by cultural and
historical factors. Hence, any attempt to fully
understand issues pertaining to the status of Modern
Standard Arabic @henceforth MSA), Classical Arabic
(henceforth (CA)) and the various local dialects in
Arabic dictionaries is doomed to failure uniess the
researcher fully grasps the significance and
contribution of four elements : the Arabs' religious
beliefs, which are essentially formed by' Islam;
memories and images of a distant and glorious past
where empire, language and religion overlapped; the
legacy- of suspicion and hostility that has
characterised the relations between the Arabs and the
West in general, and, finally, a deep sense of unity
based on a common cuitural heritage of which
language is probably the most apparent
manifestation.

In this article, the author will seek to investigate
the impact these factors have had on the language
of general monolingual and bilingual dictionaries in
the Arab World and will conclude by making certain
proposals. To achieve this purpose, the article will
be divided into four sections :

A) Lexicography and Classical Arabic: a
Historical Perspective,

B) The Arabic Language and National Revival,
C) The Status of MSA, CA and the Vernaculars

in Modern Monolingual and Bilingual Dictionaries,
D) Future Prospects of Arabic Lexicography.

A - Lexicography and Classical Arabic: A
Historical Perspective

Like all early linguistic activities amongst the
Arabs, lexicography originated as an offshoot of
religious studies. Lexicography, according to
Abdul-Tawwab, . «was initiated in order to
understand the Holy Guran, the corerstone of lslam
and the constitution of the Muslims».
(Abdul-Tawwab, p. 229). Thus, Ibn Abbas's efforts
to interpret the Holy Oursn by reference to Arabic
poetry which he described as «the record of the
Arabs» ، can العرب ديوان رالشعر be considered the
real, but inadvertent, beginning of Arabic
lexicography, a beginning that was to determine, to
a large extent, not only the method of illustration
and exemplification (i.e. by reference to Arabic
poetry and drawing on specific Arabic dialects) but
also the variety of Arabic destined to underlie the
host of dictionaries compiled throughout the ages,
namely what has come to be known as Standard
Arabic. (Abdul Tawwab, p.229).

With the establishment of the Ormayad
dynasty in Damascus as the masters of the nascent
Arab empire, and driven by their zeal to preserve the
language of the Holy Ouran and Hadith, and partly
by a sense of ethnic and linguistic superiority, Arab
linguists, whose ranks, remarkably enough, were
swelled by many-Arabs, single-mindedly embarked
on a feverish quest to document the Arabic language.
Yet, the collection of linguistic data was highly
selective, and «field linguistics in the second Hijri
century was not an attempt to record various aspects
of Arabic or to investigate language variation in the
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Arabian Peninsula ; rather, it sought to scarch for
the pure stnuctures and words amongst... (certain)...
Arab tribes.» (Hijazi, p.97). Data thus gathered was
collected either personally by linguists (such as
AIKhalil Ibn Ahmad, Khalaf Al-Ahmar and
Al-Asmai) who traversed the vast deserts of Najd
for years collecting «pure» Arabic words or from
Najdi beduins who flocked to the linguistic centres
in the newly acquired countries (specially Iraq) and
acted as informants to Linguists and lexicographers.
(Naja, p.8)

This is quite understandable : for while Ibn
Abbas was working in an almost purely Arabic
environment in Madina, the Arab armies were
stomming out of their peninsula to eventuaلly capture
countries covering a huge cxpanse of land, crtending
from the Pyrenese in Europe to the lndنمn
sub-continent in the east. As a result, the differet
Arabic dialects, only a handful of which were
recognised as «pure», were nOw spoken within the
same environment, with the attendant linguistic
changes and accommodations nommally associated
with such physical proximity. On the other hand,
some of nations which the Arabs conquered soon
gave up using the languages that were predominantly
spoken in their countries prior to the Muslim era (like
Oubtic, Latin ,Aramaic and, to a lesser extent,
persian) in favour of: the language of the conquerors.
But, in the process, they were making some inroads
into Arabic (accents, foreign words and linguistic
misuse) which were not tole rated, particularly by
the fiercely proud Arab Ommayad dynasty.

The efforts of lexicographers, however, did not
immediately lead to the compilation of dictionaries.
lnstead, they gave rise to a forerunner that assumed
the fomm of a number of treatises written on specific
subjects such as Al-ASma'i's «Names of Anlmals»,
«Names of Trees» and Al-Dainoury's «Names of
Storms» and «Names of Plants», etc. (Naja, p.9).

With the demise of the Ommayad caliphate,
field linguistics came to a virtual standstill, but not
lexicography which continued to thrive on the data
gathered by earlier generations. With the compilation
of Al-Ain by العين A-Khalil Ibn Ahmad @born 100
Hijri), a rich lexicographicl tradition was established

that continues unbroken unUil tهdo y. For since the
publication of that dictionary, at least seventeen
other monolingual dictionaries have appeared,
spanning, though unevenly, the time gap that
separates us from Al-Khalil.

" Still drawing a clear demarcation line between
Al-Faseeh («pure»,«cOrret») and other fomms of
Arabic, lexicographers who followed A-Khaلil
throughout the Abbasid period continued to carry
out their task, declaring that their primary objective
was the preservation of Arabic in its «pure, correct»
form. To this end, they continued to derive their
ilustrations and examples from the Holy Curn,
Hadith, and poetry, while deliberately excluding any
common linguistic errors, rare words and linguislic
data that could not be confirmedby reliable beduin
informants. (Naja, pp. 42-43). And for severلa 
centuries, the ultimate target remained unchanged,
a fact that is manifested in the names of the

ieionaris .لsanh له الصحاح المايز'يقط-لدر : Aه 
Tahthibu L-Lugha suجيA، اللغة تهذيب Lا- lagha

Mu jam Maqayisuالمحكم, Muhkam-لA,البلاغة أساس 
L-lugha - اللغة مقاييس معجم

On the Linguistic front, the late sirth century
saw CA establish itself as a «purely literary dialect,
distinct from all spoken idioms and
super-tribal ... [after] ... having its grammar,
syntax,vocabulary and literary usage standardised
during the third and fourth centuries.» @RAcyمded 
of lslam, PP. 565-567). The rise of the Mamlouki
dyasties and soon after the Cttoman emnpire marked
the beginning of the end of interest in CA; the
Mamlouk and Turkish rulers were more intersted in
furthening their own languages than in the promotion
of CA. Dialects started to compete with CA and the
first managed, in certain cses, to supersede the arterا
in writing, a function that was heretofore jلae ously
preserved for CA.
B) he Anbic Language and National Revivel

During the second half of the nineteenth
century, the Arabs started their struggle for
independence, first from Ottoman rule and later
from the British, French and Italian colonialists. Oe
aspect of this national revival was the restoration of
Standard Arabic as the language of cducation and
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writing. Amongst the Arab activists, it was felt that
they could assert and fortify their identity through
.this linguistic medium which.is, at the same time,
the language of the Foly 0uren. ln some cases,

. especially in the days of the Turks, this attempt to
revive Arabic rcached comic proportions. Khalil
Sarkis, the owner of Lisanu L-Hal, a Lebanese
newspaper appearing in 1877, wrote the first editorial
in rhythmic prose, a kind of language reminiscent
of Badi -Zzaman Al-Hamadani''s Al-Maqaamaat.

Another example was the attempt to write.المقامات 
the news in the form of poetry. The political
significance of these two short-lived attempts will
become more evident if we know that they were made
when the efforts of the Turkish overlords to
«Turkify» aلl the ditizens of their empire were at their
peak. (Al-Afaghani, p. 5). ..

With the collapse of the Ottomans and the
resultant distribution of the spoils of war amongst
the Allies, primarily Britain and France, the threat
to the Arab identity continued, but this time it took
a different dimension :'under the Turks, the Arab
national identity, and not lslam, was at stake. ln
contrast, under the Europcan Christian domination,
the difference in religion and a legacy of long and
bloody confrontations between the two neighboring
blocks came into play.

Historically, systematic European interest in the
Arabic dialects dates back to the first half of the
eighteenth century when the lnstituto Universitario
Orientale of Napoli was started in 1732 by a papلa 

. decree to teach the Arabic dialects to missionaries
who were to be sent to the Arab World. (Juha, p.
109). This was folowed by other institutions in
Austria (I754), France (1795),Russia (F814) and
Britain (1814). (Zughoul, p. 29). Since then, interest
in the study of the Arabic coloqiuals has continued
undiminished. Orientalists studied and taught these
vemaculars : Reverend de Lacy Evans O'leary
(1872-1957) studied the Coptic language as well as
the Syrian and Moroccan dialects; W. Diem aid A.
·Noth studied the Yemeni dialect; Thomas Johnstone
published a study on the Eastern Arabian dialects;
The Middle East Centre at the University of
Cambridge has also been working on a dictionary
of EgyptianArabic and H.H. Orot published. studies

on the Syrian dialect. At the same time, the majority
of the academic institutions offering Arabic
programmes still teach and conduct research on the
dialects : examples include SOAS, Leeds University
and Durham University (JK), Seminar Orientalische
Sprachen and Erlangen University (Syrian and lragi
Arabic, both in Cermany), lnstituto Universitario
Orientale of Napoli.(ltaly). ln addition, Arab and
other research students 'in these institutions are
encouraged to study the Arabic dialects or other
varieties such as the Educatdd Spoken Arabic (ESA).

.٠ This Westem interest in colloquial Arabic at the
expense of Modern Standard Arabic @MSA) and CA
was not 'only perceived with suspicion by the Arab
intellectuals and academic institutions but also met
with open hostility since dialects were always
considered a corrption of AlFusha (Standard
Arabic), and any attempt to accord them preccdence
over or place them on an eual footing with AlFusha
was viewed as a colonial ploy intended primarily to
enhance the European grip on the Arab World.
«(British) Orientalists», writes M.R.Faisal, «were
constantly incontact with the Foreign Office and the
Colonial Office, frequently wisiting them to be
briefed on the latest developments and decisions. The
missions they carried out from time to time to the
orient were not scientific ; they were political
missions arranged by these plotting, cunning minds
in both ministries.» (Faisal, p. 1333).

In condemning the colonialists' efforts to
undermine Arabic, Al-Jundi (1970) states «From the
beginning of the modern age, the Arabic language
has faced serious... challenges at the hands 0f...
colonialists... who saw in Arabic a threat to their
interests. (And to counter this threat), they resorted
to two measures :... to increase the use of foreign
languages and to encourage the local dialects.»
(Al-Jundi, 1970, p. 97).

Al-Afaghani, another Arab thinker, drew
identical conclusions : «foreign centres emerged (in
·the Arab countries under occupation) that backed
the caلl for the (use of) dialects and provided for this
purpose money; platfomms, agents and publications.
The occupation forces clandestinely supported (the)
dialects.» (Al-Afaghani, 1978 : p. 7). In the same
vein, Hussein describes the call by certain Bgyptian
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intellectuals to use the Egyptian dialect instead of
AlFusha as «a colonialist, secessionist call sponsored
by the British» (aghoul, p: 30).

Some Arab intellectuals perceived this attack on
AIFusha to be motivated solely by the desire to
destroy both pan-Arabism and lslam, particularly
by the missionaries who, according to Al-Jundi for
example, drew a master plan to undermine lslam and
pan-Arabism : for them, «.. the elimination of the
Holy 0umen, the basis of lslam, required the
elimination of Standard Arabic.» (Al-Jundi, 1970,
p. 97). Thus, the same author persists, the orientalists
who busied themselves with collecting data on
Egyptian Arabic, Moroccan Arabic, etc, were
actually driven by a desire «to eliminate the language
of the Holy Ouran and to replace it by the lلaco 
dialects, thus leading to the fragmentation of.:.a
united Arab World... which is bonded together by .
the Holy Book». (Al-Jundi, 1970, p. 98).

These, indeed, were not isolated voices. With
the exception of a handful of Arab thinkers,
including some eminent ones like Bint lshati',
Mohammad Kurd Ali and Yousuf Daghir, theArab
intelligentia voiced the same sentiments : they never
trusted the motives of the Orientalists. The latter
group includes in its ranks prominent nAmes such
as Ahmad Faris Al-Shidyaو , Prince Shakeeb
Arsalan, Mohammad Hussein Haikal, Zaki
Mubarak and many others (Juha, 1982) for whom
a unifomm written language was «the symbol of the
(Arabs') old cultural unity and their political union
in the present day.» (Encyclopedls of lslam, p.573).

C) The Status of MSA, CA and the Veraculars
in Modern Monolingual and Bilingual

Dictionaries

1 - Dialect Dictionaries
The Arab armies which marched out of the

Arabian Peninsula, carrying the message of lslam,
sooN settled down in their new homes, bringing their
varjous dialects into contact with each other and with
the languages of their host countries. Conseuently,
thegap between CA and the spoken dialects widened,
forcing some lexicographers to turn their attention
to what they temmed Lahn Al-Aamma; mistakes of
the genral public. The overt purpose of the

dictionaries compied in this category was to decribe'
the usage errors made in the spcech of the generلa 
public and to correct them inaccordance with the
lexical and. grammatical rules of Classical
Arabic.Hence, they were puristic, remedial and
prescriptive in their outlook and approach. Verses
from the Holy uren, Hadith and poetry continued
to be cited as the ideal correct forms that must be
emulated. (Nassar, pp. 96-1l0).

This situation amongst Arab lexicographers
prevailed until the I9th century when a marked shift
in the attitude of Arab lexicographers towards the
vernaculars emerged. This was probably motivated
by the efforts of Orientalists and missionaries and,
to some eRtent, as a result of the lack of interest
shown in AlFusha and the subseguent emergence of
the local dialects as suitable media for writing. Thus,
dictionaries for several Arabic vernaculars were
compiled, including the Egyptian dialect (e.g.
Al-Tuhfatu L-wiqa'iyya fi Llughati L amiyyati
Lmisriyya (  المصرية العامية اللغة في الوقفية ر)التحفة
compiled by W.M. Al-uni and'ysuul L-Kalimat

L'Aamiyya ( ( العامية الكلمات أصول by H. Tawfiو 
(1899), Rashid 'Atiyya's Al-Daleel ( الدليل) and
AL-Muuز am(المعجم ) .(Nassar, 1956 : pp. 110116).
Meanwhile, certain Orientalists were carrying out
detailed descriptions of the dialects of several Arab
countries in Asia and North Africa.

When The Arabic Language Academy was set
up in Cairo in 1932, the decree establishing it
entrusted to it the task of conducting a scientific
study of the Arabic dialects. But in spite of such a
clear mandate, and possibly wary of being branded
as anti-Arab or anti-lslamic,linguists in the Academy
and most modern Arab lexicographers who
approached the dialects were at pains to dissociate
themselves from the earlier motives for compilation
of coloquial dictionaries; they stressed, at every turn,
that they were primarily concerned with the dialects
in order to find yhat links could be established with
CA. For example, in his introduction to his
dictionary of North Morocco, Abdul-Al defines his
objective as follows : «Dictionaries of the Arabic '
dialects serve to bring Arabs closer together, so
within a relatively short time differences between
these dialects will vanish and pan-Arabism in its

-2l-



ciearest manifestation, i.e. linguistic unity, wil be
realised.» (Abdul- Al, 1968 :p.6). At the same time,
the use of colloquial Arabic in a monolingual
dictionary that claims to deal with MSA was an
unforgivable sin. Ma'aluuf, the compiler of
Al-Munjid, was so ostracised by Naja that the latter
warns the users against the compiler's undeclared
intentions : «We warn the youth from being carried
away by people who have suspect motives so our
youth can be aware of what happens in the Arab
World at the orders of colonialists who desire to
destroy pan-Arabism.» (Naja, 1978) : p.,200).

Another aspect.of interest in the dialects was a
call for lexicographers to compile a dictionary which
explores dialectal words that fomm part of MSA stock
and to determine which of these words are common
to the Arab countries. Nonetheless, academic interest
in the vernaculars was never encouraged.

2 -Standard Arble Monollngual Dictonaries

Building on methodologies developed in the
West, a number of Arab lexicographers including
Al-Bustani (Muheeإ Al-Muheeg ( المحيط عيط ,Luis
Ma' louf (Al-Munjid ( المنجد and Al-Shartoony
(Aqrabu L-Mawaanid ( الموارد أقرب spearheaded the
effort at the tumn of the century to revive lexicography
in the Arab World. Nonetheless, «they could not ftee
themselves from the shackles of the past and did not
dare to record any of the language of the 20th

century.» (Al-Mujamu L-Waseeg, 1987,  الوسيط المعجم
p.7).Such a partial break with the past had to wait
for the emergence of the Arab language academies,
notably The Arabic Language Academy in Cairo
which was established in I932 and given a mandate
t0 realise, inter alia, the following objectives :

a -To preserve Arabic and make it capable of
meeting the needs of the present age compiling
dictionaries .... determining which items and
structures are to be used and which are to be
ignored ;

b -To compile a historical dictionary of Arabic and
to publish accurate research on the history of
certain lexical items and their change of
meaning ;

c-To carry out scientific studies of the Arabic
dialects. Although it is not obvious what this
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particular objective entails since ho effort has
been made in this respect, it is unthinkable that
the Arabic Language Academy in Cairo has ever
seriously contemplated the possibility of raising
the dialects to the level of MSA, let alone allowing
the first to supersede the latter. An interest along
the lines mentioned in Abdul-A1's introduction
(1968) would probably be more in line with the
Academy's way of thinking. (Al-Mu ma دز
LWasee4, 1987, p. 7).

Civen the distinguished status this Academy
enjoys in the Arab World, the dictionaries it
publishes assume a special significance : they would
be representative of not only the views and practices
of one of the primary linguistic regulatory bodies but
also of the main stream of thought amnongst theArab
intelligentia. For this reason, l would like to examine
in detail one of its most commonly used dictionaries;
namely Al-Mujamu L-Waseet . الوسيط المعجم

In his introduction to the 'dictionary, the
Secretary Ceneral of the Academy, Ibraheem
Madkour, criticises the earlier dictionaries because
«they remained confined to certain times and places,
and have, therefore, failed to keep pace with the
changes that took place (in the Arab World)». The
place was Arabian peninsula and the time was
between the «end of the second Hijri century and
the end of the fourth Hijri century». (Al-Mujamu
L-Waseeg 1987, .p, الوسيط المعجم 11).

To remedy this shortcoming, the Academy has
been driven by the general principle that the Arabic
language fomms a continuun., straddling the past and
the present. This principle was faithfully observed
in the single volume it produced in its historical
dictionary and partially in the medium size dictionary
under discussion where «lexical entries fiom the
pre-lslamic, early lslamic periods and the 20th
century (are listed) side by side, (thus) eliminating
the spatial and temporal banriers erroneously erected
between the various Linguistic periods in Arabic.»­
(A1-Mu'ز amu L-Waseet 1987 .(p.10, الوسيط المعجم

As a result, the user of the dictionary finds in
the first letter (Al-Aلif), for example, lexical entries
fromCA the) الإبل أرطت و camels) have a stomach
ache as a result of eating a spccialplant ;  الأري
a hook for tying an animal; the) الجرح أوى wound)



to get close to healing),الأزوح one who fails to do
noble deeds ; ), الحصان أزر of a horse )(o have a
certain combination of colours) appearing alongside
words from MSA : ;(action) أسيتون ;(nationalise) أئم

the goose step). In most cases, the criteria)الإوزى 
used for including, or excluding, a certain obsolete
item are not obvious to the user, a practice which
leads the researcher to conclude, albeit tentatively,
that such a method is motivated only by the
constraints of space rather than a systematic
approach that might be based on any definitive
lexicographical principle.

• Another salient feature of the dictionary is the
extensive use of Ouranic quotations to illustrate
meanings. ln the first leter which covers 35 pages,
for example, the author has counted about 95
Ouranic verses, compared to about 19 classical
proverbs, 10 verSes and 4 hadiths. This practice seems
to suggest that, given the limitations of space and
the changes the Arabic language has undergone Over
the centuries, the Iexicographers are primarily
interested in the preservation of the language of the
Holy 0uran more than any other part of their
linguistic heritage. Furthermore, the less educated
user is likely to seek the help of this dictionary in
order to find the meanings of Ouranic words more
than he would need it, say, to look up the meanings
of obsolete words he might encounter in the poetry
of Tarafa Bin Al- Abd (a famous pre-lslamic poet).

Perhaps the statement made by Hans Wehr's in
his article on Arabiyya (The Arabic Language) sums
up, more succinctly than any other statement the
author had read, the position of the Arabic Language
Academy in Cairo : «The dogma that'Arabiyya as
the oldest literary form of the language was better
and more «correct» than any later forms and that
it must therefore be the highest authority for
linguistic correctness at the present day too became
a guiding idea for the whole language movement,
even if there were voices in the opposition».
(Encyclopwedia of lslam, 1978 : p. 572).

3 • Bilingual Dictionaries

The compilation of bilingual and multilingual
dictionaries prior to the present century was initiate,
not by Arab lexicographers, but by non-Arab

compilers who sought through these dictionaries to
preserve their own languages, either for religious
reasons lik the' Coptic-Arabic glossaries compiled
in Egypt for nationalistic reasons. (Nassar, pp.
91-93). The fragmentation of the Arab empire and
the subsequent emergence of smaller political units
dominated byTurkish and Rersian princes gave rise
t0 a nationalistic revival that manifested itself in
dictionaries combining Arabic and these languages.
Sometimes, Persian, Arabic and Turkish were
ollected in one dictionary such as Muntaha L- 'Arab
Fi Lughati Tturki Wal- Ajami Wal- Arab

compiled byوالعرب والعجم الترك لغة في الأرب منتهى 
Ahmad Bin Mohammad Bin Arabshah. Some of
these were no more than glossaries. ln addition,
Al-Sahhah and Al-Oamous Al-Muheet were
translated into Persian and Turkish.

As Europe's interests in the Middle East
increased, several Orientalists compiled bilingual
dictionaries, including F. Rapheleng, W. Bedwell,
E. Castell and Meninski. This trend continued in the
18th and 19th centuries and several French, Cerman,
English, Syriac, Hebrew and Persian dictionaries
with Arabic appeared. (Nassar, p. 94). But the
development of a modern full-fledged lexicographical
movement did not gain solid ground until the
twentieth century which heralded a serious attempt
to document Arabic and make it compatible with the
requirements of the century.

If we examine the modern general bilingul
dictionaries in the Arab World, we shall discover tha
the status accorded to CA, MSA and the dialevts
depends on four factors : the language of the heau
words (English-Arabic or Arabic-English), the surve
of the compiler's dara, his education and background
and, finally, the potential usrs of thc dictionary. !o.
ilHustrate this point, l shall analyse some ot the mOre
important bilingual dictionaries that have recently
appeared, restricting my research geographically to
Egypt and the Asian Arab countries and linguistically
to dictionaries using Arabic and English.

English-Arabie Dictionaries
This category includes thc largest number of

dictionaries and has been served by both Arab and
nn-Arab lexicographers with the two groups
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sometimes joining forces to produce single
dictionaries. An example here is the Oxford Concise
Arabic-English Dictionary. lt tends to use MSA
«hroughout the text, with limited reference to either
CA or, more particularly, the Arabic dialects, the
rationلa e being that these dictionaries are designed
for students who are primarily interested in knowing
the meanings of the English head words in MSA
rather than in any of the other two varieties. Despite
that, the use of the dialects seems to suffer from
inconsistency. The use of the dialects can be
characterised as follows :

I - This dictionary uses three Arabic dialects :
Egyptian, Iraqi and Syrian which happen to be the
dialects of the three assistants to the editor.

2-The use of dialectal expressions is very restricted.
For example, in the letter A which covers 26 pages,
dialectal exprcssions were used four times.

·3 - Expressions from a certain dialect were used either -
singly (belt up ( fog: )ع إنجب : ( frock )م شبورة :

in combination with expressions fromس( ر)روب( 
another dialect (fringe : or(( كدلة )س(، بدر ع( from،

the three dialects (garage:( .( )م )س(،جراج )ع(،مرأب كراج
4 - Dialectal entries are used to explain single
standard words ( grapefruit : ,( ( )م هندي يمون

colloquial and slang words,ع( سند )س(ر يفون كر( 
(grandma, granny : ( ( )ع بيبي )س(، ستي :guy :  زلمة

or idiomsم(: )كع( fock)م( جدع )ع(، ولد س( 
(she is having him on : )  عليه تلعب )ع(و وتقشره
hء is splituing hair .( و: راح رع اتمل تخصي للعن

English-Arabic dictionaries compiled by Arab
lexicographers consist primarily of two major
works : Ba' alabaki's Al-Mawrid and Al-Karmi's
Al-Mughmi Al-'Akber, in addition to a host of
smaler and less significant, works. The first of these,
which is based aلmost entirely on Webster's
Colegiate Dctionary, uses MSA as it is intended for
the generلa user. lthas none of the features that have
a direct bearing on the topics discussed in this paper.
So we shall turn our attention to the second
dictionary, Al-Magbأm Al-'Akbar.

Unlike Al-Mswrid, Al-Karmi's Al-Mugbni Al­
Akbar incorporates. a feature that normally

characterises Arabic-English dictionaries in the Arab
World ; namely the extensive use of CA: «One
principle l have followed in giving Arabic definitions
for the headwords», writes Al-Karmi, «is: first, to
provide the correct equivalent from Classical Arabic,
whether or not these are current in general use ; then
to elucidate these by either modern Arabic
equivalents or by explanations in simple language,
where these are called for; and, finally, to supply any
colloqiualisms... which help to convey the desired
meanings.» (Al-Mughni, p. xii). The rationale
underlying this .practice is probably applicable to
several of the dictionaries which use this method :«..
The idea is always to give thr exact meaning, either
through classical Arabic, although sometimes a little
unfamiliar, or through colloquial Arabic; but in
either case, the explanation follows in Modern
Arabic. The colloquial words cast further light on
the meaning, considerably narrowing it down and
giving the headword a precise signification.»
(Al-Mughni, p.xii)

The extent to which Al-Karmi uses CA is
revealed 'in the following items, all of which were
taken from one page picked by the author at
random : ,{umpy) هلوع بمعنى قموص  مصاقبة
(juncture), ,(jungle) غريفة عيص،  قفز بمعنى طفر
(ump), . in) ولى بمعنى مصع ump ز bail),  بمعنى درهم

ump,) جوب the track)الحديد الخط عن خرج ز 
(jumper).

Neither the dictionary's introduction nor
research reveals Al-Karmi' reasons for such practice.
Yet, it may.be possible to seek an explanation thereof
on the basis of a mixture of personal background
and practical considerations. Al-Karmi has an
incomparably excellent command and Knowledge of
both CA and MSA which makes him fully aware of
the notion of continuity advocated by the main
stream of Arab linguists. ln addition, Al-Mughni was
prepared in the UK where Arabic is studied as a
foreign language and where there is a great deal of
interest in the lslamic civilization and CA.

:Arabic-English Dietionaries-م 

This category comprises three major dictionaries
and a number of smaller ones. The three major
members are Eias' Moder Dcionary, Hans Wehr's

«٠
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A Dictionary of Moder Written Arabic and Rohi
Ba'albaki's Al-Mawrid : An Arabic-Englisb
Dictionary.Like its English-Arabic counterpart, the
last dictionary in this group lists only MSA entries
as headwords, very occasionally citing words from
CA. Elias and Wehr's dictionaries, on the other
hand, share certain common features which merit
further discussion.

Elias's dictionary was compiled during the
mid-twenties, well before the proliferation of the
linguistic regulatory bodies in the Arab World.
Owing to the absence of any formal policy to guide
his work and under the ifluence of his own dialect,
Elias was left to make his own decisions regarding
many of the crucial issues, including the varieties to
be used and the size of the CA component in his
dictionary. The compiler opted to use three dialects :
his own Egyptian dialect which forms the bulk of
the d:alectal words (sometimes as many as ten words
in a ،:ingle page), and, to a significantly lesser extent,
the Iraqi and Syrian dialects. In explaining his
decision to use Egyptian entries, the compiler states
that he hopes to «... lay down the basis for them to
be used in the Arabic-speaking countries if accepted.
Otherwise, they can be replaced by more correct
items derived from Al - Fusha . Examples include

(almost)يادوب (,cracker)،طرطوعة طقطوقة 
(,picklock)طفشانة (,coffee- pot)كتكة 

 شفتشي،(filigree) (ديكولتيه،ow-necked,) حنك طق
(prattle) (she-goat) و معزة , sick) قان قر ; nauseated) and

hiccough), to list only a fraction of the entries)زغطة 
of this type appearing in the dictionary. On the other
hand, and in order «to enhance means of
understanding amongst the Arabic-speaking
countries», he includes in his dictionary «... a largeإ 

' number of (lexical items from) colloquial Syrian
Arabic (such as ( زعر درج، خو، بلبل، سيران،
...and collوo uial lraو i Arabi (ike .« شادن راية، مرصاع، سكعكع،

Whilst Elias was dealing with Arabic as a
mother tongue, using this advantage to determine the
nature of the lexical entries to be included in his
dictionaries and the rationale therefore, Hans Wehr,
a Cerman Orientalist, decides, at the outset, on the
variety he wanted to deal with : «the vocabulary and
phraseology of modern written Arabic (which) is

based on a fom of the language... found in the prose
of books, newspapers, periodicals and letters (as wel
as) in fomal public address, over radio and television
and in religious ceremonial». This variety is selected,
to the exclusion of the others, because «it provides
a medium of communication over the vast
geographical area whose numerous and widely
diverse local dialects it transcends. Indeed, it gives
the Arab people of many countries a sense of identity
and an awareness of their common cultural
heritage.» (Wehr, 1974).

Unaffected by any a priori position as to what
should be included in the dictionary and detemmined
to make his dictionary «a faithful record of the
language as attested by usage» rather than «a
normative presentation of what theoretically ought
to occur», Wehr lists not only «classical words and
phrases of elegant rhetorical style side by side with
new coinages that conform to the demands of the
purists, but als0.. neologisms, loan translations,
foreign loans and colloquialisms which may not be
to the linguistic taste of many educated Arabs.»
(Wehr, 1974).

But despite this seemingly definitive
methodology, Wehr, like any other lexicographer
dealing with current Arabic, had to tackle two major
problems : colloquialisms and classicisms. ln the
introduction to his dictionary, Wehr admits that
«colloquialisms and dialect expressions that have
gained currency in written form.. vary from country
to country». Yet, his dictionary, like Elias's, distincly
reveals a signiiicant concentration of Egyptian
dialectal words such as ,(bicycle) بسكليت  بعكوكة
(club,society). Some of these are, naturally, of
Turkish origin like ,(toilet) أدبخانة ,(captain) يوزباشي

,grill,) ريم roast)(,شوح aide - de- camp)ور يا 
(froth, foam) and a long list of words beginning with
the prefixباش (senior, chief) such as master) باشجاويش
sergeant)، ,(physician-in-chief) باشحكم  باشريس

ehief باشمفتش clerk) and)بأشكأتب (,etty offieiEr)ص 
(chief inspector).

Wehr also lists scores of what can be safely
described as obsolete terms, including idioms such
as : participate) بعرق فيه ضرب in),  الر؟ ذنب ركب
(speed along iike ًthe wina), .(die) رباطهً قرض
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In explaining the reasons for the inclusion of a large
number of classicisms, Wehr comments : «Arab
authors, steeped in classical tradition, can and do
frequently draw upon words which were already
archaic in the Middle Ages. The use of classical
patterns is by no means limited to belles-lettres.
Archaisms may crop up in the middle of a spirited
mewspaper article. Wherever an aesthetic or rheorical
effect is intended, wherever the language aims more
at expressiveness than at imparting information,
authors tend to weave in ancient Arabic and classical
idioms. They are artistic and stylistic devices of the
first order. «The conclusion this long discussion
inevitably leads to is that» it is clear from the
foregoing that it is not possible to make a sharp
distinction between living and absolete usage..».
Therefore, «the vocabulary of modern Arabic... is
by no means standardised, its scope at times difficult
to delimit.» (Wehr, 1974).

D) Future Prospects of Arebic Lexicography

From this overview, we can describe the
Lexicographical situation in the Arab World as
follows :

1-Interest in the compilation of dictionaries for
the various Arabic dialccts has been restricted to two
categories of compilers : the Orientalists whose
motives were interpreted as anti-Arab and
anti-lslamic, and Arab lexicographers who have
carried out the task mainly for political reasons :to
further boost the idea of pan-Arabism. Other
lexicographers have also used the dialects to a much
lesser extent in their dictionaries, but the selection
of the dialect was largely determined by the
nationality of the lexicographer or the sources of the
lexical data.

2-CA and MSA tend to overlap in the works
of both Arab and foreign lexicographers for
complex reasons that basically involve
historical and cultural considerations.

3-No lexicographical interest has been shown
in the variety better knpwn as Educated
Spoken Arabic @ESA), in spite of the fairly
extensive research conducted, mainly in the
West, to determine the features and
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functions of this variety, the underlying
assumption being that Ferguson's concept
of diglossia still characterises the Linguistic
situation currently prevailing in the Arab
World.

Yet, what does the future hold for Arabic
lexicography ?

To persist in describing the situation in the Arab
World as diglossic might be a gross oversimplification
of the reality of a rather complex Linguistic
phenomenon. The prevalence of the dialects, to the
exclusion of MSA, was, and still remains, the direct
result of illiteracy, and although the rates of illiteracy
in the Arab World are unacceptably high, Arabic,
Like all living languages, is not static. With the spread
of education at aلl levels and the wide use of the mass
media (radio, TV and newspapers), the gap between
MSA and certain Arabic dialects has narrowed. The
emergence of Educated Spoken Arabic supports our
claim that the gap between the two varieties is indeed
growing small and might eventualy become, in
quantitative temms, negligibe. This characterisation
is particularly true of a number of Arabic dialects
including Egyptian, Gulf, Iraqi and Greater Syrian
dialects. In North Africa, however, the pace of
change has probably been much slower, but a similar
pattern of development can be easily observed. Thus,
Ferguson's prediction that several distinct varieties
of Arabic will eventually emerge has not been
fulfilled, mainly because he underestimated the
impact of culture and history on the path that a
language such as Arabic is likely to follow.
(Ferguson, 1959).

The spread of education coupled with the
emergence of ESA and the failure of any dialect to
rise to the status of MSA all provide the rescarcher
with clear evidence that the conflict between the latter
variety and any other variety aspiring to take over
its functions has been settled and that MSA is no
longer threatened to be superseded by any of the lلaco 
dialects or the emergence of any new languages.
Therefore, the cultural objections that militated
against the compilation of dictionaries for the
different Arabic dialects are no longer vaلid, and time
has come for Arab lexicographers to start in camnest



a thorough investigation of their dialects. For the
same reasons, dialectal studies in the Arab academic
institutions should not be treated as a taboo. Another
legitimate argument that can be advanced for the
compilation of dialectal dictionaries relates to the
question of needs ; undoubtedly, the most important
single factor that detemmines the language variety to
be selected in a particular dictionary is the user. And
since there will always be groups of users such as
students, diplomats, businessmen, tourists and
anthropologists who will be interested in learning a
certain Arabic dialect, it becomes not only relevant
but also necessary to cater for their needs, without
attaching any stigma to the dialect chosen.

In this connection we should also refer to the
issue of using dialectal words in the general MSA
dictionary. The use of colloquial words to illustrate
the meanings of dictionary ،headwords is both
conve aient and common though, as we have
denORstrated, far from being, thus far, systematic.
If elements from any dialect are to be used, perhaps
Cairene Arabic would be the best candidate, not
because of any inherent or acquired linguistic
characteristics that dialect may have (since Egyptian
Arabic remains intellectually and culturally as
impoverished as any other Arabic dialect) but
primarily owing to the fact that it is largely
understood by the majority of Arabs as a result of
the widespread use of Egyptian TV series and films,
educational links and, in general, the singular
demographic and cultural status Egypt enjoys
amongst Arabs.

• Another serious issu to be tackled is the limits
of MSA and the place of CA in a dictionary that
professes to reflect the current linguistic situation in
the Arab World. In considering this issue, a
dictionary of MSA will have no claim to being
modern if it fails to be based on a core of the
language that speakers of Arabic at large share. In
the author's opinion, such a core exists in the form
of journalistic Arabic.

To the majority of Arabs, the language of
Journalism seems to enjoy a special status for a
variety of reasons : first, the Arabic used by
newspapers is understood by people who, though
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they can read and wnite, come from different regionلa 
and educational backgrounds. Secondly, newspapers
seem to form the principal reading material of a large
section of the Arab population. Thirdly, Arabic
newspapers from different Arab countries and from
other intemational centres such as London and Paris
are distributed throughout the Arab World. Other
newspapers are sent via satellite for simultaneous
publication in several countries. Fourthly, because
the newspaper is written. for readers with varying
backgrounds, it tends to use a language that can be
safely described as generally comprehensible to a
wide readership and, therefore, forms the most
uniformal variety in use in the Arab World. Fifthly,
newspapers seem to be, practically, the most decisive
element in determining which colloquial and
translated words or even idioms are to be accepted
as part of Modern Standard Arabic. This process
forms, in fact, the main source of enrichment for
Arabic, though it lies, most of the time, beyond the
control of the official linguistic regulatory bodies.
(See Abu-Ssaydeh, 1992).

The position of CA vis-a-vis MSA is another
delicate issue that has to be resolved. Proponents for
maintaining CA claim that the Arabic language is
a continuum; it is the language of the Holy Ouran
and the Hadith texts, and if CA is abandoned, this
will virtually severe our links with our heritage, both
literary and religious. Opponents, on the other hand,
counter by claiming that such a position is untenable;
language is ever-changing and a general dictionary
for MSA should restrict itself to an account of the
lexicon of the Arabic language as it is used here and
nOw. Considering this issue, however, from a purely
lexicographical point of view, one can claim that the
major criterion that determines whether a certain
lexical item is to be included in a dictionary that
purports to describe MSA is use ; if a certain lexical
item is in circulation, it will find a place for itself
in the dictionary, and the citation of archaic forms
will not revive them or lend them legitimacy.
Therefore, the purpose of maintaining religious and
literary vocabulary would probably be best served
by the incorporation of studies on these subjects int
the secondary and tertiary educational systems and
possibly a general public interest in the literary and



religious heritage of the Arab civilization. On the
other hand, and equally importantly, a thorough
historical dictionary that covers the entire Arabic

language would be not only desirable on academic
grounds but will form a major tool for the
preservation of the language.
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