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ARABIC DIALECTS

DR. AHMAD ALAM-EL-DEEN EL-GINDI






The subject of this thesis is « Heritage of Arabic Dialects » as
they are represented in grammatical and lexical works « The im-
portance of dialectal study cannot be overstressed:

It is a step which should precede other linguistic steps, since
the historical study of any language could not be completed before
carrying out a full survey of its dialects; behind which, too, lies a
good segment of our linguistic data. Further, dialectal study is
closely related to the various branches of Qur’anic studies and al-
ternative Qur’anic readings. Finally, study of our classical dialects
is an imperative basis to any sound study of our modern dialects.

While carrying out this research, we were burdened with va-
rious difficulties such as:

1) Collecting dialectal data is a task which should be fulfilled
not by an individual but by a scholarly committee.

2} The dialectal data which reached us are mostly no more
than isolated undefinable and even unintelligible words, cut from
their context.

3) It was impossible to collect any living samples to represent
the actual dialectal situation; hence we had to rely mainly on what
has been related to us in our written sources. It is well-known
that the Arabic writing system does not care to represent short
vowels, stress or intonation. This writing system has also allowed
various misreadings of the text to take place.

. 4) This disorganized dialectal data which has reached us are
found usually incomplete, corrupted, or even for one reason or
another purposefully fabricated.

These difficulties, however, have not discouraged us; but, rather,
motivated us to double our efforts and proceed in the work, relying
on God's help, and on the inexhaustable kindness of our supervisor.
Professor Khalil Y. Nami who has always been more than ready to
provide generous guidance and encouragement, whenever needed.

The most important results of this work are:

First: Early arab scholars as well as modern orientalists divide
Arabic dialects into two opposing blocks: East and West. But we
have found that this geographical division is difficult to follow.
For several reasons, we have established — on historical, geogra-
phical and dialectal evidence — that these two parts of Arabia are
an indivisible unit. We are alsd aware of the fact that the dialectal



units in Arabia were not permanently settled in their places, but
were always changing places and moving between East and West,
thus blurring any hard and fast geographical division. Mutual in-
fluence between East and West was not even confined to linguistic
phenomena but included also the traditional habits and social way
of life. The political map of Arabia was always changing and tribal
borders were ever moving according to the current strength of
one tribe and weakness of its neighbour. The amount of dialectal
similarities between dialects of the two major parts of Arabia is
so great that it would be difficult to impose any geographical di-
vision. This similarity is, as we have proved, the result of historical,
social and linguistic factors; it mut go back to very ancient times.
Finally, most of dialectal variations upon which the geographical
division into East and West is based were not confined to these two
divisions, but are also to be found within each of them. The va-
riations within the Eastern division itself were sometimes greater
than those existing between East and West. This is also true of the
Western division,

If we have to chose a basis for dialectal division, it should not
be geographical, but ought to be a social one, distinguishing between
the nomadic, semi-nomadic or urban groups.

As a result of our new look, we did not present the dialectal
data on the basis of this unsound geographical division, but treated
the dialectal phenomena itself, according to which we base divided
our thesis into its various chapters.

Secondly: We have managed to draw a number of statistical tables
representing dialectal data in our sources, whether grammatical,
lexical, literary or Qur’'anic readings. Utilizing this statistical tables
has enabled us to make many important conclusions.

Thirdly: This research has unconvered the attitude of different
scholars of Arabic, be they modern or ancient, from Basra, Kufa,
Baghdad or Andalus towards dialects. Here, for instance, we have
discovered that later scholars were more attentive to dialects than
earlier ones, and that Arabic dialects were richer in the Muslim
West than in the East.

Fourthly: Verifying texts and analysing them has led us to:

a) correcting corrupted texts according to a scientific analysis
which is based on a modern linguistic approach (cf. pp. 487-489).



b) uncovering that many dialects were proved by instances that
would not rise to prove them (cf. The Introduction and also P. 666).
c) making possible to enlarge the geographical area at times
and norrow it at other times, examples of this are scattered all
through the thesis.
Fiftly: This work succeeded in:

a) making a decisive distinction between practical licences and
dialectal variations, resorting to comparison with relevant modern
dialects and Qur’anic data. Thus the terrible over-lapping between
these two has been finally cleared;

b) discovering texts that belong to lost works on the « lan-
guages of the Qur’'an or » the languages of the tribes and utilizing
these heretoforth unutilized texts;

c) drawing attention to the strong connection between what is
called Khata’, lahn and Shudhudh on one hand and dialects on the
other. These and other similar contributions that have come out
of our textual analysis such as our explanation of gender, vowel-
lengthening in final stressed syllables, structure and case ending,
observing the pause in the context etc. — are to be found in their
proper places in this thesis.

Sixthly: We have applied a new approach which has enabled us to:

a) contrast tribal dialects on any level with the available
Qur’anic readings whether accepted or otherwise, thus establishing
many dialects that have been rejected by scholars;

b) collect in one work a very large amount of tribal dialects,
never put together before;

c) compare tribal dialects with the relevant data in other Se-
mitic languages and traditions in Qur’anic readings;

d) trace the dialectal variations in the tribes and their sub-
divisions wherever their settlement or migration may be;

e) correct many mistakes into which many scholars — both
ancient and modern, Arabs and Orientalists — have fallen, as well
as many errors committed by copyists and librarians.
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