
The Phonemic System of a Lebanese 

Arabic Dialect 

B.A. (Hons.), Simon Fraser University, 1968 

A THESIS SUBMITTED I N  PARTIAL 'FULFILLMENT 

OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 

MASTER OF ARTS 

i n  the Department 

Modern Languages 

@ MICHEL O B ~ G I ,  1971 

SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY 

A p r i l ,  1971 % 



APPROVAL 

Name: 

Degree : 

Michel Obegi 

Master of Arts 

Title of Thesis : The Phonemic System of a Lebanese Arabic 
Dialect 

Examining Committee: 

Chairman: Neville J. Lincoln 

Edward R. Colhoun 
Senior Supervisor 

Barrie E. Bartlett 

Ross Saunders 

Brian E. Newton 
External Examiner 

Associate Professor 
Simon Fraser University 

Burnaby 2, B. C. 

Date Approved : 30 & /$-'+I 
1/ 



Abst rac t  of X a s t e r ' s  Thes i s  -- 

iii 

12 March', 1971 

The Phonemic System of a  Lebanese Arabic D i a l e c t  

Michel Obegi 

The t h e s i s  i s  a  d e s c r i p t i v e  a n a l y s i s  of t h e  segmental phonemes of 

a  s o c i a l  d i a l e c t  of Lebanese Arabic.  It i s  def ined  a s  t h e  speech of t h e  

educated urban community whose members a r e  almost e x c l u s i v e ~ y  C h r i s t i a n s  

and who have rece ived  t h e i r  formal educa t ion  i n  French. 

The t h e s i s  begins  wi th  a  s ta tement  of t h e  ques t i onna i r e s  and f i e l d  

work techniques used i n  c o l l e c t i n g  t h e  corpus f o r  a n a l y s i s ,  i nc lud ing  

r e l e v a n t  information on t h e  informants  - a l l  n a t i v e s  of Be i ru t .  The 

r e s u l t s  of t h e  a n a l y s i s  a r e  presen ted  i n  t h e  form of a s t r u c t u r a l  ske t ch  

d e t a i l i n g  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  of t h e  phonemes and t h e i r  a l l o -  

phones. 

- 

I n  cor.clusion, t h e  t h e s i s  s t a t e s  t h a t ,  i n  s p i t e  of t h e  b i - l i n g u a l  

n a t u r e  of t h e  informants ,  t h e r e  i s  no i n d i c a t i o n  of marked i n f l u e n c e  from 

French i n  t h e  phonology of  t h e  Arabic spoken by t h e  educated C h r i s t i a n  

community of Bei ru t .  
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1.0 Introduction 

1.01 Statement of purpose 

The purpose of this paper is a description of the phonemic 

system of a Lebanese Arabic dialect spoken in Beirut. 

1.1 The dialects of Beirut 

Different dialects are spoken in the various districts of 

Beirut; dialectal differences, in the main, correlate with re- 

ligious differences, with one major type spoken by Christians, 

the other type by Muslims. Both dialectal and religious differ- 

ences also depend on the geographical origin of th; speaker, with 

the Muslims coming mostly from the south of the country (Sidon, 

Tyr) or the north-(Tripoli), and the Christians from villages in 

the Lebanese mountains, where each village has its own dialect. 

In Beirut, Christians and Muslims usually occupy separate districts, 

although one does find some large Christian families in Muslim 

neighborhoods, usually for political reasons: to keep a close 

relationship with potential voters for a member of the family 

involved in politics. 

Education is a strong leveling factor among the Christian 

mountain dialects in Beirut. 

1.11 French Influence 

The influence of French on this Lebanese dialect of Arabic 

is restricted to the postulation of three phonemes of a coexistant 

phonemic system which accounts for the pronunciation of loan words 

which have not been totally assimilated. 

Its influence on the Muslem dialect group is similar but less 



pervas ive  i n  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  fewer loan  words and those  whichh e x i s t  

a r e  u sua l ly  a s s i m i l a t e d  i n t o  t h e  indigenous phonemic system. 

1.12 C l a s s i c a l  Arabic  In f luence  

The i n f l u e n c e  of C l a s s i c a l  Arabic on t h e  C h r i s t i a n  d i a l e c t s  

of Lebanese Arabic is r e s t r i c t e d  t o  t h e  p o s t u l a t i o n  of  t h r e e  pho- 

nemes of a coex i s t an t  phonemic system which accounts  f o r  t h e  

pronuncia t ion  of loan  words which a r e  themselves r e s t r i c t e d  t o  

e i t h e r  r e f e r ences  o r  quo ta t i ons  from t h e  Coran and c e r t a i n  gram- 

ma t i ca l  c a t e g o r i e s  namely 

muaakkar 'masculine ' 

mueanna ' dua l '  

The in f luence  of C l a s s i c a l  Arabic on Muslim Arabic  d i a l e c t s ,  on 

t h e  o t h e r  hand, is  s t r o n g e r  i n  t h a t  t h e i r  r e l i g i o n  is t r ansmi t t ed  

v i a  C l a s s i c a l  Arabic.  I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  spo rad i c  and in f r equen t  

r e f e r ences  t o  t h e  Coran on t h e  p a r t  of t h e  C h r i s t i a n s ,  t h e  Muslims 

make cont inuous and f r equen t  r e f e r ences  t o  t h e  Coran i n  a l l  phases 

of t h e i r  d a i l y  l i f e .  

1 .13 In f luence  of Fducat ion 

I n  t h e  p a s t ,  French was t h e  language of educat ion.  This  

had two r e s u l t s .  F i r s t ,  i t  c r ea t ed  b i l i ngua l i sm among t h e  educa- 

t ed  people  and secondly i t  made French t h e  p r e s t i g e  language of 

Bei ru t .  C l a s s i c a l  Arabic ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, was taught  only a s  

a v e h i c l e  f o r  L i t e r a t u r e  and philosophy. 

I n  t h e  l a s t  decade t h e  o f f i c i a l  p o l i c y  has  been t o  en l a rge  

t h e  r o l e  of C l a s s i c a l  Arabic i n  t h e  educa t iona l  system. The 

s p e c i f i c  man i f e s t a t i on  of t h i s  po l i cy  is  t h e  founding of t h e  



Lebanese Univers i ty  whose course  of i n s t r u c t i o n  i s  conducted 

completely i n  C l a s s i c a l  Arabic and t h e  s t r eng then ing  of t h e  

C l a s s i c a l  Arabic component w i th in  the  French schools .  The 

r e s u l t  of t h i s  po l icy  has been t h e  weakening of t h e  s t a t u s  of 

French a s  a p r e s t i g e  language and t h e  concomitant r i s e  i n  

i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  Arabic language a s  a v e h i c l e  f o r  comun ica t ion  

and express ion  i n  a l l  a r e a s  of l i f e .  

Zoi ieccion of t h e  d a t a  

1.21 Data - 

The d a t a  which c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  corpus f o r  t h i s  s tudy  were 

co l l ec t ed  by means of t a p e  recordings taken i n  Bei ru t  i n  1970. 

The d a t a  were e l i c i t e d  i n  Lebanese Arabic and t r ansc r ibed  

i n  North American phonet ic  a lphabet .  

The d a t a  c o n s i s t  of word lists, t e x t s  and conversat ions.  

1.22 Informants 

The informants  were a l l  n a t i v e s  of Bei ru t .  They range i n  

age from 18 t o  35. A l l  a r e  educated b i l i n g u a l s ,  speaking both 

Arabic and French. A l l  can read and w r i t e  C l a s s i c a l  Arabic.  

A l l  were educated i n  French schools  and t h e i r  occupat ions a r e  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of those  engaged i n  by those  known i n  Lebanon 

a s  Franco-Lebanese. 



In•’  ormants 

IJal. T .  

Wad. i'. 

E.  S .  

V . r.1 . 
G.  >I. 

S. C .  

A .  C. 

-- 

Age 

-- 
Occupation 

--- - 

University student 

High School student 

University student 

University student 

Bank Flanager 

Engineer 

Primary school teacher 

( a l l  subjects )  

Customs employee 

Travel Agent 

Housewife 

---.---.. 
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"i' 



Pharyngealized voiced 

bilabial stop elsewhere 

in pharyngealized 

syl lable 

Unreleased voiceless 

'pope, father' 

apico dental stop / r  "meter' 

'don't rushi 

'doodie ! ' 

Voiceiess iarnino dencai 

Stop '-'fric* 'fric-- 

Nasally released Voice- 

less apico dental stop 

' two 

Laterally released 

voiceless apico dental 

' fight ' stop 1-1 

, 

Lax voiceless apico 
.; 

dental stop /k . 
- 

- 'book ' 

Labialized lax voiceless 

apico dental stop 

l?-vrounded 
'kill! ' 

Labialized voiceless 

apico dental stop 

'garlic ' 



[ t, 1 Voiceless apico dental 

stop elsewhere 

[ I  Unreleased pharyngealized 
0 

voiceless apico dental 

' f i g '  

[!I Pharyngealized lamino 

dentai stop ;-C f ric 

[fW] labialized pharyngealized 

lamino dental stop 

v 
ICfric--- rounded 

' syrup ' 

'don't tell' 

'get engaged!' 

[! '1 pharyngealized laterally .-. 
b 

released voiceless apico 
- 

dental stop 1-1 1 
[f ,  l+ . . 'get up! ' 
n 

[fw] Pharyngealized lax voice- 
n 
V 

less apico dental stop [?tWB:r ] . . .  'put in drop * - v 
/?- by drop' 

ifW] Labialized pharyngealired 
'l 

voiceless apico dental 
- 

[Fw&l] . . 'length' 
n 



/d /  [ d l  

lcnl 

Pharyngeal ized v o i c e l e s s  

ap ico  d e n t a l  s t o p  else- 

where i n  pharyngeal ized 

s y l l a b l e  

Lamino d e n t a l  voiced 

Stop Cfri- 

Nasa l ly  r e l ea sed  voiced 

ap i co  d e n t a l  s t o p  / - a 

L a t e r a l l y  r e l e a s e d  voiced 

ap i co  d e n t a l  s t o p  / - 1 

Voice less  a p i c o  d e n t a l  

s t o p  /> 

Lab ia l i zed  voiced ap i eo  

d e n t a l  s t o p  /-Vrounded 

Voiced ap i co  d e n t a l  s t o p  

elsewhere 

Unreleased pharyngeal ized 

voiced ap i co  d e n t a l  s t o p  

i n  f r e e  v a r i a t i o n  w i th  [d l  
- 

/ v o i c e d  s t o p  

[ t i :  
n .  n I 

[d f6 :s ]  

[ h d i  : ] 

[ t ~ f n ~ : n ~  

[&l I 

[ik&: r a ]  
0 

rtadW&: 1 

[?ad1 tb] 

Ida;: . .. [a ]  . 
[db&: . . . 

c l a y  ' 

' push ' 

'calm down' 

'male name' 

' j u s t i c e '  

'males ' 

' enemy ' 

'male name' 

'wolves ' 



[dn] Nasally released 

pharyngealized voiced 
- 

apico dental stop 1 - n ' 

[b(? .. : dna] ... 

[!'I Laterally released 

pharyngealized voiced 
- 

ayico dental stop 1-1 [•’ id11 .... 

[tW] Labialized pharyngealized 

voiced apico dental stop 

@I Pharyngealized voiced 

apico dental stop else- 

where in pharyngealized 

syllable 

/k/ [kW] Nasally released voice- 
n 

less medio palatal stop 

[kl] Laterally released 

voiceless velar stop 

I k 1 Voiceless medio palatal 
A 

stop /front V 

'our eggs' 

' remaining ' 

'binoculars' 

'rod ' 

'church' 

'dogs ' 



z f3 1 Voiced velar stop 

voiced fricative 1- 

[ k 1 Votceless velar stop 

elsewhere 

/?I [ ? I  Glottal stop 

11 

'bigger liar' 

[?&all 'he ate' 

[zi?b] ' fox' 

THE FRICATIVES 

If/ [vl Partially or totally 

voiced labio dental [yf vzor 1 

fricative / - voiced C 

[fW] Labialized voiceless 

labio denyal /-rounded V [ fW; : t ] 

'he cries 

loudly ' 

'come in!' 

ifW] Labialized voiceless 

labio dental fricative 

I-- rounded V [fwiita] . . . 'kitchen towel' 

If] Pharyngealized voiceless 

labio dental fricative in 

a pharyngealized syllable [?&fa r] 
\ .. . . 'yellow' 

[f 1 Voiceless labio dental 

fricative (contact with 

the interior of lower lip) 

elsewhere [ fihl] 'strong' 



Labialized voiceless 

alveolar fricative 

rounded V 1- 

Voiceless alveolar 

fricative elsewhere 

Labialized pharyngealized 

voiceless aiveoiar frica- 

tive /rounded V . [lsw&:s] ., . . 

'market place' 

' sword ' 

' thieves ' 

Pharyngealized voiceless 

alveolar fricative else- 

' summer ' 

where in pharyngealized 

syllable [s&f .. . ] 

Labialized voiced alveolar 

fricative / - rounded V [bzwur6: t] 'seeds ' 

Voiced alveolar fricative 

elsewhere [za~l&:l] 'bird ' 

Labialized pharyngealized 

voiced alveolar groove [zW&:r] . . 
fricative / -- rounded V 

Pharyngealized voiced 

alveolar groove fricative 

elsewhere in pharyngealized 

syllable [z&f ] .... 

'act of 

cheating ' 

'envelop ' 



Labialized voiceless 

palatal surface fricative 

rounded V I--- 

Pharyngealized voiceless 

palatal surface fricative 

in a pharyngealized 

syllable 

Voiceless palatal surface 

fricative elsewhere 

Labialized voiced palatal 

surface fricative 

/-rounded V 

Pharyngealized voiced 

palatal surface fricative 
I I 

in a pharyngealized 

syllable 

Voiced palatal surface 

fricative elsewhere 

Labialized voiceless 

uvular fricative 

v' WI [st o:f ] .. . . 

[ i C  :XI 

[iwii:e] 

' look! ' 

'wash the 

floor' 

'sheik' 

1' hunger ' 

'bread pan' 

'rolling ' 

[?axw&: 1 ! 'his brother' 



[ ? I  Pharyngealized voiceless 

uvular fricative in a 

pharyngealized syllable 'wa-termelon' 

[ X I  Voiceless uvular fricative 

'sister' elsewhere 

/r/ [r"] Labialized voiced uvular 

I 

fricative /-rounded V [?%: 11 

!I Pharyngealized voiced uvular 

'fox' 

I 
'I fricative, in a pharyn- 

gealized syllable - 
1 % 

[-rti: s] ... . 'Epiphany ' 

[ R 1 Uvular trill in free 

variation with rr] else- [RQ:~] 'he was 

where absent ' 

[ X I  Voiced uv~lar fricative, 
k 

[ ~ 6  :b] 'he was in free variation with 

[R], elsewhere absent ' 

=z 

/h/ [hW] Labialized voiceless 

pharyngeal fricative 

rounded V 1- 'meats ' 

Voiceless pharyngeal 

fricative elsewhere, [hagi :.HI ' grass ' 



THE NASALS 

/m/ [ml 

Lab ia l i zed  voiced 

pharyngeal f r i c a t i v e  

/- rounded V 

Voiced pharyngeal 

f r i c a t i v e  elsewhere 

Labia l ized  v o i c e l e s s  

g l o t t a l  f r i c a t i v e  

/ r o u n d e d  V 

Voice less  g l o t t a l  

f r i c a t i v e  elsewhere 

S y l l a b i c  b i l a b i a l  n a s a l ,  

i n  f r e e  v a r i a t i o n  wi th  

non s y l l a b i c  [m]  /C-/I 

Labia l ized  b i l a b i l a  n a s a l  

rounded V 1- [mWG : t ] 

B i l a b i a l  n a s a l  e lsewhere [mi : y ]  

S y l l a b i c  pharyngeal ized 

b i l a b i a l  n a s a l ,  i n  f r e e  

v a r i a t i o n  wi th  non s y l -  

l a b i c  [m]  /C # .- 

' cough! ' 

'he  s a t '  

'him' 

' evening ' 

' f i r e c r a c k e r '  

' d ie !  ' 

' g i r l ' s  name' 



Labialized pharyngealized 

bilabial nasal 

Pharyngealized bilabial 

nasal elsewhere in 

pharyngealized syllable 1 +Y 1 

Syllabic alveolar nasal, 

in free variation with 

non syllabic [n] /C - # [?fbn] 
I 

Labialized alveolar 

nasal /rounded V [nw6 :r] 

Alveolar nasal else- 

where [n&Y 1 

Labialized pharyngealized 

alveolar nasal 
- - 

rounded V /- 

Pharyngealized alveolar 

nasal elsewhere in 

pharyngealized syllable [nh& :r ] . .  . 

' prayer ' 

'water' 

' son ' 

'light ' 

' rawq 

'dim! ' 

'day' 



THE LATERALS 

/1/ [l] Syllabic alveolar lateral 
1 ,  

in free variation with 

non syllabic [l] /C-{I [?h] 
I 

[lW] Labialized alveolar 

lateral /rounded V [lW&:bye] 'beans ' 

[:I Devoiced 1:- [mftl ] 'like, a s '  

[I] Voiced alveolar lateral 

elsewhere 

[ iW] Labialized pharyngealized 

aivdolar lateral 

1- rounded V 

[+I Phaxyngealized alveolar 

'he told her' 

THE TRILLS 

r I?] Short voiced alveolar 

flap, in free variation 

'he kicked' 

'he blew' 

[maxlW& : ta J .. . . .. 'mixture ' 

lateral elsewhere in 

pharyngealized syllable [lbbat ..... ] 

with [r] /V - V, V-# [% Fa?] 
I 



[ r 1 Voiced alveolar friction- 

'less continuant, in free 

variation with I;] 

'big! 

[:I Syllabic voiced alveolar 

trill /C - [bAdr] 
t 

' name ' 

[f I Voiceless alveolar trill [bikg] 'the eldest' 

/c--{I , $-v [k:&:d] 'kurds ' 

[iw] Labialized voiced 

alveolar.tril1 - 
/rounded V [YW; :kt] 'go! ' 

[ 21 Voiced alveolar trill 

elsewhere [%&fat] 'he lifted' 

[!I Short pharyngealized voiced 

alveolar flap, in free 

variation with a pharyn- 

gealized voiced alveolar 

[db Eab] .. ... 'he hitv 



[ f 1 Pharyngealized voiced 

I frictionless continuant, 

in free variation with a 

pharyngealized voiced 

short alveolar flap 

[!I Syllabic pharyngealized 
I 

voiced alveolar trill 
- 

C I-. 

v, 
[ f  1 Pharyngealized voice- 

less alveolar trill 

[ tW] Labialized pharyngealized 
L 

voiced alveolar trill 

rounded V 1- 

'fly! ' 

'a hit' 

, 
'late afternoon' 

'name ' I 

*W# v [tr o:s] .. . 'paint ' 

[?I  Pharyngealized voiced 

alveolar trill elsewhere 

in pharyngealized syl- 

lable [% . . :hbe] 'nun ' 



THE SZYI VOVCLS 

THE VOWELS ------ 

: I  [ i :] 

[ i :  3 

Pharyngea l i zed  l a b i o  v e l a r  

g l i d e  i n  pharyngea l i zed  

Lab io -ve la r  g l i d e  

Pharyngea l i zed  p a l a t a l  

g l i d e  i n  pharyngea l i zed  

s y l l a b l e  

P a l a t a l  q l i d e  e l sewhere  

Pharyngea l i zed  long  c l o s e d  

h i g h  f r o n t  vowel i n  

pharyngea l i zed  s y l l a b l e  

Diphthong s t a r t i n g  c l o s e d  

h i g h  f r o n t  and becoming 

r c o l o u r e d  c l o s e d  mid 

c e n t r a l  /-r 

A s  above,  p h a r y n g e a l i z e d  

Long c l o s e d  h i g h  f r o n t  

vowel e l s e w h e r e  

[bay5 : d ]  .. . . 'wl i i teness  ' 

[ f r a d  l y e  ] ' French ' 
L 

' w h i t e '  ( p l .  1 

m 

[kt: 3' r ]  'much ' 

' f l y '  

' f i g '  



r coloured short closed 

mid central vowel / r  

Pharyngealized short open 

high front vowel in 

pharyngealized syllable 

Short open high front 

vowel elsewhere 

Pharyngealized long closed 

mid front vowel in 

pharyngealized syllable 

Diphthong starting open 

mid front and becoming 

r coloured closed mid 

central I r  

As above, pharyngealized 

Long closed mid front 

vowel elsewhere 

r coloured open mid front 

vowel /-r, in unstressed 

posit ion 

r coloured, pharyngealized 

schwa /-r, in unstressed 

position ' 

'wood ' 

'bat ' 

'bird ' 

'eggs ' 

[bhrde 'she is cold' 

CI 

[ t h  ... rsel . 'she is painted' 

'he was ' 

[be rd& :n] 'he is cold ' 

'he is becom- 

ing deaf' 



Short closed mid front 

vowel elsewhere, in 

unstressed position 'my colour' 

Pharyngealized r coloured a :  [g:] 

i?: j 

long low central vowel 

'fire' 

-. rnaryngealized long iow 

central vowel in 

pharyngealized syllable 

r coloured long low 

[td:b~?] .. .. 'flat' 
- 

[d& :r] 'hall ' central vowel / r  

Long low central vowel 

elsewhere [fd:di] 'man's name' 

Pharyngealized r coloured 

short low central vowel 

[fk rd] .. .. 'duty' 

Pharyngealized short low 

central vowel in 

pharyngealized syllable ' champion ' 

.r coloured short low 

central vowel 1-r ' cold ' 

Short low central vowel 

elsewhere [wdlad 1 ' child ' 



Diphthong starting open 

mfd back and becoming 
I 

closed mid central 1-h [rGk] 

Diphthong starting open 

' soul ' 

mid back and becoming 
I 

closed mid back / 1 - [bsol ] 'urine ' 

Pharyngealized diphthong 

starting closed mid back 

and becoming open mid 

back / r  

Pharyngealized diphthong 

starting closed mid back 

and becoming open mid back 

4 

[ t&r ] . .. . 'bull ' 

/ 

in pharyngealized syllable [t&n] . . . 
Long closed mid back 

vowel elsewhere ryb :m] 

Pharyngealized r coloured 

closed mid back vowel 

1-r in unstressed position [td rk:n] . . 
r coloured closed mid back 

vowel 1-r, in unstressed 

position [ds rh:n] 

Pharyngealized closed mid 

back vowel in pharyngealized 

syllable, in unstressed [hodh :n] .... . 
position 

'ton' 

'day' 

' 2 bulls ' 

'two turn ' 

'two flower 

pots' 



Closed mid back vowel 

elsewhere, in unstressed 

position 

Pharyngealized, r coloured 

long closed high back 

vowel 1-r 

r coioured long ciosed 

high back vowel / r  

Long closed high back 

vowel elsewhere 

Pharyngealized r coloured 

closed high back vowel 

r coloured short closed 

high back vowel 1-r 

Short closed high back 

vowel elsewhere 

' cave ' 

'wall' 

' light ' 

'beans ' 

'two wallss 

'two lights' 

'what ' 



3. Pharyngealization 

Phonetically pharyngealization is a modification of a sound. 

This modification "includes qualification induced by the approxi- 

mation of the wall of the pharynx to the root of the tongue". l 

' The analysis presented in this thesis makes the assumption that 
n 

pharyngealization can best be represented by a long component. 

The main argument for this choice is that pharyngealization often 
# 

extends through a whole word and represents the phonetic facts 

directly. It may also be pointed out thatlif we associate the 

feature with a specific set of individual phonemes, the statement 

of assimilation will be relatively complicated since it is some- 

times regressive, sometimes progressive and very often both regres- 

sive and progressive. 

One disadvantage of the long component analysis is that it 

has a limited distribution: it only occurs in words which have 

either [t] [$I [? ]  or 

[ti . . :?I 

[drb : b ] ... . 
[1sW~:s] .. . . 
[zWii: r] 

[?I 
t clay, mud' 

'hit! ' 
\ ' thieves ' 

'act of cheating' 

'water ' 

'day' 

'God ' 

l ~ .  Pike, Phonetics, p. 134. 



However other 

a) One possibility 

of consonants. The 

analyses are possible 

is to set up a pharyngeal contrast in a set 

normal proposal is 

However in this dialect, pharyngealization can occur with 

words which do not have these t d s z and occurs quite noticeably . . . . 
with b m n 1 and r, for example: 

[bbba] . . . . 'father or pope' 

[&I 'water' 

[nihr . . . . ] ' river ' 

[r&:hbe] . . 'nun ' 

The number of consonants given phonemic status in such analysis is 

variable; some go to the extreme of recognizing pharyngealized 

counterparts of all consonants. 

One can notice that [b] [m] [n] [I] and [r] and other pharyn- 

gealized consonants occur only with one vowel: [a], when not in 

presence of /t/ /d/ /s/ /z/. A lot of redundancy occurs here because 

of this fact and even when one of these consonants is absent, the 
I 

severe distributional restriction (that there must be a back low vowel 

in the word) must be left as a phonotactic idiosyncrasy. It would 

clearly be preferable to establish a set of phonemes with maximally 

free distribution. 



b) A further possibility is to set up pharyngeal and nonpharyn- 

geal counterparts of the vowels and treat pharyngealization in 

the consonants as automatic. Miscellaneous items in this trans- 

cription are: 

/ba . : ba/ . ' father ' 

/ti:n/ 'clay, mud' 

/tu:l/ ' length' 

j't?:r; 'volatile' 

/+w/ ' light ' 

/asffir/ 'yellow' 

Such an analysis is subject to the same objection as a): Although 

pharyngeal [a] will-occur quite widely, pharyngeal counterparts of 

the other vowels would only be possible in words with [t] [dl [s] 

and [z]. 

The other objection is articulatory. D. H. Obrecht discussing 

pharyngealization says2 ". . .emphasis centers articulatorily on the 
consonant, with the physical peak of the pharyngeal constriction 

observably occuring at approximately the same time as the peak of 

the main articulation [(This is) based on both internal and external 

observations, and upon muscular motion as felt by placing the fingers 

lightly on the pharyngeal area of the throat during phonation.]" 

2 ~ .  H. Obrecht. Effects of the Second Formant or 'the Perception of 
Velarization Consonants in Arabic. P. 22-23. 



Thus, analyzing pharyngealization as a consonantal feature would 

be preferable. 

c) Perhaps, the analysis which would give maximum freedom of 

occurence would posit the existence of pharyngeal t d s z and a . . . .  
back low vowel, equivalently phonologically pharyngeal /a/ 

(distinctive pharyngeality in the vowels being phonetical-ly re- 

flected by backness) 

The main restriction now is that a sequence of one of the 

consonants [t] [dl [s] [ z ]  and [a] would have to agree in pharyn- 

gealization. However this restriction is exactly parallel to the 

one by which clusters of dental obstruents are pharyngeal or non- 

pharyngeal throughout. 



4. Syllable Structure 

There are five basic syllable types in Lebanese Arabic roots. 

xY2S Canonical shape 

3 cvc 
, 

S4 CWC 

5 cvcc 

The five syllable types can be generalized by an expandible 

2 2 
formula 5 = CV1 (C1 ) which is read as "A syllable consists of a 

mandatory onset consisting of a simple consonant, a mandatory peak 

consisting of a long or a short vowel (long vowels considered to 

be as a string of two short vowels) and an optional coda, consist- 

ing of one or two consonants". 

As a result of morphological and/or syntactic operations a 

sixth syllable type, which is limited in its distribution to in- 

flected words rather than roots, can be formed; it is unusual in 

that it consists of an onset which has two consonants. It is 

interesting to note that in contrast to the relatively severe 

restrictions on two-member onsets in most languages, Lebanese 

Arabic permits all possible permutations of the inventory of 

thirty consonantal phonemes, except those which would violate the 

following phonological rules: 

1. A two-member onset cannot consist of geminate consonants. 

2. A two-member onset cannot consist of two consonants 

which are not homogeneous with respect to their pharyn- 



gealization. 

Syllable cons train ts 

Lebanese Arabic is characterized by an extreme absence of 

sequential constraints within syllables. 

Peaks. All vowel phonemes occur after all consonantal 

phonemes. 

Onsets. All consonants may constitute the one-member onset 

of a syiiabie. 

Aside from the two constraints mentioned above, all combina- 

tions of the consonantal phonemes are possible in two-member 

onsets. 

Codas. All- consonants may constitute the one-member cokla. 

Because of the low frequency of two-member codas in the 

corpus, a detailed analysis of their phonological constraints was 

not possible. One tentatively might postulate that such combina- 

tions would be subject to the rules mentioned above in conjunction 

with the two-member onsets. 



5. S t r e s s  

The p lace  of s t r e s s  i n  an  i s o l a t e d  word i n  t h i s  d i a l e c t  of 

Lebanese Arabic is  p r e d i c t a b l e  i n  terms of t h e  sequence of con- 

sonants  and vowels i n  t h e  i nd iv idua l  word (more simply than i n  

terms of t h e  s y l l a b l e  s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  word). 

The b a s i c  word types a r e :  

Monosyllabic words 

cv i% 'what i 

cvc [ l i w ]  ' i f '  

CVCC [?&bl]  'before  ' 

CV : C , [b&t ]  'house ' 

Disy l l ab i c  words 

CVCVC [?Axad] 'he took '  

CVCCVC [?a•’ t a h ]  ' c l e a r e r  ' 

CVCCV [bGkra] 'tomorrow' 

CVCV:C . [bald:H] ' f r e e  ' 

CVCCV : C [b& de:h] ' a f t e r '  

CV:CV:C [yorn8 :n] I two days '  

T r i s y l l a b i c  words 

CVCVCVC [?&badan] 'no t  a t  a l l '  

CVCV : CVC [?awe : dIm] 'honest '  (p l .  ) 

CVCCVCV [ ? a h a b e ]  ' f o re igne r '  

CVCCV : CV [ba?l& :wa] t pas  t r y  ' 

Four s y l l a b l e  words (low frequency) 

CVCCVCVCVC [ f a h h h e t a k ]  ' she  explained t o  you ' 



Preliminary Rule 

S t r e s s  always appears on one of the  l a s t  th ree  s y l l a b l e s ,  

i t  never goes back f u r t h e r  than the  t h i r d  s y l l a b l e  from the  end. 

[sawwafItne] 'she showed me' 

Main Rule 

S t r e s s  f a l l s  on l a s t  V:C o r  VCC sequence i n  the  wordj i f  

t he re  is  no V:C o r  VCC, i t  f a l l s  on f i r s t  s y l l a b l e  of t h e  word. 

Where the  word shows a s y l l a b l e  with a two-member onset ,  

t he  above desc r ip t ion  of s t r e s s  does not  change. 

This r u l e  is  subjec t  t o  t h r e e  c l a s s e s  of exceptions:  

(a)  [?bbalna] 'before us '  

[gixalkon] 'your work' 

[b; adkon] ' a f t e r  you' 
0 

[sIhamkon ] 'your f i r e c r a c k e r '  

[hidamna] 'our d iges t ion '  

I n  these  examples t h e r e  is  a schwa of epenthet ic  o r ig in .  

This schwa does not occur i n  o the r  allomorphs of the  word. 

[ ? i b l e ]  'before me' 

[if r l a ]  'her  work ' 
[b; do] 'af ter :  him' 

0 

[sIhmon] ' t h e i r  f i r ec racker '  

[hidmon ] ' t h e i r  d iges t ion '  

(b) The second c l a s s  of exceptions includes i t e m s  such as :  

[darsba] 'he h i t  her '  

[ ? a ~ b d a ]  , 'he took her '  



and o t h e r  words ending wi th  t h e  pronoun ' she1 .  I n  t h i s  case  

s t r e s s  i s  on t h e  penul t imate s y l l a b l e  i n s t e a d  of being on t h e  

f i r s t ,  a s  our  r u l e  p r e d i c t s ,  because an 'h '  ha s  been dropped. 

This  'h' is  s t i l l  e x i s t e n t  i n  o t h e r  d i a l e c t s  of B e i r u t ,  

and speakers  wi th  t h i s  pronunciat ion t h e r e f o r e  fo l low t h e  r u l e  

a s  s t a t e d  above. 

( c )  The t h i r d  c l a s s  of except ions inc ludes  i tems such a s :  

[ciaribha j 

[ ?axadha ]  

[?ab& : ]  ' h i s  f a t h e r '  

[?ax& : ] ' h i s  b ro the r  ' 

and o t h e r  words ending wi th  t h e  a d j e c t i v e  ' h i s '  where an 'h '  ha s  

been dropped 

[?ab& : t i ]  

[ ? a ~ d : h ]  



6. Summary 

The purpose of t h e  p re sen t  s tudy  has been t o  p re sen t  t h e  pho- 

nemic system of a  Lebanese Arabic d i a l e c t .  Fur ther  synchronic 

s t u d i e s  a r e  needed on r e l a t e d  Lebanese Arabic d i a l e c t s  be fo re  any 

f i rm  conclusions can be drawn concerning t h e  degree of divergence 

found among t h e  d i f f e r e n t  d i a l e c t s  mentioned i n  t h e  in t roduc t ion .  

Such s t u d i e s  a r e  t o t a l l y  l ack ing  a t  t h i s  t ime and i t  is t o  be  hoped 

t n a t  those  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  Arabic  d i a i ec to iogy  w i i i  be s t imu la t ed  t o  
\ 

i n i t i a t e  such research .  
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