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FOREWORD

The aim of this book is to make accessible to
English-speaking readers with no special linguis-
tic training, in as simple and pleasant a way as
possible, and in the shortest possible time, a lan-
guage that is spoken by some hundred million peo-
ple in all parts of the world.

Like the other ASSIMIL language books, this
one is meant primarily for people who want (or
who are obliged) to learn the language without
help from a teacher.

However, as no one can learn by himself exact-
ly how to pronounce an unfamiliar foreign langua-
ge, whether Arabic or French, we recommend to
our readers that, unless they have Arabic-speaking
friends, they make use, along with the book, of
the ASSIMIL recording of the complete course
(available both on records and in cassettes), in
which the sentences of every Lesson are spoken
aloud.

The ASSIMIL method is based on a practical
step-by-step initiation into the language, not on
rules of grammar. People whose native language
is English are usually impatient with grammar
as such. The question that interests them, when
they learn a foreign language, is not, “What are
the rules ?”” but "How does it work ?"" It is to this
question that we always try to give the answer.

Many kinds of Arabic are used in the Arab
world. The kind that concerns us in this book is
what might be called modern international Arabic
— the written and spoken language used by literate
people from all parts of the Arab world to com-



municate with one another. It is the language of
newspapers, of correspondance, of business, of
radio, of television, of international relations,
of public notices, of street signs. It is understood
by virtually everyone ; and with it you can make
your way around anywhere in the Arab world,
whether in Marrakech or in Kuwait.

This book is intended for English-speaking readers
everywhere. We hope our British readers will not
take it amiss that we have tended, when a choice
was necessary, to favor American spellings
and usages (color for colour, baggage for luggage,
will for shall in most instances, and so on).

The present volume, written for adult beginners,
will be followed by a second one at a more
advanced level.

—

WHAT IS IN THIS BOOK AND HOW TO USE IT

The book starts with a general INTRODUCTION,
in which we explain the letters of the alphabet
and their sounds, how Arabic is written, how
Arabic words are formed, and how words are put
together to make Arabic sentences (which are
often very unlike sentences in English). We suggest
that you read the Introduction with great care.
Any time that you “lose’”” doing so you will regain
many times over by the end of the first few lessons.

The book ends with an INDEX, which will enable
you to refer back at any time to details that you
are not sure of or that you don’t remember where
to find.

Between the Introduction and the Index the
book consists of 42 LESSONS, which theoreti-
cally correspond to 42 days. These are organized
in groups of six, followed by a seventh which
reviews the most important (or the most trou-
blesome) points covered in them. It is unlikely
that you will be able to respect the seven-day
work week that we have in mind, but this is of
no importance.

The individual Lessons are made up of some or
all of the following ingredients :

(a) Sentences. These are based on everyday
words and situations. Each sentence is first printed
in Arabic script. Underneath or opposite the
Arabic, we show, by a very simple method of
transcription, how to pronounce it. Under the
pronunciation, we translate the sentence into
its more or less colloquial English equivalent,
indicating by parentheses words that, in literal
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translation, are added or left out or placed in a
different order. This procedure will soon familiar-
ize you with specifically Arabic ways of saying
things. Use the translation of each sentence as a
guide to its meaning ; but learn as quickly as
possible to think and to feel the sentence in
Arabic.

(b) Notes. Whenever a word or a turn of phrase
in a sentence brings up a point that needs to be
explained, you are referred by a number in paren-
theses to a correspondingly numbered Note on it.
Problems are dealt with one by one, as they arise,
not in bulk packages, so that you make your
way into them gradually.

(c) Exercises. in reading, writing and speaking,
based on the contents of the Lesson.

(d) Grammar, such as the conjugation of verbs,
in limited doses, and again as the need for it arises.
Both in these special grammatical sections and in
the Notes, grammar is dealt with in a very simpli-
fied (in fact over-simplified) way. Our object
is not to make you a grammarian but to give you
a good practical grasp of how the language
"works".

(e) Comments, which we insert whenever we
think they will be helpful, to show you where
you are and where you are going, or to explain
more fully than in the Notes matters that may
puzzle you.

Study carefully each sentence of the day’s Lesson,
with its pronunciation and its translation, referring
to the explanatory Notes as you come to them.
Then re-read all the sentences of the Lesson aloud
(imitating as closely as possible the way they are
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pronounced in the recording, if you have it).
Repetition will familiarize you quickly with the
sound of Arabic ; and you will acquire with sur-
prising speed a ’‘feel” for the special ways in
which Arabic sentences are formed. You will at
first passively absorb the Lessons, then assimilate
them, and finally be able to make active use of
them.

You will of course have to work at this. It would
be foolish to pretend that Arabic or any other
foreign language can be learned without effort.
And you will have to work at it regularly, so that
the full benefit of every lesson carries over into
the next and creates its own momentum. But
the ASSIMIL method is designed to make the
effort as interesting and painless as any effort
can be, as well as self-rewarding : you learn as you
move along, you move along as you learn.
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INTRODUCTION

A. Arabic letters, sounds and signs

The Arabic alphabet, like the alphabets of all
Semitic languages, in no way resembles those of
English and of the European languages, though
many of its letters correspond to similar sounds.
It must be learned as you learned the English
alphabet when you were a child. This is not nearly
so difficult as it at first appears, and you will
be pleasantly surprised at how quickly, with prac-
tice, you master it.

The biggest stumbling block in the way of learn-
ing to read Arabic script is the difficulty that a
learner has, in most books written for him, in
distinguishing the letters themselves. \We therefore
start by showing them to you in large, clear type.
This will enable you to grasp the exact shape of
each letter and how to form it, so you will not
jump to the usual conclusion that Arabic writing
is a hopeless jumble of curlicues.

Throughout this book — both as a walking-stick
for diligent learners and as an artificial leg for less
diligent ones — we use a simple method of repre-
senting the sounds of all but one of the letters of
the Arabic alpnabet by letters of the English alpha-
bet. (You don't have to learn phonetics in addition
to Arabic). You could in fact go through the
complete series of lessons without learning the
Arabic alphabet at all. But we strongly advise you
not to take this easy way out, if only because
you will want, in the Arab countries, to read the
names of streets and the No Smoking signs, to
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Letter Tran. Name Pronunciation
distinguish a bookshop from a bakery, and to have
at least a rough idea of what is in the newspapers.
Although Arabic letters are formed differently
b baa’ bun, bar

from English letters, they have the advantage, once
you know them, of representing one and only
one sound. There is no such problem as the one
that has to be dealt with by a foreigner learning
English when he comes to a phrase such as : ...
Though still coughing, she bought at a bookshop
near the old watering trough in Slough a novel by
Meredith ; she went through it from cover to cover,
but found it rough going’’ (G. Sczeyn). (Take a
bough, young lady, and another one if you could
handle Slough.)

t taa’ tot, toot

th thaa’ think, thump

i jeem jam, jump

kh khaa' Scottish loch, German ach
d daal dud, did

dh dhaal this, thus

choins be L6 g8 REAU Wi neatel . (Bl

r raa rolled Scottish burrow

zeen zero, zigzag
We will move into Arab letters, sounds and signs - S e
by stages :

sh sheen shoot, shush
1 Letters having familiar sounds. About three f faa’ _fool, fun
fifths of the 29 letters in the Arabic alphabet
have sounds that are very much like those of k kaaf Kodak, kangaroo
equivalent letters in English (or in common Euro-
pean languages that you have certainly heard spo- ! laam luck, loud
ken). All 29 are considered to be consonants,
m meem moon, mouse
but three of these also act as long vowels and are
called vowel-consonants. In the following table, = roatis Boon Nl
we will start with the ""pure” consonants, then go
on to the vowels. (At the head of the table, the ¢ _o h haa’ hat, hip [pronounced where-
abbreviation “'Tran.” means the letter or group ver it occurs in a word, even
of letters by which we transcribe the Arabic at the end]
sound.)
Xl
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2 Letters whose sounds are not familiar. A number
of other letters, characteristically Semitic, have no
equivalent sounds in English. These sounds can not
be properly described : they must be listened
to and imitated. In general, they are sounds made
either from far back in the throat or with the
tongue in such a position as to make the palate
cavernous. You will have trouble with them at
first ; but you will master them, with practise, in
a reasonable time.

The first four of these letters, with dots under
them in our transcription, are called “emphatics”.
They are basically similar to the English letters by
which we represent them, BUT pronounced as if
you had a doctor’s spoon on your tongue or a
hot potato in front of your mouth. Consider the
dots to represent hot potatoes. Practise pronounc-
ing them along with one of the Arabic vowels
(it is practically impossible to pronounce them
without a vowel). You will see at once that,
because of the way you have to shape the inside
of your mouth to pronounce them, they change
the vowel sounds, so that aa, for example, becomes
something like the aw in “‘awful”.

02 s saad

See remarks above

P 4 g
b t taa’
.E) z zaa’

The next four letters, arranged in order of increas-
ing strangeness, are all pronounced from far
back in the throat with air expelled from the
chest. The first, which is the least difficult, is like
a very harsh, throaty h. (Although it is not one of
the “emphatics”, we show it too with a dot under
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it, for lack of any other way to differentiate it
from a straighforward h.) The second one, which
we represent by q, has the sound of a k pronounced
from the throat rather than from the palate. (The
distinction between q and k is essential.) The
third, gh, somewhat resembles a Parisian r as
pronounced by Maurice Chevalier or Charles
Boyer, but rougher, like a clearing of the throat.
And the last, which is almost a gagging sound,
is so remote from anything in English that we
do not try to represent it by anything but itself.

t h haa’

L§ q qaaf

5/ gh ghain
é € €ain

The twenty-ninth letter (which is often consid-
ered to be a sign rather than a letter) will suggest to
you rather a suspension of sound than a sound in
itself. We represent it in transcription as an apos-
trophe.

See remarks above

& ! hamza

As you will see a great deal of hamza, we will say
a few words here about how it is pronounced and
more later about how it is used. Officially it is
called a "glottal stop’” ; its name means “‘the
digging in of a spur” ; it corresponds to what
happens in your throat in the middle of "trick
key” or "big hog”. It is generally compared to
the missing sound in the Cockney pronunciation
of "butter” : “bu’er”. But it occurs as often as not
at the beginning of Arabic words ; and this takes
a li'l doing.
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3 Long vowels. We have said that three of the 29
letters of the Arabic alphabet are also used as
vowels. They are the only three vowels that are
used in written Arabic. All three have familiar
English sounds ; and all are, in principle, long
vowels ; but in fact, when they are used at the end
of a word, they are pronounced short, and we
show them that way in our transcription. (We have
the same thing in English : think of the long-and-
short ““ee” sounds in “‘merely” or “‘meaty’.)
Two of these long vowels serve also as consonants,
in the same way as the similar English vowel-
consonants w and y.

(L5 0o waw food, moon
w water, wind
| aa "alif Baa, baa, black sheep
s ee yaa' eel, peel
= y yoye, yes

You will see shortly why we list the three long
vowels in this particular order.

4 Short vowels. Three short vowels are also used
in spoken Arabic, but they are not normally
written ; and they are not considered to be letters
of the alphabet. The sounds of all three are again
familiar to you : they are shortened or “flattened”
versions of the long vowels. “Food’’ becomes
“foot”, whose sound we represent, for clarity, by
the u of “put”. The long aa of '"Baa, baa, black
sheep” becomes the short a of "Ta-ta, see you
soon.” And “peel” becomes "'pill””. When spoken,
these short vowels tend to blur and to be absorbed
into the consonants, that go with them ; or they
flatten out to somewhat neutral sounds like the
uin “bug” or the e in ""the”.

If the short vowels are not normally written
XV
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(except in editions of the Coran, in some dictio-
naries and in books for beginners), how can you
recognize them ? You are simply expected to know
that they ought to be there from your recognition
of the words themselves in their context, as you
do in English when, for example, the personal
shorthand in which you take notes, records "capi-
tal required” as “cptl rqrd”. As we do not expect
from you, in the learning stage, any such exploit,
we transcribe all the short vowel sounds.

When, in Arabic script, the short vowels are writ-
ten, they are not written as letters but as small
strokes, straight or twisted, placed under or over
the consonants that precede them, as we show
below, using the consonant ""d”* to illustrate.

For reasons that we will explain in a moment,
the short vowels often have an n sound added to
them. (This is called "nunation’’, but we will avoid
using this grammatical term, like most others.)
The addition of the "“n” sound is represented by
a small change in the sign that represents the short
vowel itself.

Here, then, are the three short vowels (preceded
by “d"” to illustrate), with and without “n” after

them :
) 5
) du gamma With n : > dun
, z
) da fatha  Withn: s dan
& di kasra With n : ) din
Ve 4

Now we come to a tricky but important point re-
lated to short vowels. As the signs that represent
them are not letters of the alphabet, they can not
stand on their own feet : they have to be carried
by a consonant. When the short vowel comes after
the consonant, as in du, da and di above, this is no
problem. But when, at the beginning of a word, it
comes before the consonant, as in ud, ad and id,

XV



it needs something to carry it. The job of carrier is
done by the letter ‘alif, which in this situation has
no sound at all : it serves merely as the inert
"carrier’” of the short vowel sign, which either sits
on it {u and a) or hangs from it (i).

But we can not in fact write ud, ad and id as such :
Arabic words can not begin with a vowel. So a
consonant has to be inserted before the vowel. The
consonant used for this purpose is the “soundless”
hamza, which is itself carried by the inert ‘alif
along with the vowel, giving (in transcription) "ud,
'ad and ‘id — and such words as ‘al, "alif, ‘ahmad.

5 Diphthongs. In Arabic, as in English, when the
sound aa is combined with the sound ee it makes
adiphthong having the sound of aa-ee. The simplest
way to represent this sound is by ay.

The only other diphthong you will encounter in
Arabic is the equally familiar combination of aa
with oo, as in “‘now’. To avoid confusion with
other sounds, we represent this by aw. 1

6 Missing sounds. A certain number of common
English sounds do not exist at all in Arabic. So |
when words are borrowed by Arabic from English |
(or from other languages), they have to be ""twist-
ed’”’, both in speaking and in writing, to the|
means at its disposal. This is not always easy ;|
and there is always a risk of confusion. Here |
are some examples :

Missing sound Replaced by Example

v f television - tilifisioon |
P b petrol{eum) - bitrool
hard g gh gas - ghaaz 1
the a and aa radio - raadioo

the o of 00

radio

For another example of the problems created by
missing sounds, see page 26, Note 4.
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7 Special forms of letters. There are just a couple
of these, and they present no problem :

Letter Tran. Name Explanation
_\J la — Just a convenient combina-
tion of | plus a.
e et taa’ The name means “looped t'".

marboo'Ea It is a special form of t, in
two versions, unattached and
attached, identical with the
Arabic h, but with a pair of
dots added. (There are his-
torical reasons for this, but
we can skip them for now.)
At the end of a word, the
taa’ marboota . identifies the
word as a feminine singular.
It is not usually pronounced
unless it is followed by a
vowel that is likewise pro-
nounced. But vowels at the
end of words are rarely
pronounced in everyday
speech, unless they are need-
ed as “bridges” to a word
or syllable that follows. This
is why you will most often
see the taa’ marboota endings
transcribed in parentheses :
(tu) (ta) (ti).

8 Special signs. These are, among other things,
gmdes_ to pronunciation. You will need to know
them in order to read directly from Arabic script.
Name

Sign Tran. Explanation

— sukoon Its name means "‘silence’’. It
is placed over every conso-
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