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I. CURSES AND PROFANITY IN THE LANGUAGES
AND CULTURES OF THE MIDDLE EAST
AND NORTH AFRICA






LITERARY CREATIVITY AND CURSES. A STUDY CASE: AN TAKUN ‘ABBAS
AL-‘4BD, BY ’AHMAD AL-‘AYDI

LUCIA AVALLONE

University of Bergamo

Abstract. Every language has a repertoire of insults, swear words, and curses which speakers can draw from.
When canonical curses do not seem fit for purposes, individual creativity coins new ones, adding ironic
elements to traditional and crystallized utterances. So, the divine, by which many curses are inspired, can be
abandoned to draw on profanity, searching for agents, objects, and actions of the curses in ordinary human life.
But what happens in literature, which is one of the highest expressions of human creativity? The characters of
literary texts, like their real counterparts, swear, insult, and wish bad luck. Often, and for a long time, these
speech acts have been considered taboo by most Arab authors. The wider freedom of how to speak, given to
the characters in the 2000s, allows the occurrence of a large amount of curses and swearing, borrowed from
both the vernacular and standard Arabic, but also invented. They are incisive elements in the texts, nevertheless,
they could be destined to remain linguistic and rhetorical exercises, like the ones contained in the novel ’An
takiin ‘Abbas al-‘Abd (2003), by *Ahmad al-*Aydi, that this article aims to study basing its arguments on
syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic perspectives.

Keywords: curses, standard Arabic, Egyptian vernacular, creativity, rhetoric, pragmatics.

Introduction

Literature reflects and influences life, with its forms and contents. On the one hand, it
provides images of the world and its languages, and, on the other, it contributes to forge
them. By narrating, in oral or written forms, all the functions necessary to represent both
reality and fantasy can be fulfilled, including the emotional one, which cursing belongs to.
Similarly to people in ordinary life, literary characters curse. They use expressions that
writers draw from everyday experience or from their own imagination, thus inventing a
new effective bad language. To explore the practice of such imaginative language solutions,
I have taken into consideration a postmodern novel published in Egypt in 2003, ’An takin
‘Abbas al-‘Abd, by >Ahmad al-‘Aydi, an interesting narrative concerning obsessive-
compulsive behaviours, which exhibits a special mixture of varieties: standard and
vernacular Arabic with Western and new media loan words. This story of madness and
transgression has as protagonist a man who suffers from a dissociative identity disorder
and is alienated from society. His mental patterns cause an uncontrollable use of cursing
that looks pathological, the result of neurological, social, cultural, and psychological
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factors. The protagonist “cannot control thoughts and actions that “normal” people can
control”, “reveals the forbidden thoughts and words that are inhibited by normal speakers
in a culture” and “has a unique history behind the disorder that creates a personalized set
of forbidden thoughts and words”, which happens to victims of Tourette Syndrome, as
explained by Jay (1999: 5). The manifold nature of the narrator’s cursing is reflected on
different language strategies: adopting ordinary curses and coining new ones. My study
intends to highlight this dual aspect.

Methodology

The analysis starts with direct observation of data contained in the literary text, pointing to
propose possible links between the observable facts and mental constructs. As first step, an
inventory of words, phrases, and sentences has been collected and catalogued according to
rhetorical and pragmatic functions,® to deal with both the utterances’ figural value and the
author’s intended meaning, in a cognitive perspective which considers

communication not as a process by which a meaning in the communicator’s head
is duplicated in the addressee’, but as a more or less controlled modification by the
communicator of the audience’s mental landscape — his cognitive environment, as
we call it —achieved in an intentional and overt way (Wilson & Sperber 2012: 87).

Moving from the kernel idea that language choices are correspondent to specific
purposes, my study explores the connection of signifiers with references, implicatures,
presuppositions, and speech acts. Several curses, insults, and imprecations, in fact, have
not any degree of conventionality unlike others whose non-literal, figurative meaning has
a default interpretation and do not require further effort of inference; they are the results of
a vivid imagination and to grasp their meaning we have to consider the structure of
conversation, both the dialogues between two participants and the protagonist’s
conversations with his dissociative identities, that take the form of monologues. The second
step of my research effectively consists in inferring the non-literal meaning of utterances in
their context of use, highlighting their lexical, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic functions.

The English version is taken from Alaidy 20062 and accompanied by footnotes when
required for a better comprehension of al-‘Aydi’s usage of lexicon. Vernacular speech is
highlighted by the presence of (V); chapters and pages are indicated in square brackets.

1 Abroader investigation on language choices in this novel was the object of an article of mine (Avallone
2012). For a psychoanalytic approach to the story, see Borossa, Julia. 2011. “The extensibility of
psychoanalysis in Ahmed Alaidy’s Being Abbas el Abd and Bahaa Taher’s Love in Exile”, Journal of
Postcolonial Writing 47(4). 404-415.

2 English translation by Humphrey Davies.

10
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Corpus
Curses (direct and indirect)

@

O]
®)

(4)

(®)
(6)
()
(8)
)

(10)

kullu fumiih-7 'an ’abga wahd-i saliman wa-"an yadhaba |- ‘alamu ka-package® 'ila
I-gahimi [1:11] ‘My only ambition is to survive on my own, in one piece, and for the
whole world, as a ball of wax, go to hell’ [1:3]

‘a tabsuqu fi kiibi [-Sayi kullamd qaddamii-hu la-ka [...]? [1:11] ‘Do you spit in
every cup of tea they bring you [...]?° [1:4]

‘a duqta dama-ka |-nazifa fi hiwarin bi-1-qabadati ma ‘a man yafiqu-ka ‘umran wa-
hagman? [1:11] ‘Have you ever tasted the blood draining out of you during a
dialogue of fists with someone older and bigger?’ [1:4]

hal tamannayta "an (tirza®) tabaqa |-surbati sahinan fi waghi qaribi-ka alladr la
va ‘rifu sma-ka wa-yuhbiru-ka: kam sayakinu kiibu I-sayi (hulwan) min yadi-ka?
[1:11] ‘Have you ever wanted to slam a plate of hot soup into the face of your relative
who doesn’t know your name but tells you how ‘sweet’ a cup of tea from your very
own hands would be?’ [1:4]

Allahumma “adim la ‘nata [-nisyani ‘ald "ashabi-ha [2:15] ‘God bless the absent-
minded and make their curse a joy to the forever!” [2:8]

Allahumma ’abqint wahd-T saliman wa-"arsil al-’Gharin ’ila gahimi-ka 1-mu ‘tadi
[2:15] ‘God, save just me and send the rest to the usual hell.” [2:8]

ya nahar-ak bi-I-lel [2:17] (V) ‘Have a horrible day!” [2:10]

rith fi dahya llah yisahhil-ak [2:18] (V) ‘Go to hell and God speed!” [2:11]*

al-la ‘natu ‘ald mizani [-madfii‘ati. li-yahtariq al-madinu wa-1-da’inu [3:22]
‘Goddamn the balance of payments. To hell with borrower and lender alike.’ [3:16]°
li-yaftah® dagqdqu I- asfalti dimaga kulli man lam yatagaddam fawran li-talabi yadi
I-’anisati w.r.d. al-bayda’i malfifati I-giwami dati 43 rabi‘an [3:24] ‘A jack-

Worthy of note is that in the Arabic text the English interference ‘package’ occurs, but it is rendered by
the translator with ‘a ball of wax’ (slang). Speakers exposed to language contact displays features of
both contemporary (ka-package) and classic (ila I-gahimi) Arabic. For the recurrence of semantic and
pragmatic values, besides syntactic and lexical aspects, compare utterance (1) to utterance (6).

Rah fi dahya is a type of curse commonly used. For the entry dahya, Badawi and Hinds (1986) quote
the basic meaning of ‘calamity’, the sentence ra# fi dahya ‘he came to a bad end’, and two curses: gat-
ak dahya ‘to hell with you!’, ‘may a calamity befall you!’; wadda f~dayha ‘he caused him a lot of
trouble’. An unusual combination of a cursing formula with a blessing one (Allah yisahhil-ak) occurs,
conveying a sense of irony to utterance (8).

The narrator invokes curse (la ‘na) on money management. A classical linguistic item used in religious
curses, “in which the Almighty or a supernatural power is asked to give or to withhold something from
a person” (Masliyah 2001: 272), occurs to suggest the stressful effect of dealing with money in
contemporary job sites. The lines preceding the curse refer to a reality which the speaker presupposes
as known by the interlocutor and the reader: “Amerco Video Film. Here it’s not you that matters, or
your color, or the size of your tragedy. Here you won’t find the answers but you can obliterate the
questions. You are you. You are the exhausted accountant who’s just got home from his loathsome job”
(Alaidy 2006: 16).

Malediction is invoked through an exhortative verbal voice which has as subject a pneumatic drill. A
similar construction occurs in utterance (12) where the logical subject — a presupposed supernatural
power capable of destruction — is omitted.

11
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hammer split the head of any who does not come forward this instant to ask for the
hand of Miss R.O.S.E., white, of curvaceous figure and forty-three springs’ [3:18]

(11) il-ilm mis fi r-ras wi-la \-kurras. il- ‘ilm fi I-bakituh. wi-tifuww’ ‘a lli bada * it-
tabiar [3:25] (V) ‘Knowledge doesn’t come from the mind, or the academic
grind.... Knowledge comes from the “sack” and flob on the one who thought up
morning roll-calls!” [3:19]

(12) li-tataharram?® al-waza 'ifu llatt lam tagbal-ni. li-tataharram al-mahartatu llatt lam
tantazir-ni. li-tatahagtam al-hitabatu I-tawilatu llati lam yursil-ha ’aqriba’u I-mawta
[3:25] ‘Destruction to all the jobs that didn’t accept me! to all the buses that didn’t
wait for me! to all the long letters that my dead relatives didn’t send me!” [3:19]

(13) illi bi-yifham yishaz-ak 'isarit murir fi ‘awwil ta’atu‘ [4:26] ‘He Who Understands
should turn you into a traffic signal at the nearest intersection’ [4:21]

(14) ’aw ya‘mal-ak ‘awma " fi htibar siwa’a li-wahid "a ‘ma [4:26] ‘or make you a plastic
bollard on the course for a blind man’s driving test’ [4:21]

(15)  illi yibarra’ 1-ak infag it-turab fi ‘éné-h [5:30] (V) ‘If someone widens his eyes at
you, blow dust in them’ [5:25]

(16)  harr wa-nar® fi lli nata ‘it-ak [5:37] (V) ‘hell and damnation to the one who spawned
you!’ [5:32]

(17)  illi yibarbis-1-ak intif rumiis-uh [7:55] (V) ‘if someone gives you a dirty look, pluck
out his eyebrows’ [7:52]

(18)  illi yilwi-l-ak dira -ak i 'ta*-ha [7:55] (V) ‘if someone twists your arm, cut it off” [7:52]

(19) illi yirfa“ ‘al-ek il-kurik il ‘ab bi--fitis fi "afa-h [7:55] (V) ‘if someone comes at you
with the jack handle, make merry on the back of his neck with your gear stick’ [7:52]

Insults

(20)  hura™® [4:26] ‘shit’ [4:21]

(21) ’asd-ak wasaha, mis hiwayya [5:38] (V) ‘T’d call it a filthy habit’ [5:33]

(22) ayyu-ha l-’ahmaqu [5:41] ‘imbecile!” [5:35]

(23)  (Pull Shit)!! [5:42] (E) ‘Pull-shit’ [5:36]

10
11

For the entry tifiih, tifuww, Badawi and Hinds (1986) give as definition: ‘onomatopoeia for the sound
of spitting, indicating disgusting’.

Destruction upon people, things, and places is a concept strictly linked to cursing. A destructive
supernatural power is attributed to curses and, in the case in point, oriented to annihilate the obstacles
and the enemies encountered during life. Three forms derived from the root 4#m occur six times in the
Quran (“htm” in DQU).

Hell and fire are recurrent concepts in traditional curses; nar (‘fire”) and gahim (‘hot place’) occur in
the Quran as references to the eternal fire of Hell, whose proper name is Gahannam. See the articles on
“Nar” in EI? and “Fire” in EQ; interesting examples concerning Hell as punishment (fire, hell, burning,
demons, and Satan) are quoted in Masliyah 2011 and Stewart 1997.

Literally “nonsense”.

“Pull Shit” is written in Latin letters. The English word “bull” is rendered with the initial “p”, although
the phoneme /p/ does not exist in Arabic. It is a phenomenon of hypercorrection that reflects the
stigmatization of the wrong pronunciation of the phoneme /b/ in foreign words. The result is witty, as
a semantic shift occurs: “bull shit” becomes “pull shit”.

12
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(24)
(25)
(26)
(27)
(28)
(29)

‘inta nadl*? [6:43] (V) ‘You’re a bastard’ [6:39]

ya bint il-marika [6:48] (V) ‘Funny bitch!’ [6:43]

ya bn il-fa riyya [7:73] (V) ‘Cocky bastard!” [7:70]

inti mis bint sii™® ‘[7:74] (V) ‘You’re not a pro’ [7:71]

ya bn maladi ** il-kalb [9:98] (V) “You miserable son of a bitch!” [9:97]
wilad maladr‘ il-kalb [9:99] (V) ‘And those asshole sons of bitches’ [9:98]

Hyperbolic images

(30)
(1)

(32)

(33)

(34)

(3%)

‘and man basaqa |-’aharan nahwa wagh-t "alfa marratin [1:11] ‘I am the one in
whose face others have so often spat” [1:3]

‘a‘rifu ‘anna-ka lan tu‘tiya (tabban)® li-hada, lakin "argi-ka la taglag [1:12] ‘I
know you don’t give a genteel shit about that but please, don’t be afraid’ [1:4]

‘ald l-kursiyyi "amam-t yabsuqu rakibun min nafidati-hi l-maftihati fa-la yustadallu
li-I-busaqgi ‘ala ‘unwanin. yartaddu — al-busaqu — maskiran li-1-‘arabati, wa-
vatakaffalu indifa ‘u I-hawa 'u bi-tawgihin nahwa wagh-i [2:18] ‘A passenger sitting
in front of me spits out of his window and the post office rejects it as “Unknown at
this Address”. The gob, God bless it, re-enters the car, the air stream taking upon
itself to deliver it directly to my face’ [2:11]

tilka mu’allafatun yastahibu-ha I-nuqqadu [i-1-hammami li-tu Tna-hum ‘ala [-
tahaffufi min ‘ib’i mu’ahharatin mumtali’atin [7:54] ‘These are the works that
go along with the critics to the lavatory to assist them in floating free of the
burden of fat buttocks’ [7:51]

hud ‘inda-ka —mazalan —tilka I-lahzata allati yamuddu fi-ha ‘Abbas yada-hu nahwa
fami-hi li-yastadriga baqaya ta‘ami-hi -‘aligi bi-gita’i musti |-kibriti baynama
yata'ammalu-hu ‘an qurbin bi-lahfati gariziyyati. hada laysa bi-mugrifin. fa-’ida
lam tusaddiq-ni ta’ammal ma -t ‘Abbas wa-huwa yu ‘idu nafsa I-ta ‘ami li-fami-hi.
yamdagu-hu wa-yatasalla bi-ifrazi [-mazidi min dalali hikmati-hi [7:55] ‘Take, for
example, that moment at which Abbas extends his hand toward his mouth to remove
bit by bit the remains of the food stuck between his teeth with the cover of a book of
matches, which he then scrutinizes closely with an instinctive sigh. This is not really
disgusting; if you don’t believe me, observe him with me as he returns the same food
to his mouth, masticates it, and entertains himself by spitting out further pearls of his
misguided wisdom’ [7:52]

ibn-7 law bal‘at ri’-ak haygi-1-ak tisammim [7:55] (V) ‘If you swallowed your spit
you’d get stomach poisoning’ [7:52]

12

13

14
15

The vernacular lexeme nadl has the standard equivalent nadl. Badawi and Hinds (1986) translate it as
‘low’, ‘base’, ‘despicable’, and ‘mean’, likewise Wehr (1976) who adds ‘vile’, ‘debased’, ‘depraved’,
and ‘coward’. In current language the term has acquired a higher grade of vulgarity, as confirmed by
the Davies’ translation into ‘bastard’.

The expression bint sii’ (‘pro’), listed as (27), is similar to ibn sii” (‘a born businessman’), but has a
negative sense; it is employed as an euphemism for sarmira (‘whore”).

Maldii“ (singular of maladi”) is translated by Badawi and Hinds (1986) as ‘son of a bitch’ and ‘rotten bastard’.
Literally ‘damn you!’.

13
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(36) [u‘ab-i I-munsdalu mugrifan [7:61] ‘my drooling a bit distasteful’ [7:58]

(37) tanassaq al-bula [...] dumii‘un wa-bilun wa-matarun [...] ‘aynun tumtiru, faragun
yabki wa-gaymun yabiilu [7:64] ‘Inhale the urine [...] tears, urine, rain [...] an eye
that rains, an orifice that weeps, clouds that piss’ [7:61]

(38) kullu ma ‘alay-hi fi‘lu-hu huwa 'an yarsama qalban bi-taswibi [-buli halfa |-
haymati [7:73] ‘all he’d have to do would be to draw a heart with his piss in
the dirt behind the tent’ [7:70]

Sexual taboo (allusions and metaphors)

(39) la Say’a yu‘allimu I-sibaba 'aktara min zawgatin mutatallibatin nasiyati I-hikmata
min wugudi saririn [2:14] ‘Nothing can teach you better how to bawl someone out
than a wife who’s hot for it and loses of proportion on catching sight of a bed’ [2:7]

(40)  ‘ahrusu mintaqata |-malali |-mu ‘tadata — la‘alla-ka tafhamu ma ’a‘ni-hi — wa-
‘antaziru [2:15] ‘I scratch the usual “area of low pressure”® if you know what | mean
and I think you do. And I wait’ [2:8]

(41) ’ana hina min 'abl 'umm-ak mit’asSar li- abi-K il-moz [2:17] (V) ‘T’ve been around
since before your mommy peeled your daddy’s banana’ [2:10]

(42) rakibtil-fisa wa-la”’a.. [7:71] (V) ‘So did you put the plug in the socket yet or...” [7:68]

(43) il-baku lissa bi-l-"astik.. il-babagan lissa misahhis fi [-’afas.. mali‘btis ‘aris wi-
‘ariisa [7:71] (V) ‘the pack’s still got the cellophane on, the parrot hasn’t shat in the
cage, you haven’t played mummies and daddies yet’ [7:69]

Results

Offensive speech, including scatology [e.g. (23)], slang [e.g. items (21), (25), (26), and
(27)], and vulgarity [e.g. items (22), (24), (28), (29)], typifies many parts of the text.

The narrator’s seditious stance towards society is enforced by cursing people and
using a rude lexicon that sounds as a celebration of rebellion. In addition to the ordinary
curses, in vernacular or standard Arabic, such as ya nahar-ak bi-1-iél (7), rizh fi dahya (8),
al-la ‘natu ‘ala...(9), and some wishes of bad luck starting with Alladhumma [e.g. items (5),
(6)], weird fate anathemas are created to threaten their recipients: “Goddam the balance of
payments. To hell with borrower and lender alike” (9);}" “a jackhammer split the head of
any who does not come forward this instant to ask for the hand of Miss R.O.S.E., white, of
curvaceous figure and forty-three springs” (10). A comparison between the formula
beginning utterance (10) and two curses with a certain “humour or shock value” quoted by
Stewart (1997: 350) is worthy of mention: allah yiftah nafith-ak (‘may God open up your

16 The sentence, literally rendered as ‘I scratch the usual area of boredom’, is further clarified with a
following statement (‘if you know what I mean and I think you do’) that highlights a presupposition, a
shared knowledge of the situation.

17" The damnation to financial circles is wished as a revenge for “an exhausted accountant who’s just got
home from his loathsome job” (Alaidy 2006: 16).

14
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skull!”), “which presents an image of God opening up a person’s head the way one might
open up a tin of sardines”; fatah fi ras-ak ta’a (‘may (God) open a window in your head”).

Images such as a pneumatic drill, together with references to banks, money, shops,
streets, schools, museums, and libraries — all of them damned —, help the reader to figure
the urban set of this underground story. The narrator’s concept of society makes him curse
the whole world: “My only ambition is to survive on my own, in one piece, and for the
whole world, as a ball of wax, to go to hell” (1); “God save just me and send the rest to the
usual hell” (6).18 Cursing is practiced as a means of destruction, namely of what the
threefold protagonist/narrator demands before constructing a new world, different from the
one refusing him: “Destruction to all the jobs that didn’t accept me! to all the buses that
didn’t wait for me! to all the long letters that my dead relatives didn’t send me!” (12).

In addition to direct curses, there are aphorisms that could be defined as indirect
curses because of their function of suggesting vengeance. In this framework, we find four
paradigmatic mottos with a same conditional structure were the possible victim of a hostile
behaviour is invited to react strongly: ‘[i]f someone widens his eyes at you, blow dust in
them’ (15), ‘if someone gives you a dirty look, pluck out his eyebrows’ (17), ‘if someone
twists your arm, cut it off” (18), ‘if someone comes at you with the jack handle, make merry
on the back of his neck with your gear stick’ (19).1° The nexus between these aphorisms
and the corresponding curses is inferable from a pragmatic perspective: ‘if someone gives
you a dirty look, pluck out his eyebrows’ is semantically equivalent to ‘pluck out the
eyebrows of whom is giving you a dirty look’, but the speaker’s stereotyping of
aggressive guys and the punishments suggested for them indicate a more general
purpose, akin to ‘may the eyebrows of who is giving you a dirty look be plucked’,
although expressed as an indirect curse.

A reference to patterns of behaviour is due: a normal response to an offence,
according to social and cultural acceptability, would be proportional and not so
extreme and grotesque. Instead, the character’s position towards society emerges
inciting to an inflated revenge, encouraging the provocation of harm on persons,
actions, institutions, places, and things.

Curious examples of that are two short metaphorical invectives against a traffic
policeman where the narrator envisages a ridiculous, but dangerous, fortune of his victim:
‘He Who Understands should turn you into a traffic signal at the nearest intersection’ (13)
‘or make you a plastic bollard on the course for a blind man’s driving test’ (14). The speech
does not contain offensive nouns, adjectives, or verbs, but the whole utterances, apparently
senseless, convey a figurative meaning of ill omen, they are examples of verbal attack, as
“[n]o word is inherently good or bad. Badness is more accurately formulated in terms of
appropriateness and offensiveness, which are pragmatic variables defined within a context”
(Jay 1999: 148). At the same time, the above utterances could be used with an ironical, but
not aggressive intention; “a key criterion for distinguishing between politeness and
impoliteness is the aim of the speaker, specifically “whether it is the speaker’s intention to
support face (politeness) or to attack it (impoliteness)”” (Christie 2013: 154).

18 Hell is alluded to in utterance (16) too.
19 A similar construction typifies utterance (15).
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As highlighted, transgression is the writer’s stylistic cipher. He generates a text that
does not cease to amaze the reader from incipit to epilogue, for both the plot and discourse.
Among the rhetorical devices largely used, hyperbole is very significant and emphasizes
the distance between a comprehensive, rational, and realistic vision of world and a
postmodern one. Cursing, through powerful words not supposed to be said in a polite
environment, fulfils the connotative function of giving information about the speaker’s
feelings (Jay 1999: 11), which are of astonishing intensity.

The narrator, with his three uncertain identities, owns an inventory of curses —
codified or just conceived — enriched by a series of insults, offensive words, and disgusting
images, all employed to wish destruction on the current world and construction of a
different one; the novel, on the whole, is a huge curse, a passionate “go to hell!”.

In a context in which social and cultural norms would oblige to a polite behaviour
with family and older persons, even if they are unbearable, al-*Aydi’s antihero insinuates
himself into his two alter ego (or his reader?) inciting them, in an underhand way, to spit
in a cup of tea, when received by detested people (2), to taste their own blood during a
fight?° (3) and to slam a plate of hot soup into the face of relatives considered annoying (4).
Disgust,? rage, and hot temper are the ingredients of this smouldered desire of retaliation,
in a framework where feelings, moods, social norms, appropriate or not appropriate actions
mix producing an original and innovative literary text.

Worthy of attention is that God’s name is especially invoked in blessing and more
rarely in cursing. In a narrative devoted to harsh criticism and desire of destruction, wishes
of good luck are not lacking and show a link to the classical idioms referring to deity, for
instance in some utterances starting with Allahumma,? which can be also followed by
‘amin at the end of the discourse [7:66]. A/lah is mentioned in several eulogies: ya hawla
llahi ya rabbu [6:49], bi-smi llahi [-saft [6:52], la ilaha ’illa llaha [7:56), ya llahu ya
gama ‘atu [7:65], li-llahi ya wilad-i [8:84], Allahu yarhamu-hu [8:86], ‘an 'ahmada® liGha
li-’anna-na lasna fi Faransa [9:96), ’in $a’a llahu [9:100], /@ qaddara llahu [9:108]. Few
times the God’s epithet ‘Lord’ occurs: rabbi-ra yi ‘in-ak and ya rabb [2:16], rabbi-na yizid-
uh [2:19], illi yigib-uh rabbi-na kwayyis [6:51]. Four of al-asma’ al-husna occur, in
addition to al-safi [6:52] already mentioned: ya fattahu ya ‘alimu ya razzaqu ya kari...
[2:17]. Moreover, three bizarre samples of profane blessing are: birika I-tamalluku [2:19]
‘God bless the property’ [2:12], birika takafilu I-credit card [2:19] ‘God bless the charity
of the credit card!” [2:12], al-magdu li-sabuniti 1-mufaddalati [3:23] ‘God bless my
favourite bar of soap!” [3:17].

Yet, profanity becomes vulgarity in other utterances, epitomizing the story’s setting.
Tropes and figures frequently convey a sense of disgust, reflecting, as the same al-‘Aydi

20 In this utterance an oxymoron, formed by two lexical items generally in antithesis, occurs: ‘dialogue’
(hiwar) is matched to “fists’ (qabadat).

21 See also utterance (11), where an onomatopoeic word is used to suggest sense of disgust, and the
repulsing images contained in utterances (30), (32), and (34).

22 In items (5) and (6) blessing is matched with cursing in the same discourse.

23 The laudation deriving from the formulaic phrase ‘praise belongs to God’ (al-hamdu li-liah) is
matched with an ironical content: ‘Abbas stretches out his hand toward the family-size bag of
Chipsy chips (salt flavor) and asks me to thank God we don’t live in France where there’s been a
tax on salt since 1780’ (Alaidy 2006: 94).
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states, “the ugliness of Cairo and the horrible situation of living there like in a huge prison”
(Caridi 2006). As occurring in (33) and (38), unpleasant images originate from the gap
between intellectual (filka mu’allafatun yastahibu-ha I-nuggadu) or sentimental (‘an
yarsama galban) contents and taboo speech; in the former case a place (hammam), body
parts (mu’ahharatin mumtali’atin), and an action (‘ala |-tahaffufi min ‘ib’in) are not
appropriate in educated speaking; in the latter the romantic and popular image of a lover
drawing a heart is overturned by describing this action as accomplished with a urine squirt
(bi-taswibi [-bali). This author’s language choice has the specific intent to display the
narrator-protagonist’s uncontrollable bad behaviour that in a normal oral communication
would be inhibited in accordance with the sociocultural context. There are repulsive images
about an alleged poisoning effect of spit (kaygi-l-ak tisammim) (35) and the distasteful
(mugrif) savour of drooling (36).2* Verbs and names generally belonging to different
registers and sensorial or cognitive fields are juxtaposed like in (37): tears/urine/rain
(dumii ‘un wa-bulun wa-magarun), eye/to rain (‘aynun tumtiru), orifice/to weep (faragun yabki),
cloud/piss (gaymun yabiulu). Clearly, the common speech collocations are revisited to produce
an atypical mixture of rapid frames astonishing the reader in a synesthetic experience.

Eventually, some sexual taboo are expressed in rhetorical figures: minzagata I-malali
I-mu ‘tadata (40) alludes to the male sexual organ; ‘umm-ak mit’assar li-"abi-K il-moz (41)
and rakibt il-fisa wa-la’’a??® (42) are metaphors for a sexual intercourse. Another sentence
(43) assembles three metaphors about sex not taking place: il-baku lissa bi-1-’astik; il-
babagan lissa miSahhis fi I-’afas;?® ma-li ‘bti§ ‘aris wi- ‘ariisa.

In the rough language of the novel references to parents are limited and, as in item
(41), they can be part of allusions. Nevertheless some curses contain patronymics, having
parents as indirect object of insults — ya bint il-marifa (25), ya bn il-fa riyya (26), ya bn
maladi* [-kalb (28), and wilad maladr® il-kalb (29) — mother is defined as ‘funny
woman/bitch’, ‘miserable woman’, and father is classified as a ‘dog’. Of course ibn kalb is
a classic insult, like 'ahmaq (22) and nadl (24), but other swear words popular in Egypt
that involve parents, e.g. kuss ‘ummak (‘your mother’s cunt’), does not appear in the text.?’
However, it is interesting to notice that al-* Aydi, who sets his sights on disconcerting the reader
with unbiased uses of bad speech, sometimes replaces popular coarse words with euphemisms.

Final remarks

| have restricted my work to present a number of linguistic items corresponding to the
semantic and pragmatic functions of cursing. The use of insults, curses, and sexual taboo
expressions has resulted as a field where al-Aydi gives free rein to his creativity, but not
avoiding classical forms or vernacular formulas common in everyday language. This

24 On the occurrence of words concerning ‘spit’, see also items (1) and (29).

%5 A similar allusion is fiSa yil ‘abu bi-ha, [4:29] ‘an electric socket to fiddle with’, while utterance (39)
alludes to the loss of sexual desire.

% The male sexual organ is alluded to also in rukba, fitis, rukba, fitis wa-hakada (rubbamd’ila an yahda'a I-
fitis) [2:19] ‘knee, gear stick, knee, gear stick. .. (waiting perhaps for the gear stick to calm down)’ [2:12].

27 For a thorough discussion on coarse words in modern Egyptian writing, see Rosenbaum 2004,
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juxtaposition between the clichéd curses and the artistic license produces a contrast that
heightens the reader’s perception of profanity in the story.

"An takiin ‘Abbas al- ‘Abd quickly became a cult novel spread in the Egyptian youth
milieus during the 2000s and, though some aspects of its success rely on contents and
narrative techniques associated with postmodern fiction, plurilingualism is a salient feature
of the narrative. It includes standard and vernacular Arabic, interferences of foreign
languages, slangs, typical expressions of youngsters, and a rich repertory of utterances with
figurative meanings, several of which sound bizarre even to native-speaking readers.
Offensive words and sentences cover a large amount of this informal language that met the
favor of young readers most likely because of its response to their call for a freer way of
acting and speaking, but a question remains open: did the author’s linguistic and rhetorical
exercise affect his readers’ ways of using curses?
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Abstract. This article addresses the phenomenon of blasphemy in the poetry of the Syrian poet Nazih *Abu
>Afash (born 1946) as part of his attempt to replace secular existential alternatives that transcend the religious
propositions of absenteeism and introduce a new knowledge system that changes the profile of human existence
for the better. The in-depth textual reading of this article reveals that the poet used blasphemy and the denial of
God to criticize human moral behavior, which, as for ’Abu ’Afash, led to the destruction of this world. This
article is based on the fact that *Abt *Afash is a rebellious poet who rejects religious moral values completely
and calls for a secular ethical system based on the natural and ex-existence of God's existence in human
existence, according to *Abtl *Afash. In addition to the textual analysis of *Abili ’Afash's poems, which refers
to blasphemy and dialogue with God on the basis of equality, this article traces the intertextuality of the Christian and
biblical religious heritage that ’Aba * Afash employs to establish his alternative existential secular values
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THE TUNISIAN SWEAROSAURUS.
SWEAR WORDS IN THE SPOKEN ARABIC OF TUNIS

GABRIEL BITUNA

University of Bucharest

Abstract..This study aims to identify the swear words in the Spoken Arabic of Tunis, an Arabic variety of
North Africa and classify them according to their origin (the denotative meanings behind them) or their usage
(they are pragmatically very versatile, because they can be utilized for different pragmatic reasons, including
negative politeness towards friends). This research is part of a bigger endeavor that aims to record and describe
a complete list of insults, curses and obscene language employed in the Spoken Arabic of Tunis, with a clear
pragmatic analysis of each category.

Keywords: swear words, Tunisian Arabic, Spoken Arabic of Tunis, curse words, profanity.

Introduction

Profanity (or offensive language, bad words, cuss words, curse words, swear words, etc.)
represents an intrinsic part of our daily routine, whether we are the ones using it or simply
hearing it around us (in conversations, or at the TV or the radio), or reading it in books,
newspapers, and the internet (especially on social media websites).

Profanity is the kind of language that usually refers to taboo words or swear words.
Such words are considered either inappropriate or very unacceptable in most social
contexts. Swear words usually refer to body parts (especially “private areas”), religion,
ethnicity, gender, sexual activity, bodily functions or anything that a particular society or
culture would find offensive or inappropriate. The contexts in which people usually resort
to swearing include arguing with or insulting the other, joking and mocking, being in pain
or frustrated, or as a product of anger or stress.

This study aims to list as much of the swear words utilized in the Spoken Arabic
of Tunis (henceforth SAT) as possible, while also classifying them according to their
origin and usage and discuss some cases where the swear words were employed for
different pragmatic reasons.

As mentioned by Ritt (2004: 165), it is very difficult for a foreing researcher to be
able to record linguist material containing swear words and insults, because the attitude
that Arabs take in front of foreigners is one with reservations and, as such, these words are
seen taboo and very shameful for the Arabic speakers, when they are outside their comfort
zone (outside their friends and family circle, where they can express themselves freely).
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The study of cursing

From the theories of linguistic (im)politeness, Robin Lakoff (1973) argues, based on the
cooperative principle in verbal interaction (Grice 1975), that there is a choice of certain
strategies of courtesy, according to the “cost-benefit” scale, that the action in question
supposes for the speaker or the listener. That is why a swear word is almost never
involuntarily (unless the person is under a lot of stress or pain) uttered by a person, because
it requires too much of a situational investment to just be thrown away, without gaining
something in return.

Geoffrey Leech (1983), in this same sense, formulates a principle of politeness based
on the conversational maxims of generosity, approbation, modesty, agreement and
sympathy. Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson (1987), taking up Goffman’s interaction
theory (1967) and, in particular, the notion of face, postulate that there are universal
principles regulating social relations linked to courtesy, which work to avoid latent
interpersonal conflict in all verbal exchange.

The only issue involving these theories is that they are all built on the premises that
communication is taking place within the same ethnic or social context; thus,
communication can be thought of as a universal principle for human interaction.
Nonetheless, there is a plethora of forms of communication out there and they vary
immensely from one situation to another and from one social class to another, not to
mention the case of intercultural communication.

According to Jay (1999) cursing refers to several uses of offensive speech:

Technically speaking, cursing is wishing harm on a person (e.g., eat shit and
die). But the term cursing is used comprehensively here to include categories
such as: swearing, obscenity, profanity, blasphemy, name calling, insulting,
verbal aggression, taboo speech, ethnic-racial slurs, vulgarity, slang, and
scatology.

However, compared to most other forms of speech, cursing is meant to suggest
connotative meanings rather than denotative, because the meanings that the speaker builds
and suggests to the listener using curse words are primarily understood as connotative (Jay
& Danks 1977):

Dirty words are unique because connotative meaning is dominant over
denotative meaning, and these two aspects of meaning can be easily separated.
Dirty-word expressions are typically interpreted connotatively (Jay and
Danks, 1977). For example, when we call someone a bastard we are not
questioning the legitimacy of his birth but expressing dislike for him.
Connotation is generally linked to emotional expression, not to denoting a
specific feature of the person in question. (Jay 1981:30)
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Data collection and informants

The corpus on which this research is based consists of my own recordings (all of which are
non-scripted and naturally-occurring, written or audio) employed in the summers of 2009,
2014, and, more recently, in February 2019, in the capital city of Tunis, as well as in 2015
and 2016 in Bucharest, from SAT speakers who were born and raised in Tunis.

Other important sources for my corpus of recordings were written recordings that |
have been able to save from social networking websites and forums on the internet (as well
as dedicated websites for corpora collection like ArabeTunisien.com, Tunisiya.org, and
TuniCo). | then asked the help of SAT speakers to read the texts | found and thus I was
able to better understand some utterances | was struggling with from only their written
samples and was finally able to transliterate them properly.

I have also used some works consecrated to SAT and to Tunisian Arabic in general
to get a better picture of some morphology and syntax issues | had while trying to
transliterate my recordings, as well as for identifying terms | may have missed during my
field research (Cohen 1975; Singer 1984; Ritt 2004; Mion 2006, 2008, 2013; Ritt-
Benmimoun & Prochazka 2009; Prochazka 2018).

For the SAT samples | have utilized a phonemic transcription system and | used the
data | found on TuniCo (Linguistic dynamics in the Greater Tunis Area: a corpus-based
approach) to double-check the phonemes I’ve chosen for some of the words from the
examples provided in this paper.

The informants were of all ages (from teenagers to elderly people), with various
levels of education and formation. However, in almost all cases, the informants were male.
I was only able to hear women swearing in very few cases, as it almost never occurs in
general, especially outside of their homes, or in front of

Swear words related to body parts

In SAT the most frequent taboo words refer to body parts and the private areas (especially
the genitalia). These words are used in full-fledged swear expressions, but some of them
also act as stand-alone transmitters of inappropriate meanings and insults. The following
list indicates the swear words referring to body parts and bodily functions as found in my
corpus of recordings:

(1)  zibb “dick”
(1a) zibb-i, hi-ya, malla sije  htart-u

dick-1SG brother-1SG ~ what a topic  choose.2SG.PST-3SG.M
“fucking hell, bro, what a topic you’ve chosen...”

(1b)  wijh-ik Kif  zibb-i

face-2SG like  dick-1SG
“your face is ugly as fuck!”
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(1c)

(1e)

(1f)

(19)

(1h)

(1)
(1)

(1K)

)

(Im)

)
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w-nhibb nqul-ik inti thi't-ik Ki-zibb-i
and-PRS.want.1SG PRS.say.1SG-2SG 2SG  nature-2SG like-dick-1SG
“I gotta tell you [something], you’re a fucking asshole!”

§-bi-K, iz-zibb-i?
what-with-2SG DEF-dick-1SG
“What the fuck’s wrong with you?”

iz-zibb-i! ala?
DEF-dick-1SG  why
“Fuck! Why?”

f-as tashki ya  zibb-i ma-fhimt-ik-§
in-what PRS.speak.2SG VOC dick-1SG  NEG-understand.PST.1SG-2SG-NEG
“What the fuck are you saying, I didn’t understand you”

yidd-ik fi Zibb-i
hand-2SG in dick-1SG
“I don’t give a fuck”

yidd-ik “T don’t give a damn”

sayyib zibb-i!

IMP.release.2S5G dick-1SG

“Leave me the fuck alone!”

n*an din zibb-i!

curse religion dick-1SG

“God fucking damn it!”, “I’'m fucked!”

iZa hini, ya ST zibb-i
IMP.come.2SG here  VOC mister dick-1SG
“Come here, motherfucker!”

kassart I-i zibb-i
PST.break.25G for-1SG dick-1SG

“You fucking annoy me” (lit. “you broke my dick”)
zabb “dick”, a variant for zibb

zibb is probably the most frequent swear word used in Tunisian Arabic. It is

oftentimes utilized for expressing not only its denotative meaning, but its many connotative
meanings also. In (1a) it is used when someone is feeling desperate or miserable. In (1b)
and (1c) the term is used in comparisons to show that something is in a really bad situation
or it is ugly and undesirable. In (1e) and (1f) is used for expressing astonishment or surprise
or as a reaction to something unexpected, but mostly not desired. The example in (1g)
marks the fact that the situation is much more serious or sever than what it would normally
be. zibb-i, in (1h) has almost lost its meaning, being employed only to express “it does not
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matter”. As such, the entire expression can also be rendered in a shorter version, as in (1i).
There are other expressions with yidd-ik like: yidd-ik fi-I-ma‘sis (lit. “your hand in the little
one”) or yidd-ik fi-I-gadib (lit. “your hand in the penis”). The examples in (1j) and (1k)
showcase the fact that the term zibb replaces rizh, which is expected when referring to
oneself. In (1I) the term is used as a form of negative politeness and can only be employed
among friends with this connotation.

In the following examples, there are seven other recorded words for “penis” in SAT,
three for “buttocks”, five for “vagina” and one for each of the following: “testicle”,

% ¢ bt 13

“breast”, “clitoris”, “semen”, “feces”, and “urine”.
(3) ‘fasba “dick”, probably developed from Old Arabic ‘asib “tail bone (of the horse)”
(3a) vya fasba barra ihsi fi sorm-ik

VvVOC dick  out IMPfill.2SG in pussy-2SG
“You asshole, go fuck yourself!”

(3b) ya'tik ‘asha  li-k w li-1-‘aris w i
PRS.give.3SG.M  dick t0-2SG and to-DEF-groom and REL
yganni fi-ha w Mi  ktab-ha w i
PRS.sing.3SG.M-3SG.F and who write.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F and REL
laihan-ha

compose.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F
“Fuck you and the groom and the guy singing it and the one who wrote it and the
one who composed it.”

(3c) A: ma-ta‘ti-ni-s hwayza, hwayztin?
NEG-PRS.give.2SG-1SG-NEG thingy thingy-DU?
B: il-fagba!
DEF-dick

“A: Aren’t you going to give me a little something-something?
B: You fucking wish!”

(3c) is remarkable because it also indicates a completely connotative use of the term
‘asba, inferring that using it as an answer when someone asks for something, it becomes
synonymous with saying “I have nothing to give you” or “I will never give you anything.”.

(4) namm “dick”, etymology unknown.
a) hartu SUNNaya z0 nem a, a namme-i
4a) h gunndy Z p y _
put.PST.3PL song I love not, VOC dick-1SG
“The put a song that I don’t like, damn it!”
(4b)  sayybi-na Nhibbii nafraui wakad-na ya  namm-i

IMP.release.2PL-1PL  PRS.love.1PL PRS.be happy.1PL alone-1PL VOC dick-1SG
“Let us love and be happy on our own, God damn it!”
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(5) katla “dick™, cf. Old Arabic kutla “a chunk of meat”

(5a) yilzim-ik katla mta®  Zmal
PRS.have t0.3SG.M-2SG dick of camel
“you need a camel’s dick”

(6)  bassila “dick”

(6b) tawwa wallit tazki? ya'ti-kum bas¥iila
now  become.PRF.2SG? PRS.speak.2SG PRS.give.3SG.M-2PL dick
“Oh, so now you’re speaking? Fuck you (pl.)!”

(7)  ba‘bis “dick”

(7a) Skin-u ha-l-mba‘bis illi  yrapi fi  bal-u
who-3SG.M this-DEF-fucked-up  REL PRS.rap.3SG.M in head-3SG.M
“Who’s this fucker that raps in his head?”
mba‘bis is a participle derived from the verb ba‘bas - yba‘bis, which was formed in

its turn from ba'bus. Both the verb and the participle inherited the denotative meaning from

the noun term and developed accordingly.

(8) zannana “dick”

(9) fannana “dick”, cf. Old Arabic funn “reed straw”

(10  tirma “ass”, cf. Old Arabic taram “buttock” (Kazimirski 1944: 198)

(10a) wahid  ya'ti-hum triha &la tram-hum
One PRS.give.3SG.M-3PL spanking on asses-3PL
“Somebody [should] give them a spanking on their asses.”

(10b) barra a‘ti tarmit-ik fi  blasa uhra kalibga sorm-ik wsa’®
out IMP.give.2SG ass-2SG in place other.F caliber pussy-2SG wide
“Go and give your ass away someplace else, [more appropriate to the] caliber of your
wide pussy.”

(11) za'ka “ass”, cf Old Arabic za‘ka “tail of quadrupeds”

(12) bassasa “ass’< bass — ybiss “to fart”, lit. “farter”

(12) sorm “pussy”, “ass”, probably cf. Old Arabic sarm “rupture, cleavage”
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(12a) ya ‘asba  barra ahsi fi sorm-ik
VOC dick  out IMPfill.2SG in pussy-2SG
“You asshole, go fuck yourself!”

(13) za'b “pussy”, cf. Old Arabic gu‘b “part of the lower abdomen, from the navel to the
sacrum bone” (Kazimirski 1944: 298)

(13a) rufla ki-tgiil-ha nhibb-ik Za‘b-ha
girl when-PRS.say.2SG-3SG.F PRS.love.1SG-2S5G pussy-3SG.F
ywalli gadd  barmil

PRS.become.3SG.F size  barrel
“When you tell a girl ‘I love you’ her pussy becomes the size of a barrel.”

(14) zabbir “pussy”
na‘an zabbir umm-ik
curse.PST.3SG.M pussy mother-2SG
“God damn your mother’s pussy!”

(15) fIab “pussy™

(16) zukk “pussy”

(16a) fala" rabb-ak  hdit dtil fi 2ukk  il-mdina?
Why God-2SG take.PST.2SG  hotel in pussy DEF-town
sé degolas, blasa masha, ya zibb-i w mnayyika
it’s disgusting  place dirty VOC dick-1SG and  fucked

“Damn you, why did you book a hotel in the middle of the fucking town? It’s
disgusting, the place is dirty, god damn it, and fucked!”

(16a) is another example that conveys the connotative meaning of zukk “pussy”: that
of “center”, “middle”, but with a pejorative nuance. This does not seem to be totally
unrelated to the denotative meaning of the word, as the location of the vagina is central,
between the legs, thus using the term to suggest a metaphor for “middle”. Other languages

(17) bazzila — bzazil “tit — tits”

(17a) °nhibb narda‘ bzazil uht-ik
PRS.want.1SG PRS.suck.1SG tits sister-2SG
“I would like to suck your sister’s tits.”

(18) nina “clitoris”, probably cf. Old Arabic nina “dimple on the chin”
Snuwwa talhas fi Nitna hak?  ‘alas? rzal
what PRS.lick.2SG in clitoris that  why  men

L flab seems to have developed via the French Trompe de fallope, i.e. “the fallopian tube”, or the uterine
tube that is found in all female mammal reproductive systems.
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ma-fammas fi tunis  zabb

NEG-exist-NEG in Tunis dick

“What? You’re licking the clit like that? Why? There aren’t any men left in Tunis,
god damn it.”

(19) bza* “sperm”
(20)  hra “shit”
(20a) qul I-i ya ST I-hra
IMP.say.2SG for-1SG VOC mister DEF-shit
“Tell me, motherfucker.”
(20a) is frequently used in a “friendly” context, as a negative politeness strategy.

(21) bal “piss”

(22) kurza — krariz “testicle — testicles”, probably cf. Old Arabic kurz “shepherd’s bag”
(Kazimirski 1944: 883)

(22a) nfajt I-i krarz-i

Inflate.PST.2SG for-1SG balls-1SG

“You’re so fucking annoying!” (lit. “you swole my balls”)
Other swear words, not related to body parts
Most of the words in this second category refer to verbs that are considered inappropriate
or obscene. Some of these verbs are denominal, derived from nouns referring to other taboo
concepts and terms. The most productive root here is n-y-k, which gives room to meanings
such as “fuck”, “fucker”, “fucked”, etc.
(22) sisa “blowjob”, a metaphor of s$isa “hookah, bottle of narghile”
(23) sayyas - ysayyis “to give a blowjob”< $isa
(23) sayyas I-i Zibb-i

IMP.suck.2SG  for-1SG dick-1SG

“Give me a blowjob!”

(24) rad‘a “blowjob”

(24a) rda‘ - yarda® “to suck”
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(24) arda* I-i zibb-i
IMP.suck.2SG  for-1SG dick-1SG
“Suck my dick!”

(25) nak — ynik “to fuck”

(25a) taw" nnik -ik il-‘ars W-il-gabila
now PRS.fuck.1SG for-25G DEF-tribe and-DEF-trive
w-il-fadila mta‘-ik

and-DEF-vritue 0of-2SG
“I’'m going to fuck your tribe and your family and your fucking virtues”

(25b) fand-i wahid sahb-i fand-u apagey  foté  bahi, tawwa
POSS-1SG one  friend-1SG POSS-3SG.M machine photo good now
nzibi-h nnikii-h rwah-na  wahad-na mus  hir?

PRS.bring.1PL PRS.fuck.1PL selves-1PL alone-1PL NEG better
“I have a friend who has a good photo camera, we’ll bring it and fucking use it
ourselves, isn’t it better?”

(25c) wa/la  wsalt tlata  bakweét fi-n-nahar nitkayyif
by God arrive.PST.1SGthree packs in-DEF-day = PRS.smoke.1SG
zilz nogmal w waqt illi fi-1-11l fand-i
two normally and time REL in-DEF-night POSS-1SG
sahriyya, disko, walla haza, ’nzid ’nnik bako

party disco or thing PRS.continue.1SG PRS.fuck.1SG pack
ahar ya Zibb-i

other VOC dick-1SG

“I swear, I ended up [smoking] three packs a day, I smoke two normally and, when
I have a party or disco or something else in the night, I continue to fucking smoke
another pack, God damn it!”

In (25b) and (25c¢) the verb “to fuck” is used with the connotative meanings of
“doing” or “performing” an activity. Instead of saying “we’ll use the camera”, the SAT
speaker literally said “we’ll fuck the camera” in (25b), while the speaker in (25¢) preferred
“I continue to fuck a pack [of cigarettes]”, instead of simply saying “I continue to smoke a
pack [of cigarettes]”. In both cases, the pragmatic reason for choosing the swear word is
to imply the seriousness of the situations. Nonetheless, the verb nak would have never
appeared in any of the abovementioned occurrences, had the speakers been in close
proximity to older people or their parents.

(26) nayyak — ynayyik “to be fucked”, probably developed from tnayyak — ytnayyak,
where the prefix t- has been assimilated into the verb form

(26a) ma-tqil-ha-s ana pgofesyonel,  ra-ni
NEG-PRS.say.2SG-3SG.F-NEG ~ 1SG professional ~ PART-1SG
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(27)
(28)

(28b)

(29)

(30)

(1)
(32)

(32a)

(33)

(33a)

GABRIEL BITUNA

ma-na‘raf-s nsawwir nayyik
NEG-PRS.know.1SG-NEG PRS.take photo.1SG IMP.be fucked.2SG
“Don’t tell her I’'m a professional, I don’t know how to take fucking photos!”

barra  nik il-umm mta® umm-ik ya  mnayyak
out IMP.fuck.2SG DEF-mother of  mother-2SG VOC fucked
“Go fuck your grandma, motherfucker!”

nayyak “fucker”, “homosexual”

taffar “pedophile”

ra-hu razil  taffar, nayyak fi miihh-u
PART-3SG.M man  pedophile fucker in brain-3SG.M
“He’s a pedophile, fucked up in the head.”

mibiin “homosexual”, pl. mwabna

w ba‘dik nwallt ana kaddab ya mibiin

and after PRS.become.1SG 1SG  liar VOC homosexual
w twallt inti kaddab ma‘-ya w barra
and PRS.become.25G 25G  liar with-1SG and out
fad ywallf  fil'm séks

S0 PRS.become.3SG.M  movie sex

“And afterwards I’'m gonna be called a lier, you fucker and you’re gonna be called a
liar together with me and soon after it will all become a fucking nightmare.”

tahhan “homosexual”,a metaphor developed from the root ¢-4-n “to grind”
gakba “whore”. This term has given the

tquhub -yitquhub “to fuck around”, “to joke around”. Denominal verb, developed
from ga/ba, probably from the denotative meaning of “acting like a whore”.

‘attay “homosexual”, a metaphor from the denotative meaning of the term,“giver”

na3rif asl-ik m'n-in ya mibiin,
PRS.know.1SG origin-2SG from-where VOC homosexual,
min bant  ‘attay

from people homosexual
“I know your origin, you faggot, son of faggots!”

The discrepancy between the classical utterance banu ...(indicates the family origin

or heritage), with which someone can take pride in, and the shock given by the combination
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of this classical utterance and such an inappropriate term makes this utterance weigh even
more heavily on the listener.

(34) binita “handjob”, probably from Spanish bonita “pretty”

(34a) ra-hu yazbid bunita
PART-3SG.M  PRS.pull.3SG.M handjob
“He’s jerking off.”

(35) tahra I-i fi-h
PRS.shit.2SG  for-1SG in-3SG.M
“I don’t give a fuck

Final remarks

Although the list of curse words in SAT presented throughout this study is, by far, not
complete, it still manages to showcase the versatility of some of these taboo terms. The
most productive ones were the words referring to the penis and the verb used to indicate
the act of sexual intercourse, showing that the society in which these swear words are used,
is not only a patriarchal society, but, more than anything, one that is dominated by
“machoism” and the need of men to step up and call attention to themselves by resorting
to foul language.
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1Y) Cugih DA e (30 shal) aie LilaYy) cyya
INSULT INDICATIONS IN THE TOUAREGS' SOCIETY
THROUGH RITUAL PERFORMANCES

Sl 3593 e
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Abstract. Disparage, cursing and verbal abuse are among the discarded topics, or which society tries to avoid,
to say the least. The Tuaregs share with numerous other societies their interest in the Word and its purpose.
They know that it more painful than a strong hit that causes physical pain. The saying "Wounds do heal while
the Word doesn't" (Tazza sboussen Wer Tozza toyna) may be an indication of the word impact on its hearer if
it is "bad" or hurtful. Slander affects individuals, men or women, and tribes as well. It collectively harms these
hierarchical societies governed by relationships that balance between seriousness and humor. The latter is
nothing but an essence of a wind-proof of the painful events witnessed by the society. It allows transformation
of social pains into outlets through which harmony could be achieved and embarrassing situations could be
avoided. We try, through the proverbs, poems and various tales, to limit the words and forms of curse and insult
within the Tuaregs, by focusing on ritualistic cursing through the pertaining poems and songs, which has
become prohibited topics except in rare situations with heavy reservations. That is because poets quitted
sarcasm until it became prohibited due to its impact on individuals and groups, propagation rapidity of songs
and poems and the lightning-like memorization, transmission and broadcast of such songs and poems.
Keywords: curse, sarcasm, Tuareg, poems, songs, seriousness, humor, power.
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GROS MOTS AND CURSES IN ASGHAR FARHADI’S MOVIES

ADELA CHIRU

University of Bucharest

Abstract. People use gros mots and curses in their everyday life in order to express their feelings of anger,
dissatisfaction, frustration, and even their humor. In this study we provide an insight into the gros mots and
curse utterances in the Iranian cinema. For this purpose we have chosen the most iconic movies of Asghar
Farhadi (About Elly, A Separation, The Salesman), then we have extracted the gros mots used in the movies
and classified them into tables based on the characters’ utterances. A literal translation and its equivalent in
English are also provided. The aim of the study is to present some gros mots used in Iranian culture and to
prove whether female or male characters make more use of this kind of language in Asghar Farhadi’s movies
and also if the same amount of swear words is used by different social class members or not.

Keywords: gros mots, curse words, Iran, Asghar Farhadi, Iranian movies.

Introduction

Gros mots (sing. dosnam) and curse words (sing. [ ’anat) have been used in the past and are
still being used in the present. It doesn’t matter the gender, the age or the place people come
from, we all curse and use “bad language” in our day-to-day life. Jay (1992) believes that
gros mots are inevitably used in everyday language and they are indeed a psychological
phenomenon. The first recorded cases of swearing and cursing words are attributed to the
Ancient Egyptians and have been used for many years verbally before they were finally
recorded in the form of written language. (Ljung, 2011)

In Iranian culture gros mots are a delicate subject to approach, since in a conservative
and religious society, swearing is considered as something that should be avoided because
of its offensive, vulgar, indecent or blasphemous side.

Swearing is a form of expression and even if swearing is discouraged, Iranians still
use bad language in order to express their feelings of anger, frustration, surprise, hatred,
and dissatisfaction of a situation. With modernity and capitalism from the West penetrating
the Iranian culture, lately there is a stronger influence remarked in people’s language.
Iranians tend to adopt more and new gros mots in their daily conversations and they tend
to swear quite frequently, without paying attention to the “norms” of the society. This can
be seen in Iranian movies too. After the 1979 Revolution, the cinema industry of Iran faced
many upside-downs and restrictions were imposed on many subjects tackled in the movies.
During Seyyed Mohammad Khatami’s presidency and after that, Iranian cinema developed
due to more tolerant views in cultural and political fields. (Issari, 1999)
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This study aims to present and analyze the use of gros mots and curses in some
Iranian movies. For this purpose, three of Asghar Farhadi’s post-revolutionary movies were
selected: About Elly, A Separation, The Salesman. The screenplay of the three movies also
belongs to Asghar Farhadi. The characters of the movies belong mostly to the upper-middle
class of the Iranian society, but people from the lower class are also portrayed in the movies.

The questions raised by this study are:

1. Which are the gros mots and curses used in the three movies?

2. Who uses more gros mots? Men or women?

3. Are the characters from the lower social class using more gros mots than the ones

from the upper-middle class?

Discussion

In the present inquiry, after the gros mots were extracted from the three movies, they were
classified into tables based on the characters utterances, they were translated literally and
then their equivalent in English was provided. Persian to Persian dictionaries as Sokhan
(Anvari, 1393) and Dehkhoda (Dehxoda, 1390) and English to Farsi and Farsi to English
Aryanpur dictionary (Aryanpur Kasani, 1390) were looked up for double check of the word
meanings. After the aforementioned classification, we tried to identify whether men or
women use more gros mots and swear words in the three selected movies. Gender
differentiation has an important role in using gros mots and curse words, as women and
men express their feelings differently and, according to Bird and Harris (1990), men are
more likely to swear in comparison with women when frustrated or angry.

In what follows, a short summary of the movies will be provided. We will also make
reference to the characters of the movies (their gender and to which class of the society
they belong) and then we will provide a brief analysis of the utterances and by whom they
are delivered. It is to mention that even if the characters’ utterances are currently being
used in Iran, the findings of the study may not reflect the actual Iranian society in general,
but only the realm of the three movies and, in consequence, some aspects of the Iranian
upper-middle class and lower class.

Movie 1. About Elly

The first selected movie was About Elly (2009), a tragic-drama film. As the movie begins,
a group of educated young Iranians belonging to the upper-middle class are driving out of
Tehran in order to spend their weekend in the North of Iran by the Caspian Sea. When they
arrive at the destination they find out that the villa they wanted to rent for the weekend was
available only for one night. It turns out that Sepideh, the female character who organized
the trip, knew about this. They move to another villa, near the beach. Sepideh has invited
Elly, her daughter’s kindergarten teacher, to their trip, in order to present her to Ahmad, a
friend who came for a week from Germany and who recently divorced a German woman.
Sepideh lies again when she wants to rent the other villa, telling to the woman in charge
that Elly and Ahmad were newlyweds. Elly does not feel comfortable about this but she
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does not share her feelings with anyone. In fact her personality is different from the group
and she dowsnt fit there. While Sepideh and her friends were trying to match her up with
Ahmad and making jokes about that, Elly seems not to like it, but again, she does not say
anything about this. When the group arrives at the villa, Elly tries to phone her mother but
there is no signal on the beach, so Ahmad takes her to the village so she can have a mobile
phone connection. When calling her mother, we find out that she does not tell the truth
about her coming to the Caspian Sea, she tells her mother that she came with her colleagues
from the kindergarten. On the way back to the villa, Elly’s phone rings and she does not
answer, telling to Ahmad that she knows the number and she will call back later. The next
day, the group plays around the beach, two of the women go to the grocery and at one point
Elly remains to take care of the children. The sequence interrupts and suddenly we see one
of the kids screaming and calling for help, as one of the boys is drowning. After saving the
kid, they discover that Elly is missing too, but they do not know if she drowned in the sea
trying to save the boy or she left without telling anyone as she previously insisted to go
back to Tehran, but Sepideh didn’t allow her to leave before the weekend was over. In the
following scenes the group finds out that Elly had actually a fiancé, but she wanted to break up
with him. The fiancé appears and the action continues on whether to tell him the truth or not.

The characters:

Table 1. About Elly movie characters

Name and role in the movie Gender Social class
Sepideh Female Upper-middle class
the main character, the one who brings Elly to the group
Elly Female Upper-middle class
The main character, who drowns
Ahmad Male Upper-middle class
Sepideh’s friend who comes from Germany- Elly’s
suitor
Amir Male Upper-middle class
Sepideh’s husband
Shohreh Female Upper-middle class
Sepideh’s friend
Peyman Male Upper-middle class
Sepideh’s friend
Naazi Female Upper-middle class
Sepideh’s friend
Manouchehr Male Upper-middle class
Sepideh’s friend
The old woman Female Lower class
The person in charge with the villas
Elly’s fiancé Male Upper-middle class
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As seen above, there are five female characters in the movie and five male characters.
Beside the old woman from the North of Iran, who seems to belong to the lower class, the
other nine characters belong to the upper-middle class of the society.

In the table below (Table 2), the gros mots utterances of the characters, their literal
translations and their pragmatic translation will be provided.

Table 2. Gros mots and curses used in the movie About Elly

Charact | Grosmots and curses Literal translation Pragmatic equivalence
ers extracted from the
movie
Amir xoda [’anatet kone, [God damn you, Sepideh!] God damn you, Sepideh!
Sepide!
gur-e baba-ye man! [grave father me] The hell with my father!
goh zadi be hameci! [shit you put at everything!] | You fucked up
everything!
naSendxti in divune ro? | [haven’t you met this She drives me out of my
crazy?] mind!
¢e marget-e 10! [what your death is you?] What is wrong with you?
kesafat! [dirt/filth] You bastard!
doxtar-e bi sare! [girl headless] She’s worthless
Peyman | in xol-e! [this crazy is!] She’s crazy!
tul-e sag! [puppy dog] Whelp
tu alman kuft koni [in Germany you suffer] Pig-out in Germany!
in c¢i-ye divune! [this what is crazy!] What is this, you crazy!
mesl-e bace-ye adam [like child people describe] Tell us clearly
t’arif kon! [messes around] He messes around
ver mire! [an embellishment was] It was nonsense
ye mozaxraf bud. [this shit | am that | am] I am a piece of shit
hamin gohi-am ke
hastam.
Ey baba! Goh be in [oh, father! Shit on this Oh man! The hell with
Sans! chance!] this bad luck!
Ahmad | xar tu xar-e [donkey inside donkey is] It’s fucked up
Xar tu xariha-ye talag [donkey inside donkeys The troubles of my
baziha-ye man divorce games my] divorce
Sepideh | xak bar saret! [ earth be on your head] May you die!
hi¢ qalati ham nakardi! | [any mistake as well didn’tdo] | You didn’t do anything!
zahr-e mar! [ venom snake] Shut the fuck up!
gur-e baba-ye man! [grave father me] The hell with my father!
kesafat! [dirt)/[filth] You bastard!
Elly xak bar saram! [earth on my head] Dammit!
The old | elahi bemiram! [divine I die] May god kill me!
lady
Elly’s | olag! [donkey] You moron!
fiancé ‘avazi! (2) [false],[wrong] You asshole!
Naazi xol Sodam [crazy | became] | messed up!
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As the data presented in the table above show, eight out of ten characters of the
movie use “bad language”. There are four female and four male characters swearing or
cursing, but the number of male characters gros mots utterances is higher than that of
female gros mots utterances. The intensity of the utterances is also different. For example,
Elly who seems to be a shy and more reserved character in the movie, only uses one
swearing expression, that is xak bar saram, which means “Dammit!”, whereas Sepideh,
who seems to be a nasty and rebellious woman, uses more gros mots with a higher intensity,
like, for example, gur-e baba-ye man!, which means “The hell with my father!”. This kind
of expression she resorts to is used when someone is very angry and wants to look stronger
than the person whom he/she is confronting. Sepideh also uses zahr-e mar! when she argues
with her husband; moreover, the meaning of the expression is “Shut the fuck up”, which in
Iranian culture requires a little bit of courage to say in front of a man. Peyman is the
character who uses the higher number of gros mots and in some instances in the movie
when he argues with his wife, he says hamin gohi-am ke hastam. His wife disapproves of
his acts, so he admits that he “is a piece of shit” and she should go on with it. This kind of
utterance is made when someone is nervous and angry and he/she wants to end the
argument but in the same time he/she wants the opponent to agree with his/her state of
being or his/her state of mind. In this way, he/she will be situated at a higher level than
his/her opponent when ending the fight. A common swear word used both by Amir and
Sepideh is kesafat, which means “You bastard” and is used when the above-mentioned
characters are angry and very irritated. The old lady who is in charge with the villas uses
only a curse idiom, namely elahi bemiram!, which means “May God kill me!”, but which
is used more in a sympathetic way than actually when cursing someone. In fact, in Iranian
culture, the expression is used when someone feels pity for someone else and, instead of
cursing the trigger of the situation, curses himself/herself because he/she wants to be in the
other one’s place. This may suggest that elder people usually are not used to pronounce
swear words, but using curse utterances is a more common way to express their feelings
when faced with unpleasant events. So, in the movie About Elly, the characters from the
upper-middle class, even if they belong to a more educated area, tend to use gros mots
frequently. Considering the fact that there was only one character from the lower class and
the old woman’s presence was occasional in the movie, a comparison between the lower
class’ use of gros mots and that of the middle class’ one would be irrelevant in this case.

Movie 2. A Separation

The second movie is A Separation (2011), also a tragic-drama film. Asghar Farhadi won
an Oscar Prize for this movie (2012, Best Foreign Language Film). The story is about a
married couple and their teenager daughter. The characters are mostly from the upper-
middle class, but there are also characters from the lower class of the Iranian society in the
movie. As the movie begins, we see Nader and Simin in front of the judge, with Simin
asking for her husband’s divorce. Simin actually wants to travel abroad, but Nader doesn’t
accept because he wants to take care of his father who has Alzheimer’s. So Simin proposes
him either to give her the divorce, or to let their daughter accompany her. Nader accepts
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neither of the two proposals, so Simin leaves to her parents’ home waiting for Nader to
change his mind. The crisis begins when Nader hires a young woman named Razieh to take
care of his father while he and his daughter are not at home. Razieh belongs to the lower
class. Her husband is a typical Iranian lower class traditional man who, after losing many
jobs, doesn’t manage to find one, so he has many debts and “visits” a lot the prison. As she
struggles to earn money, Razieh does not tell her husband that she works for Nader, because
he would not allow her to do that. One day when Nader comes home earlier than usual,
he finds his father tied up to the bed and Razieh absent. When she comes back, he fires
her, accusing her also of stealing money from the house. Razieh, who is pregnant,
accuses him of pushing her down the stairs and causing her a miscarriage. The plot
continues with proving who lies and who says the truth about the incidents.

The characters:

Table 3. A Separation movie characters

Name and role in the movie Gender Social class
Nader Male Upper-middle class
The main character and Simin’s husband
Simin Female | Upper-middle class
The main character and Nader’s wife
Termeh Female | Upper-middle class
Nader and Simin’s daughter
Razieh Female Lower class
The charlady
Somayeh Female Lower class
The charlady’s daughter
Hojjat Male Lower class
The charlady’s husband
Azam Female Lower class
The charlady’s sister-in-law
The judge Male Upper-middle class

As illustrated in the table above, there are five female characters in the movie and
three male characters. Four of them are from the upper-middle class and four of them
belong to the lower class of the society.

In the table below (Table 4), the gros mots utterances of the characters, their literal
translations, and their pragmatic translation will be provided.
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Table 4. Gros mots and curses used in the movie A Separation

Characters Gros mots and curses Literal translation Pragmatic equivalence
extracted from the movie
Razieh az kudum guri lebas biaram! | [from which grave How the hell should I
clothes | bring] find you clothes?!
Nader bi Saraf! [without honor] You scum!/ You trash!
bar pedaret! [on your father] Damn your father!
un ru-ye sag-e mano dari [that face dog mine You’re driving me
miari bala! you are upraising] crazy!
bi vogdan! [unscrupulous] Unscrupulous
¢e mi-dunam kudum guri [what I know which How could | know
rafte! grave did she go] Where the hell did she
go?!
mozaxraf mige! [embellishments says] | She talks nonsense!
mard-e hesabi! [man respectable] You’re shameless!
galat mi-kone! [mistake he makes] He fucked up!
to kudum guri budi [in which grave were Where the hell have you
you?] been?
Somayeh | Soside ru xodes [He pissed on himself] | He has pissed his pants.
Azam maraz dastin umadin inga?! | [illness have you come | Are you insane to come
here?!] here?!
galat kardam! [mistake | made] | fucked up!
Hojat kesafat! [dirt]/[filth] You bastard!
baceha-ye ma tul-e sagan? [children our puppy Our children aren’t
dogs are?] dog’s offsprings!
bi xod rafte! [needlessly she left] She made a mistake that
she left
mesl-e sag andaxtan-am [like a dog they threw | They fired me bluntly
birun me out]
boro gom So besin xune! [go get lost stay home] | Go fuck yourself!
bi saraf [without honor] You scum!/ You trash!
goh mi-xori! [shit you eat] You are full of shit!
gur-e pedar-e man [grave father mine] The hell with my father!
‘alaf [weed] You’re good for
nothing!
Simin gur-e baba-ye xareg [grave father abroad] The hell with overseas!
gur-e pedar-e talag [grave father divorce] | The hell with the
divorce!
man galat kardam! [I mistake made] I fucked up!
mesl-e adam harf bezan! [like a human being Say clearly what you
talk] mean!

The table above shows that, in A Separation, six out of eight characters use gros
mots. Four of them are females and two of them are males. One of the females belongs to
the upper-middle class and the other three (which include an eight year old girl), belong to
the lower class. One of the males belongs to the upper-middle class and the other one to
the lower class of the society. So it is obvious that in this movie, the gros mots belonging
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to the lower class are expected to be more used than the ones emanating from the upper-
middle class. The males also are the ones who swear the most, and Hojjat and Nader have
the same number of swear utterances. The swear words used both by Hojjat and Nader are
bi Saraf, which means “You scum!” or “You trash!”; in Persian language people use it
when someone is angry and regards his opponent as an unhonorable and despicable person.
Hojjat and Simin use frequently expressions in which gur-e pedar is common. Gur-e pedar
in Persian means “The hell with...” and it is used mostly when disapproving of something.
Qalat kardam (which means “I fucked up”) is uttered by both Azam and Simin; in Iranian
culture this imprecation is used when the one who delivers the utterance repents for
something that he/she has done and he/she wants to end the quarrel, also placing him/her
at a higher position in the quarrel. Razieh’s daughter, Somayeh, when telling her mother
that Nader’s father urinated in his pants, she says it in a rude manner, that is Soside ru xodes,
which means “he has pissed his pants”. Hojjat makes use of words that have deep meaning in
Iranian Islamic culture: mesl-e sag andaxtan-am birun (which literally means [like dog they
threw me away]) and baceha-ye ma tul-e sagan? (which means “our children aren’t offsprings
of a dog”).

According to religious beliefs, dogs are unclean and filthy and they are seen by the
majority of the lower class people as unsacred and untouchable animals. The subject of
owning a dog or touching it is controversial and also usually misunderstood in Iran, thus
we will not enter into details, but exactly the fact that it is a controversial subject makes an
animal like a dog to be seen as something very bad, thus the aim of uttering that kind of
insults is to look down and discredit the one the expression is addressed to. So, when using
the expressions quoted above, Hojjat wants to appear in the position of a victim. Because
he was thrown away like a dog from his job, it is obvious that he thinks that they discredited
him and his hard work was not appreciated because he did not belong to another society
class and when he talks about his miscarried child, he seems to accuse Nader of not valuing
and ignoring them for coming from a poor family. Because of that, Nader eventually pushed
Razieh down the stairs causing her miscarrying her child, who, as Hojjat states, is not an
“offspring of a dog”. In one of the scenes, when Azam wants to show Nader and Simin that
they made a mistake by coming to the hospital when Razieh had the miscarriage, Azam
asks maraz dastin umadin inga? and the literal translation is [illness did you have you came
here?] whereas what she wanted to say was “were you insane to come here?”

Movie 3. The Salesman

The Salesman (2016), like the other two movies, is a drama. Moreover, it won an Oscar
Prize for Best Foreing Language Film (2017) and also other important distinctions in the
cinema industry. The movie has in the front row two main characters, Emad and Rana,
from the upper-middle social class. After their apartment collapses, Rana and Emad are
forced to find another place to live. Emad is a school teacher, but he and his wife work also
in the theatre. Babak, their colleague at the theatre, finds another apartment for them. The
intrigue begins when, one night, Rana is home alone, expecting Emad to come. She opens
the door for him without asking who is at the door and she starts to have a bath. In the next
scene we see Emad coming home and blood on the stairs and in the bathroom. He rushes
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to the hospital and we find out that Rana was assaulted by an intruder, who appears to be
the lover of the previous tenant of the apartment, a prostitute, as the neighbors reveal. When
they come back home, Emad finds traces of the attacker (car key, mobile phone, money,
etc.). Even if Rana suffers a trauma from the event, the two do not talk to the police, but
Emad tries to make justice on his own. Consequently he finally traces the truck belonging
to the attacker and goes after him. It becomes apparent that the attacker was a married old
man. In order to enact his revenge, Emad asks the old man’s family to come to their previous
apartment where he is expecting them in company with the attacker and he wants the old man
to tell his family the truth.

The characters:

Table 5. The Salesman movie characters

Name and role in the movie Gender | Social class

Emad Male Upper-middle
Main character and Rana’s husband - school teacher - theatre actor class

Rana Female | Upper-middle
Main character and Emad’s wife - theatre actress class

Kati Female | Upper-middle
Theatre actress class

Sanam Female | Upper-middle
Theatre acress class

Majid Male Upper-middle
Theatre actor class

Babak Male Upper-middle
Theatre actor - the one who finds the apartment for Emad and Rana class
The student Male N/A

Emad’s neighbor Male Middle class
Driver Male N/A

Mansour Male Middle class

The old man - Rana’s attacker

Mansour’s future groom Male Middle class

Mansour’s wife Female Middle class

Mansour’s daughter Female | Middle class

As it can be seen in the table above, there are five female characters in the movie
and eight male characters. Six of them belong to the upper-middle class, Emad’s neighbor
seems to be from the middle class and Rana’s attacker and his family seem to be from the
middle or lower class. The position of Mansour is ambiguous, since he doesn’t own a job
and sells clothes at night in his future groom’s truck, which puts them in the lower class,
but their appearance in the movie and their way of clothing and behaving is closer to the
middle social class. So we will refer to Mansour and his family as belonging to the middle
class. There are two characters who appear occasionally in the movie (Emad’s student and
the driver who insults Emad for his bad driving). Thus, due to the lack of information about
their status, their social class is difficult to be established.
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In the table below (Table 6), the gros mots utterances of the characters, their literal
translations and their pragmatic translation will be provided.

Table 6. Gros mots and curses used in the movie The Salesman

Characters Gros mots and curses Literal Translation Pragmatic
extracted from the movie equivalence
Kati xak bar saram! [earth on my head] Dammit!

Sanam maraz! [sickness] You’re sick!

Majid galat kardam! [mistake | made] | fucked up!

Babak bace naso [child do not become] Don’t be a child!
gur-e madar-e to [grave your mother] Fuck your mother!
martike-ye harze! [man immoral] Mother fucker!

Emad ‘avazi [false]/[ wrong] Asshole!
mard-e hesabi [man respectable] You shameless!
man Ce qalati bayad [what mistake should | What the hell should |
bokonam?! make] do?!

Ce xaki bayad be saram [What earth should on What the hell should |

mi-rixtam? my head have poured] have done?

naqola! [naughty] Naughty

mozaxraf [embellishment] Nonsense

Soql-e I'anati [job damn] Damned job

I’anat be to [damn on you] Damn you!

to adam-e bi $’ori hasti [you human being You are a jackass!

martike-ye harze! unreasonable are]

veki az in bi hame ciza [the man who immoral] Mother fucker!
[one of these lacking An immoral person
everything]

martike [the man who] Asshole

damad-e bi Saraf-e Soma | [groom unhonorable Your unhonorable
yours] groom

Emad’s bi namus [unhonorable] Unhonorable
neighbour

Driver ‘avazi! [false]/[wrong] Asshole!

olag! [donkey] You moron!

The table above shows that seven out of thirteen characters of the movie use gros
mots and curses. Two of them are female, whilte the other five are male characters. Rana,
the main character of the movie, does not use gros mots. Five of the persons uttering swear
words are from the upper-middle class, Emad’s neighbor belongs to the middle class and,
as previously stated, the driver insulting Emad is impossible to be associated with a specific
social class. Emad uses the higher number of gros mots and the most intense expressions
uttered by him are to ddam-e bi $’6ri hasti (You are a jackass), directed to Rana’s attacker,
and martike-ye harze! (Mother fucker!). Babak also uses the last expression; in fact there
is a swearing exchange on the stage between Emad and Babak, which for the audience
seems to be between the characters in the theatre, but in reality Emad has lost control on
the play lines and took his anger out on Babak on the stage for not letting him know about
the previous tenant of the apartment who seemed to be a prostitute. Emad somewhere uses
the expression mard-e hesabi, which normally is used with positive connotation and means
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“a respectable and honorable man”, but in this context, has the opposite connotation: in
Emad’s view, Babak is “‘a shameless person”. In another situation, when Emad says ndgola
when talking to Sadra, who is the son of one of his colleagues from the theatre, it means
"you naughty". This is a proof of friendship and closeness between Emad and Sadra.
Martike literally means “the man who”, but in reality it has a bad connotation in Persian
because it means “an immoral person”, “an immoral man”. As the tables above show, it
can be stated that, in The Salesman, the members of the upper-middle class use more gros
mots than the middle class members. Also, people from the lower social class are not

portrayed in this movie.
Conclusion

The results of the study confirm the fact that even if in the Iranian society the use of gros
mots and curses is highly discouraged, mostly on religious principles, Iranian people still
use swear words to express their feelings of anger, frustration, dissatisfaction or even their
humor, as reflected in the tables above. From the three movies analyzed in the paper, it can
be concluded that male characters use substantially more swear words as compared to the
female characters. Only one of the female characters is more “daring”: Sepideh. In the
Iranian culture and tradition, men are mostly seen as the “tough” , whereas women are
meant to be “sensitive” ones, tending to apply more refined and polite language than men,
in order to act as society expects them: that means to behave femininely and avoid any
rough, crude, and impolite language. Thus Sepideh manages to break the limits and the
stereotypes of the Iranian society. Also, as shown by Table 1-6, elder people tend to use
curse words instead of gros mots. Concerning the classification of utterances based on
social classes, the subject could be analyzed only in the movie A Separation, due to the fact
that in the movie About Elly only one character was belonging to the lower class, while the
other ones were connected to the upper-middle class; in the movie The Salesman none of
its characters acttually belongs to the lower class. However, we have been able to
demonstrate that in the movie A Separation, the utterances containing curses and gros mots
are mostly related to the members of the lower class of the Iranian society, which means to
less educated people, with “lower chances for a good living”.
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Abstract. The system of verbal impoliteness in Maghrebi dialects of Arabic (as in any given language), far
from being random, is governed by principles that have successfully been described by Brown and Levinson
(1987). These principles revolve around the two concepts of positive and negative face, which are in turn rooted
in the ideas concerning the nature of our social persona, of honor, virtue, shame and redemption that are
common to all cultures (D’Anna 2014: 13). For this reason, (im)politeness has alternatively been considered as
“... a kind of residue from our earlier ritually dominated forms of public life” or, in contrast, as “... a model or
prototype for other kinds of ritual (Brown and Levinson 1987: 44).” This paper analyzes the verbal strategies
employed in verbal impoliteness by speakers of Maghrebi dialects, investigating the link between curses,
profanities and the ritual usage of words, with particular reference to magic and religion.

Keywords: dialectology, linguistics, Maghrebi Arabic, verbal politeness, curses, insults.

1. Introduction

Curses and profanities are part of the more general phenomenon of verbal politeness, which
has been described in Brown & Levinson (1987). Systems of verbal politeness and
impoliteness are a language universal, which means that no currently spoken or extinct
language is known where politeness and impoliteness are not verbally expressed (D’Anna
2014b: 27). Brown and Levinson’s seminal work successfully provided a theoretical
framework that is able to account for both the universality of the phenomenon and the culture-
bound diversity of its outer manifestations. In doing so, the two scholars resorted to the
anthropological concepts of face and face-wants, first elaborated by Erving Goffman:

Central to our model is a highly abstract notion of “face” which consists of two
specific kinds of desires (“face-wants™) attributed by interactants to one another: the
desire to be un-impeded in one’s actions (negative face), and the desire (in some
respects) to be approved of (positive face). This is the bare bones of a notion of face
which (we argue) is universal, but which in any particular society we would expect to
be the subject of much cultural elaboration (Brown & Levinson 1987: 13).

Around the two concepts of face and face-wants, Brown and Levinson set up the
theory of a universal symbolism of exchange (D’Anna 2014: 11). In his social life, man is
constantly torn between the contrasting needs of fulfilling his personal goals and of
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preserving his social relations. A countless number of acts that are part of our everyday
life, in fact, inevitably threaten our interlocutors’ face-wants. Simple requests, for instance,
threaten the addressee’s freedom of action (negative face), while criticism and
disagreement potentially damage the positive image that he has of himself (positive face).
Speech acts that threaten the addressee’s positive or negative face are consequently labelled
as face-threatening acts (FTAs) (Brown & Levinson 1987: 65-68). A complete abstention
from performing FTAs, however, would obviously result in a complete paralysis of human
social interaction. At this point, verbal politeness steps in, providing speakers with face-
redress strategies that enable them to pursue their goals without jeopardizing the network
of their social relations (Brown & Levinson 1987: 70).

The greatest part of Brown and Levinson’s work, then, is devoted to the description
of the strategies employed in different cultures to redress FTAs. When a given culture (e.g.
the American one) tends to value personal freedom higher than group membership or
solidarity, face-redress strategies will hinge upon negative politeness. The Arab culture, on
the contrary, has a system that heavily leans toward the satisfaction of positive face-wants,
which form the greatest part of its redress strategies (D’ Anna 2014b: 29).

The system of redress strategies, however, is of very limited interest for the present
paper, which is concerned with those acts that intentionally destroy the addressee’s face,
i.e. curses and insults. An exhaustive description of courses and insults in Maghrebi Arabic
dialects is contained in D’Anna (2014). Insults “... explicitly and deliberately aim to
damage and denigrate the positive image that the addressee has of himself” (D’ Anna 2014:
210), and they can target a wide range of objects, synthetically listed below:!

I. Insults related to physical aspect and bodily defects;
Il. Insults related to moral qualities;
I1l. Insults comparing the target to animals;
IV. Racist insults;
V. Insults related to the target’s religion;
VI. Insults targeting the addressee’s family;
VII. Insults containing four letter words.

Curses, on the other hand, can be defined as:

... a wish expressed verbally for something bad to befall a certain person or object.
[...] Curses may or may not take the form of a prayer. Not every expression of a wish
is a prayer. It is a prayer if God is addressed either directly or indirectly to fulfil the
wish (Masliya 2001: 268).

D’Anna (2014) also includes a list of the most common targets of curses in Maghrebi
Arabic dialects, reported below:?
I. Curses against the target;

1 D’Anna 2014: 211. The following pages contain a thorough description and wide exemplification of
the different categories of insults.
D’Anna 2014: 229. The following pages contain a thorough description and wide exemplification of
the different categories of curses.
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Il. Curses against the target’s religion;
I1l. Curses against the target’s family;
IV. Curses against the target’s property;
V. Death and ill-wishes;
VI. Curses involving body parts and obscenities.

The present paper will not discuss in detail the different types of objects that can be
targeted by curses and insults, a through description being provided in D’Anna (2014). It
will, on the other hand, describe some of the strategies employed by speakers to enhance
the effectiveness of their curse or ill wish. The notion of face and the systems of verbal
politeness, in fact, “...naturally link up to some of the most fundamental cultural ideas
about the nature of the social persona, honour and virtue, shame and redemption and thus
to religious concepts” (Brown & Levinson 1987: 13). For this reason, they share with
religious systems a profound belief in the magic power of words and their ritual
employment, to the point that Brown and Levinson’s theoretical framework has been
recently applied to the analysis of ritual itself (Brown & Levinson 1987: 29). The power of
words, moreover, can be enhanced through the use of specific rhetorical means, such as
metaphors, metonyms, rhymes and alliterations, a feature often observed whenever
language is employed in ritual or liturgical contexts (Malinowski 1922: 452). The following
paragraphs, thus, will analyze in detail four strategies commonly employed in Maghrebi
dialects to express curses and ill wishes and to enhance their power, highlighting their
connection with the religious and ritual employment of language. The four strategies are
root-echo forms, rhyme / alliteration, word-echo forms and repetition. While the first three
will be analyzed individually, repetition is a common trait of Arabic (and Semitic) rhetoric,
which will equally occur in the three different strategies.

2. Root-echo forms

The employment of root-echo forms is a widespread strategy in the Semitic languages,
which can be equally employed in manifestations of verbal politeness and impoliteness and
builds on their root-and-pattern derivative mechanism.® It consists in the employment of
the root around which the interlocutor’s utterance revolves to shape a response. In other
words, the speaker, after being addressed a generic expression by his interlocutor,
individuates the key word around which the utterance revolves, extracts its root and
employs it to shape an adequate response, featuring a root-echo keyword, i.e. a different
derivative of the same root. The most common example of this strategy is the Arabic
greeting exchange:

3 Ratcliffe (1998) rejects the so-called root-and-pattern morphology as an abstraction with no
psycholinguistic reality, but different works by Al Jallad (2010) and Boudelaa (2013) prove the
existence of the root in the mental lexicon of Arabic speakers.
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mfa s-slama! ‘Goodbye!’ (Gen.)*
with DEF-safety

allah isallm-2k! ‘Goodbye!’

God PRS.3.M:save.SG-you

Within the field of Arabic dialectology, root-echo forms have been almost

exclusively investigated with reference to Mashreqi dialects®. In Maghrebi dialects, they
are commonly employed to express both blessings (which will not be dealt with in this
paper) and curses, as the following examples show:®

*P-x-d

A, xud! “Take it!” (rude) (Lib.)
IMP.take.2.M.SG
xda-k azr@’il/  olli ma  yangal!

take.3.M.SG.PST-you Azrael who NEG PASS.PRS.3.M:say.SG
“May Azrael’ / the one that must not be named (the Devil) take you!”

*2-k-1

A.  kul! “Eat!” (rude) (Lib.)
IMP.eat.2.M.SG
yakl-ak at-tasin! “May the plague eat you!”

3.M:eat.SG-you DEF-plague

*h-b-b

A.  nhabb-ak! “Tlove you!” (Lib.)
PRS.1:love.SG-you

B. vyadr-k habba! “May God give you a papule!”
PRS.3.M.:give.SG-you papule
or

A. ya  hbibti! “Sweetheart!” (Lib.)
oh  beloved-my

B.  habb-ok al-burs!® “May the plague hit you!”
love.3.M.SG.PST-you DEF-plague

We will provide, in brackets, the geographic provenance of the sample (for samples drawn from existing
literature, the source will be provided). (Gen.) will be used when the formula is widespread in the entire
Maghrebi area or when it was collected in several sample points.

Stewart 1996 and 1997 with regard to Egyptian Arabic and Ferguson 1997, 1997b and 1997c with
regard to Syrian Arabic.

Samples, when not differently indicated, are drawn from D’ Anna 2014: 275-276.

In the Islamic tradition, Azrael is the angel of death.

The exchange is commonly heard when boys tease girls in the streets.
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*r—f-¢

A.  oarfag! “Take!” (Lib.)
IMP.take.2.M.SG

B.  yarfag-ak al-mot! “May death take you!”
PRS.3.M:take.SG-you DEF-death

*r-w-h

A.  rawwah! “Go away!” (rude) (Gen.)
IMP.go.away.2.M.SG

B. ralfat rith-oK! “May you die!”
go.out:3.F.SG.PST spirit-your
or

B. ralla¢ rith-2K! “May God make you die!”
take.out.3.M.SG.PST spirit-your

*$—b-h

A.  aSbah! “Look!” (rude) (Lib.)
IMP.look.2.M.SG

B.  Sabh-ok al-murr / al-gahra!
look.3.M.SG-you DEF-bitterness DEF-humiliation
“May bitterness / humiliation look at you!”

*$—y-—1I

A.  §il! “Take it!” (rude) (Lib.)
IMP.take.2.M.SG

B.  yasil-ok al-hamm! “May your worries take you!”
PRS.3.M:take.SG-you DEF-worry

or

B. #5H-ok msiba! “May a catastrophe take you!”
PRS.3.F:take.SG-you catastrophe

*t—1-¢

A.  atlag! “Go out!” (rude) (Lib.)
IMP.go.out.2.M.SG

B. ralfa bla raz{al “May you go out and never return!”

exit without return

As evident from the previous examples, the curse usually represents a retort to a rude
expression uttered by the collocutor, in a specular representation of the ritual exchange of
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blessings. “While blessing responses imply that an initial statement contained its own
fulfilment, curse responses imply that an initial statement contained its own refutation.”
(Stewart 1997: 331).

In some cases, speakers also distort the original root to achieve the desired effect.
The following examples all show occurrences of curses and insults in which the root has
been distorted or in which an element of speech that is not part of the derivative root-and-pattern
system (such as the negative particle /@) is “given” a root to be used in the echo form:

-m-m —> *¢-m-y

A.  ya famm-i! “Uncle!” (Lib.)
oh  uncle-my
B. vyafr-k al-$ame! “May God give you blindness!”

PRS.3.M:give.SG-you DEF-blindness

*-m-m — *¢-m-m

A. mmwa! “Mother” (Alg.)
mother
B. yafr-k gummal! (Dekkak 1979: 221) “May God give you a choking!”

PRS.3.M:give.SG-you choking
FI—X-W — *X-w-Y

A.  yaxa-ya! “Brother!” (Gen))
B yasti-k xawiya! “May God give you a void!”
PRS.3.M:give.SG-you void

The curses, here, perform a pragmatic function. The trigger, in fact, is not a rude
expression as seen for the other samples. Quite to the contrary, it is a polite kinship term of
address that signals the interlocutor’s will to come closer to the addressee. Positive
politeness strategies, in fact, are often resorted to in Arabic-speaking societies as “social
accelerators”, to create, maintain and strengthen solidarity bonds (Brown & Levinson 1987:
101). In Arabic-speaking societies, kinship terms also play a role in face-redress, being
commonly used to edge requests, reproaches and other FTAs.® For this reason, a speaker

In societies leaning toward negative politeness (i.e. to the preservation of the speaker’s freedom of
action), requests are usually redressed resorting to negative politeness strategies. For instance, the
speaker can apologize before uttering his request, use a modal verb or shift the focus from the
addressee’s willingness to his ability to comply with the request itself, in order to leave him a safe way
out. Imperatives, on the other hand, are generally avoided and considered rude (D’Anna 2014: 168). In
Avrabic-speaking societies, on the contrary, negative politeness strategies are exceedingly rare when
redressing requests, being limited to cases in which the distance between the two speakers is very large
or when the request is considered as extremely burdensome. For regular requests, on the other hand,
the use of the imperative, edged by a kinship or endearing term of address, seems to be the most
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who is addressed by means of a kinship term might feel that his interlocutor is trying to
manipulate him. The three examples above reported, thus, share a common structure.
Speaker A, in fact, opens the exchange resorting to positive politeness and trying to
establish common ground by claiming in-group membership (Brown & Levinson 1987:
101). The interlocutor, however, refuses to acknowledge this common ground,
symbolically distorting the root of the kinship term employed and using it to shape a curse.
In the next sample, on the contrary, speaker A violates a basic principle of positive
politeness, since a direct and unmitigated “no” implies that A does not care about B’s
feelings and does not share his wants (D’Anna 2014: 85). Speaker B, as a consequence,
responds with a more (in the first sample) or less (in the second one) elliptic curse:

*0 — *l-w-y

A.  la?! “No!” (Gen.)
no

B.  lawiya! “May you be crooked!”
crookedness

or

B. vyafr-k Iwa! “May God make you crooked!”

PRS.3.M:give.SG-you crookedness

A retort, finally, can also be triggered by a non-verbal initiator. A speaker laughed
on by his interlocutor, for instance, may replicate saying (D’ Anna 2014: 276):
A -
B.  y’dahhak aNn-nas Cale-k! (Lib.)
PRS.3.M:make.laugh.SG DEF-people on-you
“May God let people laugh on you!”

As evident from the majority of our samples, the so called Allah y...-k pattern is
probably the most common structure in root-echo forms. In Aliah y...-k curses, God is the
(sometimes covert) subject of a verb that is either a derivative of the root employed in the
preceding turn or is followed by a nominal derivative of the same root.

Ferguson (1997b) shows that the diffusion of root-echo forms is not limited to
Arabic, but more widely concerns a great number of Semitic languages. Occurrences, for
instance, can be found in biblical Psalms. The two final lines of Psalm 129, for example,
were interpreted by Ferguson as a textbook occurrence of root-echo form:

common choice. Consider the following sample, where the interlinear gloss and the non-literal (culturally
appropriate) English translation give an idea of the different strategies employed in the two languages:

ya wudd-i dir-l-i masraf allah  ixalli-K! (Lib.)

oh dear-my  IMP.do.2.M.SG-to-me favor God PRS.3.M:keep.SG-you
“Could you do me a favor?”
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The blessing of the Lord be upon you.
We bless you in the name of the Lord. (Ferguson 1997b: 206 — 211).

Similarly, root-echo forms also occur in the Quran, as shown in the following sample:

va ?Payyuhda-lladina Pamani ?ida gila la-kum tafassahi fi-l-mazalisi fa-fsahi
yafsahi-llahu la-kum ...tV 1D

“O ye who believe! When it is said unto you, Make room! in assemblies, then make
room: Allah will make way (lit. room) for you...”

The preceding samples, thus, demonstrate how root-echo forms are part and parcel
of the linguistic stock of both ritual / religious language and verbal politeness, which in
turn constitutes further evidence of their common origin.

3. Rhyme and alliteration

The element common to verbal politeness and ritual is, as said above, a fundamental belief
in the magical power of words. Stewart (1996), in this respect, points out that “The logic
behind the use of cognate derivatives, which represents only one method of responding in
kind, seems based on the idea that paronomasia or cognate derivatives emphasize the
magical powers of language.” (Stewart 1996: 169). Since the employment of rhymes and
assonances is another way to emphasize such a power, the two strategies are often
combined, as in the following Libyan examples:

*h-b-b

A.  nhabb-ak! “I love you!” (Lib.)
PRS.1:love.SG-you

B. vyasfi-k habba f-ad-dig!
PRS.3.M.:give.SG-you papule in-DEF-narrow
“May God give you a papule in a narrow place!”

or

A.  nhabb-2k! “I love you!” (Lib.)
PRS.1:love.SG-you

B.  habb-ak al-burs fi Casara  durs!
love.3.M.SG.PST-you DEF-plague in  ten tooth

“May the plague hit you on ten teeth!”

The religious and ritual undertones of rhyme and assonance in the Arab culture can
hardly be downplayed, since the Quran itself is composed in a variety of rhymed prose
(sag?). Assonance and alliteration, in particular, are especially frequent in those chapters
that have an apotropaic value, such as the two famous al-mu$awwidatani (chapters 113 and
114, owing their name to the common incipit ?aiidu “T seek refuge”). Rhymed blessings
or politeness formulae, thus, are particularly frequent in Maghrebi Arabic dialects, and used
independently of root-echo forms:
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allah yaz{1-ak ki rummana  mon kull  Ziha malyana!
God PRS.3.M:make.SG-you like pomegranate from every side full
(Untranslatable thanking expression usually addressed to young girls, basically
wishing them a happy pregnancy) (Dekkak 1979: 214).

taklu b-2l-hne u s-sfe! (Lib.)
PRS.2:eat:M.PL with-DEF-happiness and DEF-wellbeing
“Enjoy your food!” (Dekkak 1979: 214)

msa I-xar u I-xmir! “Good evening!”1° (Mor.)
evening DEF-wellbeingand DEF-yeast!

The same rhetoric device, then, can also be used to enhance the effectiveness of the

speaker’s insult (sample 4) or curse samples (5 — 7):

4.

ya wahd al-hazZala, ya ddi  ma-tasshi-§

oh one DEF-abandoned.PL oh who NEG-PRS.2:be.ashamed:F.SG-NEG
mn-ar-raZZala!  (Ph. Marcais 1954: 37) (Alg.)

from-DEF-men

‘Oh abandoned one, oh you who are not ashamed of men!’

yoabaftad xabr-ak  wa yagarrab gabr-ak!
PRS.3.M:distance.SG news-your and PRS.3.M:approach.SG grave-your
“Damn you!”(Dekkak 1979: 219) (Alg.)
allah yaballo¢ sadr-ak  wa yoahall gabr-ak!  (Alg.)

God PRS.3.M:close.SG chest-your and PRS.3.M:0pen.SG grave-your
“Damn you!” (Dekkak 1979: 219).

allah yazib-ha [-ak bin ol-beb wa la-hzeb!(Alg.)™
God PRS.3.M:bring.SG-her to-you between DEF-door and DEF-curtain

“Damn you!”

As particularly evident from samples 5 — 6, rhymes are not the only rhetoric device

employed in shaping blessings or curses. These formulae, on the contrary, make use of a
form of repetition and parallelism that serves to reinforce the magic power of words. It is
here possible to follow Ferguson’s lead and expand our investigation beyond the scope of
Arabic, to look for similar structures in religious or ritual contexts in other Semitic
languages. Once again, the biblical text gives us different examples of parallelism. The
following analysis, originally developed to explain the function of parallelism in the
Psalms, holds its value also when applied to samples 5 — 6: “A first type of parallelism is

10" Yeast, whose fermentation allows the baker to prepare bread, is generally considered a well-wishing element.
11 What should be “brought” to the addressee, here, is obviously death.
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synonymous parallelism, in which the second line is somewhat synonymous to the first
one, but enriches it in many ways (Muilenburg 1953: 98)”.

3. Word-echo forms

Word-echo responses follow a pattern that shows many similarities with root-echo forms,
yet have not been, so far, described. The main difference consists in the fact that root-echo
forms, described in paragraph 2, employ the root of the keyword of the first turn to shape
a well or ill wish which is, in general, semantically linked to the expression that triggered
it. The following polite exchange exemplifies, once again, the concept.

A. sabah  5l-xer! “Good morning!” (Lib.)
morning DEF-good
B.  isabbh-ak b-kull  xér! “Good morning to you!”

PRS.3.M:make.you.wake.up.SG-you  with-all good

A partial exception is represented by root-echo curses, since the speaker often
purposefully reverses the meaning of the first expression in order to disorient the addressee.
This strategy, however, is usually limited to the dominion of verbal impoliteness:

A. ya  hbibt-i! “Sweetheart!” (Lib.)
oh  beloved-my
B.  habb-ak al-burs! “May the plague hit you!”

love.3.M.SG.PST-you DEF-plague

Word-echo responses, on the contrary, are precisely based on this last strategy. The
speaker, in this case, does not extract a root from his interlocutor’s utterance to use it in
shaping his response. He limits itself to the employment of the same keyword, which is
placed in an often completely different semantic field, generating surprise in the addressee,
thanks to the sudden change of tone. From a formal perspective, word-echo responses tend
to employ two main strategies.

a) A parallel response, in which the speaker roughly replicates the structure of the
first turn, varying the first verb or noun to achieve his surprise effect.

A. la  bas? “How are you?” (Tun.)
no harm?]
B. la iwerri-K bas! “Fine, thanks!”

NEG PRS.3.M:show.SG-you harm!

b) A symmetrical response, in which the speaker starts his sentence using the key
word that closed the first turn of the verbal exchange and then varies the semantic context
in which the word is placed.

1. ikattor xer-a2K! “Thank you!” (Lib.)
PRS.3.M:increase.SG good-your!
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2.  xer-ak  saboag! “You’re welcome!”
good-you ACT.PTCP.precede.M.SG

This second structure is particularly suitable for curses and insults, since the sudden
change of the context in which the keyword is used effectively bewilders the interlocutor,
achieving the desired goal. As seen above, for instance, the kinship term ya famm-i “uncle
of mine” can be used to claim common ground and establish a relation with the interlocutor,
but also to mildly convey annoyance at him. In both cases, the addressee can refuse to
acknowledge the existence of such a common ground between himself and the interlocutor,
resorting, for instance, to the following insulting expression:

A.  ya  famm-i! “Uncle!” (Lib.)
oh  uncle-my
B. dawwar man  famm-ak! “I’m not your uncle!”*?

IMP.search.M.SG  who  uncle-your

The Libyan artist Fuad Gritli employs the same strategy in one of its satiric songs,
in which the same sentence contains the trigger and the retort:

galu trablos  amina, Amina xalt-ok,  gdlu

say:3.M.PL.PST Tripoli safe safe aunt-your say:3.M.PL.PST
trablos  amina, Amina hanna-k

Tripoli  safe, safe grandmother-your

“They said Tripoli is safe, safe / Amina is your aunt, they said Tripoli is safe, safe /
Amina is your grandmother.”

Here the artist is playing with the double meaning of @mina, which can mean ‘safe’
but is also a first name, to disorient his audience.

Once again, the repetition of a keyword in different turns of conversation finds
interesting parallels in the phenomena of ritual repetition found in biblical poems but also
in Ugaritic epics: “In many instances the keyword of the opening line is repeated at the
close. More important is the repetition of central key-words throughout a poem.”
(Muilenberg 1953: 99, 104). Also in this third case, thus, a verbal strategy which is
commonly employed in everyday speech is deeply rooted in the shared rhetorical strategies
of Semitic languages.

4. Concluding remarks

The previous pages contained a synthetic survey of four common verbal strategies
employed in North African dialects of Arabic to enhance the effectiveness of insults and
curses. Curses, in particular, are rooted in the belief in the magic power of words. For this
reason, the same rhetorical strategies employed in religious and magic contexts to enhance

12" The impolite response here is an indirect offence to A’s mother. B, in facts, tells him to find his real
paternal uncle, which means he is not sure who his father is, with the consequent offense to his mother.
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the effectiveness of the ritual are often employed in the domain of verbal (im)politeness,
ultimately due to the common origin of the two phenomena.

The analysis of root-echo forms, word-echo forms, rhyme / alliteration and
repetition, thus, finds parallels in other documented Semitic languages. Following
Ferguson (1997b), close parallels have been found in the biblical Psalms, while the
repetition of a keyword across different turns of speech (also attested in the biblical text)
can be traced back at least to the Ugaritic epic poems.

These findings confirm once more Brown and Levinson’s assumption according to
which the concept of face is rooted in the most ancestral ideas of virtue, shame and
redemption, calling for more research on the understudied systems of politeness of
Arabic-speaking communities.
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THE USE OF YOUTH LANGUAGE AND COARSE WORDS
IN THE MASHREQ AREA
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Abstract. A language is not a uniform, immutable block but varies over time, in diachrony. Each language
changes in the lexicon and its structures in relation to the passage of time and to the changes that take place in
culture and society. Over time, vulgar or offensive language has evolved (Allan, Burridge: 2006). The curse
expressions or coarse words are an aspect of the linguistic creativity of the Arabs and belong most of all to the
domain of orality (Zawrotna: 2016). The language of young people and adolescents, in general, is made up of
a very expressive nonconformist vocabulary sometimes imbued with highly colloquial, even vulgar terms and
not very comprehensible for those who are not part of the group. Youth language seems to change very rapidly:
some terms attested in a certain period seem to be obsolete just a few years later. There are not many studies
on youth language in the Arab world, especially in the Mashreq area.

The present research, which also takes into consideration previous works, is based on a collection of data
deriving from oral and written sources of the Mashreq area. The oral sources are made up of interviewees aged
between 18 and 30 years of Egyptian origin.The written sources consist of the texts of rap songs from the Syro-
Lebanese area. This kind of text has been selected because rap is a typically youthful artistic expression and
therefore uses a sometimes even irreverent youth language.

Keywords: youth language, coarse words, rap songs, Egyptian Arabic, Syro-Lebanese Arabic.

Introduction

Communication between young people is constantly evolving; the phenomenon of youth
terminology comprises one of the social elements in the natural process of language change.

The language of young people and adolescents, in general, is made up of a very
expressive nonconformist vocabulary, sometimes imbued with highly colloquial, even vulgar
terms?, which renders it difficult to understand for those who are not part of the group.

This language originates in different social stratifications, sometimes they are the
product of small groups of friends. Other terms come from popular films and songs, and also
from the mass media.

Youth language seems to change very rapidly: some terms attested in a certain period
seem to be obsolete just a few years later.

“Slang” is an English term which might be translated by the Arabic term szm or the
phrase razana ‘ammiyya. The first term is comparable to “argot” or “cant” for a specific
form of slang, the second expression can be translated as “slang”. However, all of the terms

1 However, it should be emphasized that although highly ostentatious and expressive terminology is
particularly frequent among young people and adolescents, it is not always exclusive to the juvenile lexicon.
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refer to forms of spoken language and all denote a deviation in some way from a standard
(Versteegh 2006).

No good definition of slang is available in the literature. The linguist Paul Roberts said
that slang was “one of those things that everybody can recognize and nobody can define”
(Andersson and Trudgil 1992: 69). This is supported by Miller (2004) who states that the
criteria which enable to distinguish between “youth language”, “secret language” and “argot”
are not always well defined.

In spite of this, there have been many attempts to define “slang”; it may be regarded as
“a set of informal and colloquial words and phrases used within particular social groups and
that are not part of the ‘mainstream’ language” (Dictionary-Sociolinguistics 2004: 281);
Partridge (1970: 3) notes that “slang has, from about 1850, been the accepted term for
“illegitimate” colloquial speech”.

The widespread attitude of some Arab intellectuals, among others, is to deplore the new
terminology, that is described as a form of social decadence.

Previous studies on youth language

Studies on youth language? in the Arab world are small. The debate concerns the contemporary
state of Arabic in relation to diglossia, the infiltration of foreign languages, especially English
and the increase of slang among the younger generations.

There are several studies about the language of Egyptian youth from a sociolinguistic
point of view; these include descriptions of some of the new slang vocabulary. There are also
lexicons which contain older and newer slang. The appearance of new terms in the Cairo dialect
has inspired many discussions both linguistically and culturally.

In his study, Rosenbaum (2004) demonstrates the use of elements of slang in modern
Egyptian writing. He states that written discourse always reflects societal linguistic
conventions, which are not fixed, but which change over time. Thus, he expounds, the more
permissive nature of Western society is reflected in its use of slang and coarse language,
which have entered the literature. Similarly, in the generally more restrictive Arab society,
where such language is taboo, the literature reflects this, by its exclusion. He identifies
some slang expressions in several types of writing, such as: fi/ (lit.: “elephant”) with the
meaning of one milliard, ‘arnab (lit.: “rabbit”) one million, ‘astik (lit.: “rubber band”) one
thousand, zalamukka a Mercedes, kosa (lit.: “zucchini”) which has become a slang word
for favouritism or favourable treatment.

Peterson (2000), in his study on youth terminology in Cairo, highlights lexical loans
mainly from English, the derivations from Arabic and the new usage of the standard Arabic
vocabulary. The terms collected by the scholar are specific to Cairo, although they have
their equivalents also in other areas and dialects. She states that youth terminology in the
Arab world is characterized, for the most part, by internal changes to the language.

2 Many sociolinguistic research focuses on two socio-demographic factors: age and sex. These two
variables influence the linguistic behavior of the speakers in an interesting way.
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The research has shown that those who generate the new terminology, as well as
those who use it the most, are predominantly men. The language of women has fewer new
terms and those same women choose not to use them, perceiving them as obscene.

Another study on the language of teenagers was carried out by Allam (2000), who
examines the new youth vocabulary of Cairo. He takes into account twenty words, which
mostly express an intensification of a good or bad rating of someone or something.

He classifies the expressions into three groups: those that exist both in standard and
in slang and that have the same meaning; those that exist both in the standard and in the
slang and have different meanings, and those without an origin in the standard and that
exist only in the slang.

Allam also provides another type of grouping based on the understanding of these
words by a group of older individuals. Unlike the unanimous understanding of these slang
words by young people, a great disparity has been found in the understanding of some
terms by older individuals. The understanding of slang terms by these older groups has
various socio-cultural reasons: the understanding of slang terms can be explained by a
parent’s interaction with their children or result from watching film and television.

Another difference that Allam underlines is the use of some terms between young
people and older people. While almost all terms are used by the vast majority of young
people, 12 of the 20 terms are not used by the older generation, while the rest of the terms
are used only by very few of the individuals interviewed. The non-use of these terms, even
if understood by adults, gives a clear indication of the function of slang, that is to reinforce
a sense of group identity within a social group.

In Egypt the interest in this variety of language culminated in a two-volume
dictionary, whose first edition dates back to 1999. The second edition of 2006 contains
more lexis, expressions and sentences than the first. The dictionary is entitled Riwis rahn
(2006), translatable as “very fashionable”, in which fain stands for “extremely” or “very”,
whereas the etymology of riwis is more problematic but can derive from “fashionable”,
“beautiful” or “cool”. Giving just a few examples taken from this dictionary: dabbiir
“hornet” intended as playboy, laklih® to mean an Egyptian pound, and ‘astik to be
understood as “a hundred Egyptian pound”.

Historically, youth language was systematically documented in 1916 in a pioneering
work in the field of folklore by Muhammad Lutfi Gum‘a. His article entitled Studies in
folklore includes a dictionary of the ungrammatical language and the slang of the workers
in use among the common people in Egypt. This includes not only youth speech, but also
the language used by pickpockets, thieves, artists, drug addicts, jewelers, beggars,
criminals, belly dancers and their male assistants, usually gay, actors, musicians, and other
categories. The article contains about 550 words, expressions, and sentences, some of
which can still be observed in the spoken language, and 360 of these were found in the
Riwis tahn dictionary.

In 2007, The Gulf a United Arab Emirates newspaper* reported on the widespread
use of youth speech in some Gulf states. This language diverges from traditional linguistic

From the root I-A-1-i which refers to movement and activity.
4 Sanad, 2007, issue no. 10446.
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norms and comprises existing words and expressions whose meaning has been altered, or
new words, puns and borrowed terms.

There are several studies about youth language in the North African area. Bevacqua
(2008) carried out a study on the language of Tunisian young people in which he
demonstrates how the Tunis dialect integrates French loans used in youth language; the
research shows that loans undergo phonological and morphological changes.

Tounsi (1997) analyzes some aspects of juvenile language in Algeria and emphasizes
its role, underlining that 70% of Algerians are less than thirty years old.

Among the other sources on youth language and diachronic aspects in North Africa,
the work of Ritt-Benmimoun (2017), composed of several contributions, focuses on
common trend and language developments of Tunisian and Libyan Arabic dialects.

Considerations about the corpus

The present research, which also takes into consideration previous works, is based on a
collection of data deriving from oral and written sources of the Mashreq area.

As regards the oral sources, they comprise participants aged between 18 and 30 years
of Egyptian origin. The terms consist of names, adjectives, verbs, sentences, and idioms.
The terminology generally tends to describe people and situations. In this work only part
of the collected data will be reported.

As regards the written sources, they consist of the texts of rap songs from the Syro-
Lebanese area. This type of text was selected because rap is a typically youthful artistic
expression and therefore uses youth language, which is sometimes even irreverent.

Here the texts of two singers, one male and one female, representative of the rap
genre were selected.

Although rap songs may be considered written sources, as they are endowed with
texts, they are characterized by a language which is very close to spontaneous locution.

Oral sources

Juvenile terminology, related to standard Arabic through derivations of existing roots and
semantic re-adaptations, is used in spoken language. In the Arabic world characterized
by diglossia, slang is used in the dialectal variant, the register of the language used,
mostly, at the oral level.

In the present study the data provided by the young Egyptian participants partly
confirm and partly contradict data from previous studies, because youth terminology
changes rapidly: some terms used fifteen years ago are no longer common today.

The research shows that a minor part of terms are loans, in particular from
English, while the majority of terms are created through the use of standard Arabic with
new meanings.

As regards loans, some examples of expressions that were used by all the interviewed
subjects, are shown below: ya man “man”, as an appellation, mood, as in the phrase mis fi-
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[ miid “not being in the mood”, stayil “style”, adjective to describe a attractive person, and
volgar “vulgar” from the French vulgaire.

Most of the lexicon in youth terminology is composed of three consonants roots.
These roots often correspond to roots already existing in Arabic, whether modern standard
Arabic or Egyptian Arabic.

For example, in youth speech the lexeme fahn “very” derives from Standard Arabic
o~k “grinding, flour”. This term was used a lot by previous generations, today it has been
replaced by young people with fash, from &3 fasaha literally “to split”, as in the expression
hili fash “very beautiful”. In youth speech the term bi’a is used with the meaning
“unkempt, vulgar, low level”, and it derives from 4 “environment”, but my participants
agree that the loan valgar is more commonly used. The noun 4ki8 95za from standard
Arabic “cream” is employed, in the youth language, with the meaning “cool, fashionable”;
the term &b sarih “missile” is used by young people with the sense of “nice girl”.
Today, with a similar but coarser meaning, the adjective mazza is more common.

Other terms have been created through the formation of new derivations of existing
standard roots: s« mifajhad “lazy” from the standard Arabic 3aé fasd “leg”, 4S8a hasSaka
“sexy girl” from <L hassaka “to cuddle, to rock”, from which comes the expression hessek
bessek “to walk swaying hips”, = mikayyis “drunk” or “stoned”, but also “confused”
from u=l> hasa “to escape”.

The term laklus with the meaning of an Egyptian pound, attested in the
aforementioned dictionary Riwis rahn, is no longer used by the new generations. Similarly,
the word fil, used up to a few decades ago with the meaning of one milliard, is today no
longer known with this meaning, but is used with the meaning of a very fat person.

Also in reference to car models, youth language is very creative. The young
Egyptians interviewed reported: al-%irda (lit.: “monkey”) for Fiat, at-timsaha (lit.:
“crocodile”) and al-hanzira (lit.:“pig”) for specific models of Mercedes, debbana (in
Egyptian Arabic “fly”’) for BMW, al-hunfisa (lit.: “cockroach”) for Volkswagen Beetle.

Youth language is common in universities and other institutions, in streets, markets,
and venues. The Egyptian participants interviewed said that even coffee shop orders are
characteristic of youth speech; for example: wahid mustasfa means “one aniseed drink”,
wahid wilada “one fenugreek” (aromatic drink), wahid suwan “one black Turkish coffee.

By taking a quick look at contemporary discourse, the language of young Arabs is
further evolving because of the influx of new media. As Rosenbaum (2004: 200) states:
“Many Internet users are presumably young people who do not hesitate to include slang
and coarse words in their electronic messages”. In this context, most words are taken from
English. In addition to mobayl and kombyitar, which have become standard words in
Egyptian Arabic, the young people interviewed reported words, such as: flobi “floppy
(disk)”, drayver “driver”, skanar “scanner”, $at “chat”; verbs or expressions, such as:
farmat “to format”, kansil “to cancel”, also in the phrase kansil ‘aléh “refused to talk to
him (on a cell telephone)”, ‘amal delit ““to erase (a disk)”, ‘amal kobi “to copy”, ‘amal skan
“to scan”, and brintar “to print”.

5 The participants affirm that these expressions are common in a kind of very popular coffee shops called
Yahwa baladi.
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Also calques are used, such as: sath al-maktab “desktop”, fa 'ra “mouse”, muharrik
al-bakt “search engine”, and dardasa “to chat”.

In communications through new technologies, the transfer of typical oral discourse
into written discourse is taking place and the traditional division between written and
spoken is becoming narrower. For more research on juvenile language also on websites it
is possible to find all the latest fashions and trends in relation to the language.

Written sources

Although slang is used mostly in spoken discourse, there are also cases of its use at the
written level: examples can be found in some newspaper articles, humorous vignettes and
some literary texts. Rosenbaum (2004: 186) notes: «Such “illegitimate” speech does not easily
find its way into written literature. However, the use of the colloquial as a written language
sometimes does lead to the use of slang elements in both literary and semi-literary texts».

So words and expressions of youth language can be found even within artistic forms,
such as the texts of songs. Examples of it are predominant in rap song lyrics, in which youth
dissent in the Arab world is expressed through strong language, marked at times by vulgar
slang. This kind of language is used to protest against corruption, poverty and social
inequalities, and as an expression of one’s national identity.

Miller and Caubet (2011) observe for Morocco that the transposition of vulgarity
into the artistic domain is associated with male rap artists.

Despite this, unlike the American hip-hop culture, recourse to foul language is more
contained among the Arab rappers, as local norms and traditions are taken into
consideration. Rappers, in the Arab world, adapt their songs to the local situation, so it can
be argued that the Arab-Islamic cultural context can influence language and themes®.
LeVine (2008), through the testimony of an anonymous Moroccan rapper, emphasizes that
Moroccan MCs avoid the use of vulgar language and the apology of guns, cars and “bling
bling”, since these elements are not part of Morocco and its traditions. So the singers use
expressions of offensive language and curses used in everyday life more than vulgar terms.
Referring to the Syro-Lebanese area, the texts of two singers are taken into consideration.

The first is the Syrian rapper Abu Hajar from the city of Tartus in the north-west of
Syria. Within his texts he recurs to curse expressions. In the lyrics of Hon Tartis “Here
Tartus” there are the following verses: ajt-ak ‘a-aht ha-n-nahar ya zalame “Damn this
day!” (lit.: ““ your sister, sister of this day, man!”, w-lak yal ‘an ajt-ak “Damn your sister”,
Allah lek Allah yahud-ek’ “Let God take you”.

In the same text we also find irreverent expressions, such as: w lamma tahezz bo-
hasr-a bta ‘mal ‘az%at® sir “and when she shakes his hips, she sends traffic haywire”, or
words used only in dialect and mostly by young people, such as ma ‘salze in the verse tuf

6 Regarding the language used in hip hop music in general, it developed in the Bronx, reflects the
language spoken in that neighborhood, and marked by a vernacular jargon (Gupta, 2012). Vulgar
language can be seen as normal and therefore perceived in a way that is not as offensive as it can
be in another culture.

7 Expression also used to wish death, sometimes in a playful tone.

8  Dialectal term is not found in classical Arabic, from which ma Zi 90 ‘Gze% “messed up”.

88



THE USE OF YOUTH LANGUAGE AND COARSE WORDS IN THE MASHREQ AREA

tah® éh... Sakl-a ma ‘salze “tuf takh... it seems like a mess”, and the term ‘GZeq in the verse
bass al-yom ‘aze% hal-i “But today I'm messed up”.

Instead in the song Ba-ha-I-yomen “In two days™ in the following verse W I-hazit® swayy
Swayy fi-na ‘am bifiit'® the author uses the term haziig with a not so elegant meaning; however,
this term is also found in standard Arabic with the meaning of “pointed pole”. In the lyrics of
this singer there are also terms deriving from linguistic loans used mostly, but not only, in youth
speech. Loans from lItalian: moda “fashion” (it. “moda”), lira “lira” (it. “lira”), fabrakat
“invented things” (it. “fabbricate”), dominii “domino” (it. “domino”); from French:
maykiyaz “makeup” (fr. maquillage), ridaz “running in” (fr. rodage), barfan “perfume”
(fr. parfum), volger “volgar” (fr. vulgaire), al-kwdafir “hairdresser” (fr. coiffeur); from
English: bay “bye”, biit “boot”; and from Turkish: balzazi “assassino” from balfa “ax” + zi
with suffix ¢7 indicating the name of the professions, gqabadayat “bullies” (trc. kabadayi,
“quarrelsome”, “thug”).

In the verse btonzel batsif sbab honik mlik ba-t-tafnis “Come and see the young
people in there, the kings of the vanity”, the author uses the neologism tafnis, a term that
does not exist in standard Arabic. This masdar derives from a non-Arabic root, probably
from English “vanity”.

The second singer considered is Malikah!!, a famous Lebanese rapper. She always
sings in Arabic and sometimes employs even vulgar language to express her ideas and to
create a public reaction. In rap the linguistic differences linked to gender can be unhinged
in a sort of equality of roles in the function of denunciation that the artist covers. The author,
in some cases, in fact, also uses vulgar terminology: in the text Samm ba-d-damm “Poison
in the blood” the verse ha-1-balad montak sia badd-kon mna I-balad mantak means “this
country is fucked, what do you want from the country, it’s fucked”; in the other text Heyk
sayra bléd-na “This is our country” the phrase antak aht-a bléd-na “Our country was
fucked” acts as a refrain, so it is repeated several times. In these cases the verb nak appears;
some of the strongest taboo words in Arabic are derived from the root n-y-k; some of them
are regarded as very vulgar and are absent from some Arabic dictionaries'?.

° It reproduces the sounds of the fight.

10 The most literal translation is: “the scam is coming slowly”.

1 In the musical context Arab women have had to undermine the conception between internal and external
space; they appeared in a public space and performed in front of the community, expressing visions and
ideas through the language of their songs. In the hip hop scenario, rappers tend to follow a masculine
jargon and a style characterized by direct language and strong expressions. It can be said that the
language, expressed in their songs, is more aggressive than that used by girls in society and in everyday
life, in contrast to the general stereotype of what is expected of women’s language. Presumably this
could be the result of male dominance in the rap scene in which the artists work, but also a consequence
of the possibilities and freedom offered by the rap at the level of communication, providing them with
a public space in which to express themselves and to affirm their identity and their own thoughts.

2 Concerning the definition of the verb nak we find in Spiro the following definition: “to copulate”,
avoiding the coarse tone of the word (Spiro, 1973: 589); in Wehr: “to have sexual intercourse” (Wehr,
1974:1014), concealing the actual coarse usage of this verb. Also in Traini we find: “avere rapporti
sessuali (con una donna)” [to have sexual intercourse (with a woman)] (Traini, 1993: 1590). Badawi
and Hinds point out that the word is coarse and give “to fuck™ as the only definition (Badawi and Hinds,
1986: 894). In Elihay (2007: 393), a dictionary of spoken Eastern Arabic, we find nak, inik: “to fuck,
have sexual intercourse with”.
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In the same text, we find another vulgar expression: bokra manbiis tiz-ak “Tomorrow we’ll
kiss your ass”. This kind of expression exists in many languages with the meaning “to
submit to someone”. In these cases we find words (the verb nak and the noun fiz) which
usually belong to the domains of sex and intimate organs and are regarded as coarse or
taboo by society.

Conclusion

A language is not a uniform block, immutable but varies over time, in diachrony. Each
language changes in the lexicon and its structures in relation to the passage of time and to
the changes that take place in culture and society.

In general, the data provided show that youth terminology is the result of changes
within the language: through the collected data, we state that the most common method of
creating youth terminology consists in the mechanism of using standard Arabic with new
meanings. Some terms resulting from the reported data show the close link between
juvenile terminology and standard Arabic. However, this fact disturbs a part of society
because young people alter the precise meaning and use of the lexicon. Changes in
language are considered deviations or corruptions not only at the linguistic level but also
at cultural values.

Moreover, where speech requires it, offensive and curse expressions are taken from
the quotidian and colloquial language.

Linguistic loans are also used, above all to emphasize certain concepts or for ironic
ends. Loans from English are employed mostly in the information technology sphere.

Some of my participants were proud of being the creators of the new terms. Others
use the new terminology as an attempt to impress others. As Versteegh (2006: 251) notes:
«Slang deviates from standard language and dialects; that is, slang is speech which employs
either newly minted words or ordinary words with newly developed meanings to impart a
vividness to one's speech as well as to set the speaker apart as a member of certain ‘in’
group». Linguistic variation can be used as an important means of formation, affirmation
and transmission of socio-cultural identity.

Therefore, the language of young people is not a niche phenomenon in the Arab
world and has gained importance acquiring its status and forming linguistic and
sociolinguistic rules. This is evident in the continuous documentation and classification of
its own vocabulary and in the public attention to this form of language, although studies in
this regard are still rather scarce, especially in some Arab countries.
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CURSING AND REVILING FORMULAS IN THE EGYPTIAN ARABIC
DIALECT

NINO EJIBADZE
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Abstract: The study deals with expressions denoting cursing and reviling found in the Egyptian Colloquial
Avrabic. In material of our present interest, on the one hand, purely formula-type expressions are singled out,
which exist in the ready-made, unchanged form, and, on the other one, those which might be conventionally
regarded as situational as they do not represent set formulas and are composed at the moment of speaking,
however also follow the general principles on which expressions of this type are based. The paper is aimed to
offer linguistic analysis, discusses the formal and semantic characteristics of such utterances.

Keywords: Arabic, Egyptian, cursing and reviling formulas.

The present article deals with the analysis of cursing and reviling formulas attested in
Egypt. The material is gathered from the Egyptian informants, or is retrieved from the
specialist literature and fiction; internet resources also rendered certain assistance (see:
Adnan 1994; Elder 1927; el-Messiri 1987; el-Sawi 1981; ‘Tsa 1988; at-Tons1 1992; al-
Hakim 1987; Musarrafa 1991; as-Siba‘T 1965, etc.). Direct source of each example is not
additionally indicated below.

From the formal viewpoint, in the above-mentioned expressions can be identified
the following groups:

1. One-constituent expressions

These are lexemes which are usually perceived as abusive and insulting (among these,
cursing formulas are found rarely). This group often includes nouns which are understood
as adjectives, as they in fact represent comparison. E.g. well-known and widespread words,
such as: zift “tar”, hebab “soot” refer to everything bad, as both are black (black color in
Egyptian speech metaphorically denotes either “bad” or “center, concentration”, see: Amin
1999: 129-130). They may be used as an offensive word with respect to another person, or
may convey a negative attitude towards oneself, it may add uninflected zay (“as”), but not
necessarily. E.g. sakl-u zift means: “looks as tar, looks awful, very bad”. In this group
adjectives are also found: agra‘ “shaven-headed”, which is regarded in Egypt as an
offensive word. In such expressions sometimes verbs may occur: izras — “shut up”, ingar,
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gur — “get away! beat it!”, also interjections: hes — “Fie!” Sometimes a noun, adjective or
verb, used as a formula for reviling, practically occurs with the function of an interjection:
sot! — “voice!” denotes “Hush! Shut up!”, ‘éb — “flaw”, means “do not do this! Don't you
dear!” the word issa — “(you) spit on smb” is used with the function of a forbidding
interjection, denoting “Fie!” Words occurring in one-constituent formulas at the same time
are quite likely to be found as members of multi-constituent formulas as well.

2. Expressions presented with more than one constituents unites the following:

a) expressions represented in the form of a syntagma or a phrase, which is based on the
coordination or subordination, as well as those which are represented in the form of a
simple (or compound) sentence.

In syntagmatic variants al-idafa construction is especially predominant, often based
on the word ibn or bint, like ya ibn (bint) el-kalb — “son (daughter) of a bitch,” ya bint el-
qir ‘a — “daughter of pumpkin”.

These expressions are interesting due to the fact that they are also used with respect
to inanimate objects. In this case the expression is devoid of its direct sense and denotes
metaphorically merely useless, annoying.
miSwar ibn kalb — “a bitch of an errand, distance”, or f ‘m-u ibn kalb — “It tastes horrible”.

In addition, on the contrary, the name of an inanimate object may refer to a human
being: ibn/bint el-gazma — “son/daughter of a shoe” (a shoe is associated with dirt and,
accordingly, degradation of a person), moAiu gazma — “his brain is a shoe” (i.e. he is
brainless, stupid).

b) Expressions beginning with relative pronoun elli are frequent. In the material, variants
produced on the basis of collocation elli yindarib — “he is deserving a beating” were
recorded most frequently, which belong exactly to the type which does not exist as set
expressions and is composed according to a situation: elli yindarib f kebdu — “he is
deserving a beating in the liver”, elli yindarib ‘ala Isanu — “he is deserving a beating on the
tongue”.

¢) There often occur expressions constructed on the derivatives of the root smm:

hud itsammim “take, be poisoned”,
idfa ‘ et-taman es-sem el-Aari elli kaltu — “pay the price for the venomous poison that
you have eaten”.

d) Expressions are quite frequent in which the Perf., 3" p., sing. of a verb is used, as the
Subject in this case Allah is meant (he may or may not be mentioned):

yigta ‘ak — “May cut you”,

yigsif ‘umrak — “May mow down your life”,

yigrab bétak — “May destroy your house”,

yihra’ ‘alb ummak ‘alék — “May burn your mother’s heart for you”.
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In all the above-mentioned cases Allah is implied as the Subject.

In general, with respect to verbs it should be noted that a characteristic phenomenon
for Arabic, when a verb represented in Perfective in fact denotes the future (e.g., as in
proverbs, or in conditional clauses), in these expressions is not usually found; instead,
Imperfective without the dialectal prefix bi- (as the verb often denotes exactly the future
meaning), or Imperative is used.

e) A separate group is made up of expressions based on the principle of parallelism, one
part of which does not derive from another. They are often connected with conjunction wa-,
which in Arabic, as is known, joins equal constituents: homogeneous members, phrases
making up a compound sentence, renders simultaneousness of actions, etc. Examples:
safala (mashara) w- ‘illit adab — “(What) obscenity (buffoonery) and insolence”;

(inter alia, as is known in Arabic the word gillat “fewness” (dialect. ‘//it) or
corresponding adjective galil denotes negative meaning of absence in expressions as:

gillatu/galilu s-sabri “luck of patience, impatient” and not, e.g.,
‘adamu s-sabri; qgillatu /qalilu I-haya’i “luck of modest, unblushing”, etc.);

har wa-nar f-gettatak — “Hot and fire to your body”,
Asydentic connection is also possible:
gur ingar min hena — “Go, get away!”

In such expressions the device of repetition, generally characteristic for Arabic, is
used especially frequently:

gatkum el-garaf fi tarbiyitkum — “Woe be to you in (this) upbringing of yours”, rather than
gatkum el-qaraf fi t-tarbeya — “Woe be to you in upbringing”.

Repetition and parallelism in the cases of our present interest serve to achieve the
effect of intensification or stressing the meaning:

ya qir ‘a ya bint qir ‘a — “Y ou pumpkin, daughter of a pumpkin (you fool).”

The effect of parallelism may be achieved on the basis of repetition of words of the
same/approximated form or semantics:

dahiyat ummak w-abiik w- ‘elik wa-lammatik — “Woe befall your mother, father,
family and kin” (words having the semantics of “family” are used);
gur ingar min hena — “beat it, get away! (Imperatives are used);
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awwalan... wa-zaniyan... wa-zalitan... wa-l-la la yitallitu ‘aleyhim — “Firstly ...,
secondly..., thirdly..., and may Allah bereave him of the third” (numerals are used);

Or, by using different derivates from one and the same root:

hamsa w-hamisa — “five and the fifth” (cf. hamsa f-‘én el-hasid “five (fingers) in
the eyes of an envious person”, i.e. “may an envious person go blind”). Sometimes
the first utterance is also a remark of the second one and is aimed to accentuate to a
greater extent the emotional side of the cursing.

Some formulas of cursing and reviling, as, e.g., latter utterances, as well as some
formulas of blessing (ism al-la ‘alék — “may the mane of God protect you"), might be used
only by women.

) Expressions constructed on the principle of subordination are singled out separately, one
segment of which is subordinated to another, one derives from the other:

dahia tgallabhum zayyima b-yigallabu n-nas — “Hell will oppress them as they

oppress the people”.

va ‘uma, dol elli ramétu I-maya ‘ala ‘esi — ““You, blind people, who poured water on

my bread”.

Such expressions are characterized by the use of the plural with respect to a single
object/subject, which serves the purpose of intensification of the meaning. In the last
two examples the object is one person, but the plural number or the collective word
“people” is used.

g) Remark-type expressions are frequent, which are based on a word uttered by the object
of the reviling:

a remark upon mentioning upbringing:

gatkum el-qaraf fi tarbiyitkum — “Woe be to you in this upbringing of yours”;

a remark on the expression “I did not hear you well”:

smi ‘t ra'd — “May you hear thunder”;

a remark on asking 30 pounds:

gak talatin ‘ifrit lamma yirkabik — “May 30 ifrits attack you to go on a ride on you”.
h) It was noted above and it is natural that many such expressions were recorded which are

not perceived as formulas proper, in this article they are conventionally referred to as
situational expressions. They greatly depend on the factor as a result of which they are
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produced, however, they are characterized by the style, artistic devices and separate
lexemes typical of similar expressions in general:

ya di I-musiba elli tarbagit ‘ala dmagi, enta maqtium er-ra’aba é elli gabak hena —
“What misfortune has befallen me, you deserving to have your neck broken, what
made you turn up here?”

va bahim enta ya-lli qa‘id ‘-al-bab malaksi sogla — “You brute, sitting at the door
and having nothing to do”;

el-mankiib da madafa‘si taman elli_itsammam — “This damned person has not paid
for the poison which he has stuffed down”.

The underlined elements are constant in these expressions and may occur with
different variations.

i) There are expressions which have no constant emotional constituent and whether they
are to be realized as reviling or joking depends on the intonation of the utterance:

ihsa ‘alek — “fie upon you”, yihrab bétak — “May (Allah) destroy your house”, etc.

j) Interesting cases of metaphorization are also found, in particular, metaphorization of
toponyms, common nouns, humerals were recorded:

rah fi Tawkar — “went to Tawkar” (went to hell). Tawkar is a town in far South-East
Sudan, where Egyptian political criminals were exiled.

Adjectivized nouns zift/hebab were already mentioned above.

In Egyptian, cases of metaphorization of numerals also occur, which offers a separate
area for observation. E.g. “24” always has a positive meaning, it is associated with
perfection (as the mass of pure, unmixed gold is 24 carats), whereas “60” occurs in
expressions of a negative meaning:

sittin dahiya — “60 woes”,

sittin barid — lit. “60 cool”, one who do not care about anything.

k) Some formulas simultaneously represent idiomatic expressions:

qatta -hu I-wizz — lit. “ducks crossed his way” means “it is a lost cause, there is no
hope for him”.

Expressions of odd character also occur:

agqra “ "shave-head",

mahriiq bi-l1-gaz — “deserving to be burned with gas”,

as well as utterances of less level of reviling, as:

ma ‘giin bi-mit ‘afarit — “rolled by 100 demons” (i.e. very frolicsome child),
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manfiih ‘a-1-fadi — “inflated in vain” (arrogant person),
wissu yigta ‘ el- ‘agina min el-bét — “his face cats yeast from the house” (means “he
is woe-begone™), etc.

Finally, it may be generalized that in Egyptian formulas of cursing and reviling the
cases of comparison, parallelism, repetition, metaphorization, idiomatic re-interpretation,
specific transformation of lexeme semantics are frequently identifiable, which is mostly
related with some extra-linguistic realia.
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Abstract. Studies in pragmatics have shown that cursing and foul-mouthed expressions (C/FMEs) are
influenced by conversational variables such as the speaker-listener relationship, implicatures, and the context
of communication. Within the Arabic linguistics tradition, and specifically with respect to al-balaga, these
variables are one of the main subjects of inquiry. Specifically, the linguistic nazm of cursing and swearing and

their features such as brevity (igaz), communicative impact (fab ‘ balig) and use of figurative speech (lugf li-I-
magaz) reveal how these expressions are based on rhetorical patterns. Taking into account the jestful, foul-
mouthed and/or libertine poetical style of mugiin within the Mediaeval Arabic Literature tradition, the rhetorical
patterns of implicit and explicit illocutionary C/FME acts, as mostly used in ironic/satirical discourse, reveal
how C/FME can be employed as a powerful literary device. This paper aims to observe the rhetorical features of
C/FME as employed in contemporary mugiin, drawing upon the in-depth analysis of excerpts quoted from the poetic
works of the Iragi poet Muzaffar an-Nawwab (b. 1934), and the Egyptian poet Nagib Surtir (1932 - 1978).
Keywords: cursing, balaga, mugin’s poetry; pragmatics; Muzaffar an-Nawwab, Nagib Suriir.

Cursing and foul-mouthed expressions?® (abbr. C/FMEs) have been part of human
communicative experience since the beginning (Vingerhoets et al. 2013). Looking more
closely, modern linguistic sources (Lakoff 1989; Jay 1992; Locher-Watts 2005) and, more
specifically, studies on politeness and face-threatening acts (FTAs) (Goffmann 1967: 5;
Locher 2008: 513-516) reveal the occurrence of C/FMEs in a wide range of communicative
contexts beyond cases of verbal aggression (with which they are most commonly
associated). As demonstrated in the pioneering studies of scholars in Arabic Rhetoric such
as Gully (1995), Ghersetti (1998), Moutaouakil (1982) and Fassi Fehri (1982), balaga’s
subjects and inquiries reflect, in many ways, the linguistic investigations of pragmatics and
(some areas of) cognitive pragmatics. As asserted by the master of balaga, *Abd al-Qahir
al-Gurgani (fl. 1009 - 1078) (Dala’il: 358 — Asrar: 3 and f.), it is impossible to criticize a
literary/non-literary text without an initial inquiry into its full meaning. This inquiry, which
can be applied in considering C/FME, proceeds from the observation of the single word
(al-kalima — the text) to the grammatical and semantic structure of the text (an-nazm - the

1 The term cursing is used in this text in its meaning of damning, swearing and to an extent, insulting -
although there are subtle distinctions between these ones. Foul-mouthed speech is understood as the
obscene, vulgar speech which may include/not include necessary damning aims. However as both
phenomena occur frequently joint in libertine mocking poetry, they will be treated together.
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co-text)? and finally, to the full meaning of C/FME according to contextual influences
(mugtada al-hal)®. Drawing upon al- baldga as well as pragmatic tools, this paper argues
that the employment of balaga’s figurative forms in C/FME gave rise to fully-formed
literary (poetic) devices* in the case of mugiin (a jestful, foul-mouthed and/or libertine
poetical style - Szombathy2013: 40-1)°, providing insight into the evolution of this style
from the classical (Abbasid) to the contemporary literary period. Specifically, the present
inquiry examines little-investigated contemporary examples, considering the works of
Nagib Surir (Fontana 2018) and Muzaffar an-Nawwab (Bardenstein 1997; Gohar 2011).

1. Rhetorical Features of Literary Cursing/Foul-Mouthed Expressions
1.1. Text Level - Galat al-Kabs! (His Majesty the Billy Goat)

As claimed by relevant pragmatics studies (Anderson-Lepore 2013; Langton 2012),
C/FMEs (alternately, though not synonymously described in Arabic as suaf, fuks, bada’a,
mugin®) are complete - i.e. not ‘defective’ - and primarily connotative (luf li-l-magaz)
statements characterised by brevity and incisiveness (igaz), and clarity (tabyin)’. Verse 4
of an-Nawwab’s poem Qimam! Qimam! (Summits! Summits!) (2007: 440-442)
demonstrates how these features can be gathered in a single expression. Here, the insulting
expression “galalat al-kabs!” (his majesty the billy goat) is characterized by brevity, and
clearly addresses a specific target. Furthermore, the etymon kabs (billy goat/ram i.e.
cuckold) is not employed according to its literal meaning.

Borrowing from the modern philosophy of language, Jay and Janschewitz (2008:
270) recognize “unpropositional swearing®” as that which is used to publicly vent strong
emotions through “volcanic rudeness” (Beebe 1995: 159) — in Arabic, this is termed al-

2 While the linguistic co-text is commonly translated as siyaq (Ghersetti1998a: 245), | suggest directly
linking it to the speaker’s organization of the text i.e. an-nazm as this is the main field/area of
observation in the present study. Although some scholars in Arabic rhetoric (Moutaouakil 1982;1990)
propose to reduce the distance between the two concepts, | agree with Ghersetti (1998a: 216-217) that
in al-balaga the distinction between them (siyag and an-nazm) is nonetheless significant (as-Sakkaks,
Miftah, 256; cf. Qasim2013: 129).

8 For the difference between al-kal (situational context) and muqtada al-hal (influences of the context of
enunciation) see Ghersetti (1998b: 64).

4 The present article investigates the topic only as employed in poetry though it also occurs in prose
(Szombathy 2013: 283-284).

5 | adopted the suggested definition of Szombathy for the term (2013: 40-41) according to mugiin’s as
literary practice and excluding further considerations on mugun as a social behaviour.

6 | restricted myself to the quotation of the most employed Arabic translations as referred to linguistic act of
cursing or to the employment of foul-mouthed speech. About differences in meaning, suif is almost related
with “duf al-‘agl” i.e. foolishness, fuis to “gabik al-qawl” i.e obscenity (see also Van Gelder 1988: 45),
whereas bada ‘a is better understood as the employment of foul-mouthed speech which deserves “izdira’ wa-
intigar - disdain” and mugin as jestful, foul-mouthed libertine speech performed by someone who “la-hu
qillat al-isti/zya - lacks decency”. See lbn Manziir (Lisan: 111 1964; 1V 135; | 236; V1 4142).

7 The three terms indicated (igaz; tabym; lusf li-l-magaz) are the main features of the text balig (i.e.
rhetorical) al-Gurgani ‘Awamil 33.

8  The words swearing and cursing are used synonymously in this text, although it may be argued that
there are subtle distinctions between them, depending on the linguistic context of employment.
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infigar sarran (Ibn Manzir, Lisan V: 3351) or more simply defined as fuks in al-Gahiz
(Bursan: 104). “Propositional swearing”, on the other hand, is defined as a “perceived
polite, impolite — or potentially neither — expression” (Pinker 2007: 334; Jay et al. 2015:
252). Such expressions may be used for several purposes: to deliberately attack a target
person/group; to promote social harmony; or to highlight/reinforce hierarchies within the
speaker-listener relationship (Kasper 1990: 205).

Additionally, and as asserted by Bianchi (2015: 117), C/FME is a commissive
illocutionary act® which a) publicly confirms a point of view!® and b) establishes, especially
in poetry, a ‘“normalization” of invective attitudes and behaviours towards
something/someone, regardless of whether the target is necessarily blameworthy (al-Ibsihi,
Mustayraf, ii, 6). As expressed by Bach and Harnish (1979: Ch. 1), the illocutionary acts
inherent to C/FME also tend to be perlocutionary in their effectst. However, the linguistic
act of describing a head of state as a goat/cuckold, rather than overtly stating that he/she is
ill-suited to his/her role, must also be located within the context of more complex linguistic
action (Shisa 1989: 20-2). In the case of literary C/FME and their effects, these actions are
most frequently tied to istihza’ (irony) or supriya (sarcasm/parody).

On this basis, | argue that literary C/FMES - such as the previously observed example
— are both a means of amplifying and communicating multiple aims/meanings, and/or
intended to be heuristically uncovered by the audience/listener according to their
connotative employment. In both cases, these literary processes/purposes tend to arise
within the co-text (nazm) and context (madman) of ironic/satirical discourse.

1.2. Co-text Level — Ironic/Satirical Discourse and Linguistic “Boosters”

Moving beyond Grice’s theory of conversational implicatures and maxims, which defines
ironic discourse as a form of “flouting” (Grice 1975: 53), Sbisa (1989: 30-2) theorizes irony
in terms of its disregard for the rules relating to the logical construction of utterances. Irony
also, according to Sbisa, reflects the ironist’s conscious decision (and hence: responsibility)
in flouting the maxims of quality and manner (Grice 1975: 41-58) as well to his/her
awareness of and willingness to face a pragmatic sanction (Hart 1951: 144-146), especially
when employing slurs or C/FMEs *2,

According to Ahmad Matlib’s Mu ‘Sam al-mustalahat al-balagiyya (2007), istihza’
is the most neutral (Arabic) term referring to irony as a concept, whereas the various
forms/employments of irony are differently defined as tahakkum, hazl yurad bi-hi al-gidd,

9 The taxonomy for the linguistic acts here quoted refers to Searle’s distinctions (1979: 14-16).
10 Though not always shared personally by the speaker who may rather act as a spokesperson (al-
Gahiz Hayawan iii: 40)

1 For more on the debate regarding the proximity between illocutionary and perlocutionary acts see Strawson
(1964: 88-91) and Searle (1969: 76 and f.). For more on the conceptualization of illocutionary acts characterized
by strong accents of perlocution in their effects see Austin (1962: 79) cf. Wittgenstein (1951: 146).

More broadly, Sbisa questions Austin and Grice’s pragmatics approaches as being largely founded on
retrospective evaluations of language effects as well as focused on the speaker’s competences rather
than on the speaker’s responsibilities in conveying the desired meaning (Sbhisa 1989: 30-32).

12
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tagahul al-'arif,*® and supriyya, which refers to the mocking intentions of an ironic
discourse (i.e. sarcasm or parody). At the level of nazm (co-text), C/FME may arise in all
forms of ironic discourse. Az-Zamahsari’s (fl. 1075 - 1144) first attempt at defining at-
tahakkum, quoted in Ibn Manziir’s Lisan al- ‘Arab (V1: 4681), states: “huwa al-istihza’ wa-
/i kawni-hi mangalan min at-tahaddum aw al-gadab™**. Building on this, as well as Russo
Cardona’s considerations on irony (2009: 22-6), | argue that ironic literary C/FME speech
is an illocutionary act with strong perlocutionary effects, revealing what Wittgenstein
referred to as the leerlaufen - “empty wheels” (Researches 1951: 71) - of communicative
rituality. Further to this, ironic literary C/FME speech challenges the alleged clarity of
human language and destroys its conventions, giving rise to a representation (tamgi/ -
as considered in al-Gurgani, Asrar 1991: 102) of scorn through overt praise/respect
(madh bi-lafz al-iglal) or intimation through well wishes (indar bi-lafz al-bisara)
(Manzir Lisan V1. 4682)%.

If implicit C/FM speech works according to ironic processes of meaning reversal (as
is the case with “galalat al-kabs”’ (an-Nawwab, Qimam: v. 4), explicit cursing, on the other
hand, can be seen as a linguistic “booster” of sorts, employed by the author to clarify the
connotative meaning/processes of other, more implicit utterances within the text. At the
opening of the vernacular mugiin poem Kussummiyyat (Mother-Cunt-ets), for instance,
Nagib Suriir employs a ginds nagis (paronomasia, pun'’) in replacing the typical dandana®®
“Ya ‘ayn! ya layl!” (Ouch! What a love! What a night!) with “Ya ‘ayn! ya nayk!” (Ouch!
What a love! What a fuck!). Here, the nazm of the text is changed through the replacement
of a single word, revealing a Bakhtinian carnivalization (Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics
1963; Rabelais and His World 1965) of more conventional literary themes/motifs®®.
Notably, these processes are only fully comprehensible when taking into account how the
three actors of communication (i.e. the poet, the ‘target’, and the audience), the
authorial aim (gasd) and canonic literary conventions are played off of one another
at the contextual level of analysis.

13 Tahakkum i.e. a serious statement employed for mocking; hazl yurad bi-hi al-gidd i.e. a mocking,
hilarious statement employed to bring attention to serious issues; more broadly-speaking, tagahul al-
‘arif is the process of reversal in the construction of nazm implied by irony. See Matlab (2007: 429, 670, 256).
“It is (synonym) for istihza’ (irony) as it results in words aimed by a destructive/angry will”.

15 ZamahgarT’s reasoning reiterates, in more specific terms, his master al-Gurgani’s broader considerations
about cursing/foul-mouthed speech in poetry, which he identified as tamzi/ i.e. the representation of a
reality through a more effective ‘fake’.

16 Tbn Abi al-Isba® (Takrir: 570) also stressed the importance of linguistic indicators within the ironic
cursing statement, whereby the recipient easily realizes its “un-performative” character, while as-
Sakkaki (Miftah:168) also underlined the pervasive use of is#i ‘arat (metaphors) in sarcastic statements.
See also Van Gelder (1988: 122-123)

17 Since it might be argued that it is not possible to find a perfect correspondence between the concepts of
Avrabic baldga and Western rhetoric’s ones, translations are merely indicative here and provided only if possible.

18 A ritual moment in which the poet prepares himself for the performance of a vernacular lyric (e.g.
mawwal). See the entry "dandana - %x2" in Magma' al-Lugha al-'Arabiyya, Al-Mu‘gam al-Masiqz (n.d.).

19 In traditional mugiin poetry, it was extremely common to find obscenities alongside technical terms
referred to as-si'r al-gina’7 (poetry accompanied by music), classical qasida or erudite writing
conventions such as isnad (rel. to teology), munazarat (philosophy) and madz (poetry) (Szombathy 2013: 121).

14
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1.3. Context Level — Effacing Communicative Hierarchical Ladder and Aesthetical Remarks

In the case of propositional swearing — the subject of this inquiry — and higa’ (invective),
Van Gelder argues that in evaluating the proper/improper nature of C/FMEs (in their
specific contexts) “pragmatics, ethics and aesthetics are inextricably linked and mutually
dependent” (1988: 12). Furthermore, the metapragmatic features of literary C/FME are best
understood in relation to the literary and socio-cultural context. The poet who invokes
propositional C/FME typically calls his/her audience and victims’ attention to - as well as
calls for their engagement with — the powers, responsibilities and restrictions that
define/exist within a given era/context; without this engagement, the poet’s C/FME
acts/writing are of little consequence.

Deepening into aesthetical considerations, the curious story of the appreciation of
the ‘ugly” vs. the alleged superiority of euphemistic language within the Arabic classic
tradition also deals with the evaluation of zarf (poetical wit) (Szombathy2013: 265 and f.),
which is instead one of the most important literary aims for which foul-mouthed expression
is employed and which ensures its appreciation, as in the case of Abbasid libertine courtly
mugtin poetry (Szombathy 2013: 292).

However, it is also important to remember that, at the contextual level, witty/ironic
C/FMEs (as the basis of humourous mugin) are not only achieved through tasrik
(explicitness) but also through ta 7id (implicitness, allusion). Hence, in the poetic context,
they are necessarily suspended in a limbo between euphemistic/dysphemic registers and
implicit/explicit modalities?, though this point has been neglected by certain treatises, such
as al-Hafag1’s Sirr al-baldga quoted in Erez (2013)% .

At the contextual level, | suggest that literary ironic/sarcastic C/FME is therefore an
epi-pragmatic action: the speaker, before negotiating powers or engaging with his/her
interlocutors so as to prompt action — and effectively efface the hierarchy between speaker,
target and audience - already implies a shared knowledge of rules and values. It is on this
basis that the author/speaker recurs to explicit references, together with implicit
representations, as a means of highlighting norms and values to be brought into dialogue
via the text. When an authority (also a literary canon), performs directive/declarative acts,
they will often gather (and at times combine) a number of language games. The magin poet,
endeavouring to perform irony, hazards to do the same, sometimes in jest (acknowledging but
not necessarily accusing the authority, as in classic mugiin) 22, and sometimes as an act of dissent

20 According to pre-modern Balagiyyiin both tasrih and ta rid are capable of enhancing a literary text
aesthetically as to convey tazyin (embellishing representation) and faswih (disfiguring representation),
terms that are limited to mere aesthetic judgment and therefore opposed to those employed by the coeval
philosophers of taksin (improvement) and fagbih (worsening), which instead refer to a moral judgment
(Van Gelder 1988: 117).

2L Despite the value of this work, Erez appears too focused on semantically confirming the vested
proximity between euphemism and kinaya (metonymy), mostly due to a heavy reliance on
rhetorical/literary sources from the XI century e.g. ath-Tha“alibi, at-Tawhidi).

22 The poet’s act of blaming an authority (usually the target/victim) on behalf of a community could also
paradoxically enhance, in certain cases, the popularity and merit of the blamed. See al-Gahiz (Bayan
iv: 36-39; Hayawan i: 357).

103



CHIARA FONTANA

(disregarding/criticizing the authority, as in contemporary mugiin). Mugiin therefore evolved
from being a poetry tied to those who held power/authority to a poetry that is loaded with
ideological and political considerations, builds solidarity with the common people, and calls for
resistance to authorities’ corruption and abuses.

2. 2. «Mugiin Is a “Serious” Game»™ : Rhetorical/Literary Features and Remarks on
the Evolution of Premodern and Contemporary Mugiin

Without fully delving into the extensive literature on classical Abbasid mugiin (Szombathy
2013; Talib-Hammond-Shippers 2014; Lagrange 2014; Massad 2007)2, it is worth
recalling that, traditionally, mugin’s style was essentially related to al-hazl (jesting,
humourous literature) - and was thus opposed to al-gidd (serious literature) - and was
mostly en vogue within the classic Arabic literary tradition of the Abbasid period®.

Given that maginiin (i.e. mugin libertine poets)?® principally employed literary C/FMEs
within the context of ironic and parodistic processes aimed at upending of moral and social
frameworks through language, they frequently — and deliberately — engaged in humorous
provocation and literary experimentation. Hence, they filled verses with sexual innuendos,
allusions to homoerotic desire, the scorning of religious norms/actors and mysticism, and
mockery of erudite literature such as figh (theology) and nasw (grammar) — suggesting a
fierce and joyful carnivalization of more conventional themes/motifs?” and also resulting
in the frequent censorship of the maginiin’s works over the centuries?®.

Provocation aside, a keen grasp of balaga tropes was (and remains) essential to a
good mugun. In both classic and contemporary mugin, we observe the widespread use of
ilm al-bayan’s (the science of clarification) devices and tropes, typically arising in the
lyrical composition according to an expressive climax®. We also find sophisticated

23 The title of this section is a makes reference to of Emily Selove paper’s title “Mugiin is a crazy game”
(in Talib-Hammond-Shippers 2014: 141-159).

24 Bauer (1998: 480-1) and Szombathy (2013: 284) have noted that, in classical literature, mugin is not
perceived as belonging to conventional agrad (literary genres) but is rather seen a libertine/vulgar
literary style. | argue, however, that it may be considered a fann $i 7 (poetical speech typology). Cf.
(Mestyan 2011: 69-100) .

%5 Notably — as attested by Van Gelder (1988: 76) — mugiin before this period was principally regarded as
a vulgar and a-systemic feature of a generic poetical discourse (e.g. kiga’ magin — foul mouthed
invective) rather than as a recognized poetical speech typology.

% 1t is worth recalling that maginin poets mostly were erudite and sophisticated members of the high-
class society of their times

27 In traditional mugiin poetry, it was extremely common to find obscenities alongside technical terms
referred to erudite writing conventions such as isnad (rel. to teology), mukazarat (philosophy) and
madh (poetry) (Szombathy 2013: 121).

28 As also posited by Ouyang with respect to al-Isfahani’s Kitab al-Agani (Ouyang 2014: 12) - only partial
sources explicitly belonging to this style and many others might be discovered within the Arabic classic
literary canon avoiding certain conventional prudish misclassifications (Meisami 1994: 8-15; Massad 2007: 61).

29 This takes the form of less expressive/plain forms (e.qg. tashbih/simile, magaz mursal/allegory,
figurative language to an extent also metonymy*) as well as ablag (more impressive) ones that enhance
igaz - brevity, incisiveness (e.q. magaz ‘aqli/allegory, figurative language®; isti'ara/metaphor and
kinaya/metonymy*). Since a perfect correspondence between balaga’s rhetorical devises/processes and
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Muhassindt lafziyya/ma ‘nawiyya (euphonic/semantic beautifiers) of ‘ilm al-badi* (the science
of embellishments), alfaz dakhila (loanwords) from vernacular, malapropisms, tab‘ mithalr
(proverbial stereotypicity) and hisab al- ‘ugd (dactylonomy i.e. finger-counting) used in jest.

Mugiin therefore, recalling Bergson’s conceptualization of laughter (1900) “as an
expression of power and an expression of liberation” (Langrage2014: 240), lives in the
limen between elitism and vulgarity, respectability and provocation — inextricably fused
into the whip of sarcasm. In the Abbasid era, however, mugiin was not specifically designed
to subvert the cornerstones of power and political strength within a society distinguished
by male chauvinist/phallocratic accents (Massad2007: 109), but served instead to
acknowledge power and an awareness of the rules of common morality (even when
deliberately mocked and broken).

Between the 14" and 20" centuries, due to the inkitat (decadence) (Sing 2017: 11-
71), mugiin poetry was banned and had almost disappeared. Its revival was later opposed -
or at least, not enthusiastically welcomed - by the intellectuals of the Nahda, including
Gurgi Zaydan (Mashahir 1922: ii, 112) and Taha Husayn (Hadith al-Arbi‘a’ 1925: 39).
Aside from a European-inspired vision of the arts that was at once idealistic, cerebral and
censorial (Lagrange2014: 240-1), endogenous historical/political conditions, and the
impact of an increasingly rigid take on al-igtihad when it came to religious and
philosophical issues, significantly denied contemporary §i r al-mugiin the inherently powerful
whilst innocent and carnivalistic existence of the earlier period. And thus, if the mugiin of Kitab
al-Aghani or Abti Nuwas’s lyrics was, in the classical era, a poem of power, $i r al-mugin of
the contemporary era might best be understood/conceived as a poem against power.

2.1. Towards a new conceptualization of contemporary mugin

Taking into account the changing role of intellectuals in building modern Arabic societies
(Jacquemond 2008), the contemporary magin does not build solidarity with his patrons, as
in pre-modern times (Meisami 1994: 13; Szombathy 2013: 171-211); rather, he builds
solidarity with common people against political/social authorities. In 1950, Ahmad Hassan
az-Zayyat tied the cultural/social significance of mugiin to a “human primordial, animal
instinct” towards questioning, through literature, modern society’s ideological
superstructures and disconnection from the value(s) of solidarity (ar-Risala, June 1950: no.
883; 884; 885) which reinforced the individualistic and hypocrital pursuit of moral values
(no. 885)%L. In his new conceptualisation of mugiin, az-Zayyat hazards that it “stands under
every form of literature” (no. 885) as a means through which the intellectual may attest his
power, independence and social responsibility (no. 883). He further claims: “if you want to
clean up the literature from the mugiin and cursing, so clean your society of immorality,

Western rhetoric is challenging, the translation suggested, where possible is merely indicative,
otherwise tropes would be explained. See Abul Raof 2006: 196-238; Fontana 2018: 494-541. Cf. Noy
2016; Matlab 2007.

301t seems to be a feature of classical mugin only (Erez 2015: 481; Szombathy 2013: 276)

81 Among these ideological framework az-Zayyat addressed the wugiidiyya (i.e. the European-influenced
existentialism of Egypt in the 1930s.
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inequality, depravity and corruption. Because literature is only an image and its beauty is
authentic. As well its ugliness” (no. 885).

In Szombathy’s reading of pre-modern mugiin, he highlights the importance of
distinguishing between mugin as a form literary performance grounded in wit, and mugiin
as a sexually/morally uninhibited social phenomenon (2013: 292)2. In the contemporary
era and due to the new literary and political aims of the literary genre, the semantic reversal
is two-fold. Hence, contemporary mugiin now corresponds to a furious, passionate call for
morality that denounces decadence, corruption and hypocrisies through fierce sarcasm,
within which maginiin’s words are not only an action in pragmatic and communicative
terms but are also loaded with ideological meanings as well as critical intentions. As a
result, literary mugian is now no longer separate from its social and political
phenomenology (Massad 2007; Fontana 2018; Koerber 2018), though it is still, of course,
possible — and worthwhile — to analyze its formal realization according to a rhetorical,
literary and critical point of view

3. Rhetorical Analysis of Examples from Muzaffar an-Nawwab’s Qimam! Qimam!
and Nagib Surir’s Kussummiyyat

This section seeks to investigate mugun’s typical employment of literary C/FMEs
according to the rhetorically grounded framework previously described. In particular, 1
observe how the ironic and parodistic processes used to upend moral and social frameworks
occur in two strong examples of contemporary mugin belonging, specifically, to the genre
of sarcastic higa’ magin (i.e. foul-mouthed invective).

Muzaffar an-Nawwab (b. 1934 — Baghdad) and Nagib Surar (1932-1978 - Akhtab -
Damanhur, Egypt)® are, respectively, Iragi and Egyptian poets who were particularly
active during the 1960s and 70s and whose impressive, unconventional and eclectic
productions as well as political engagement rocked the Arabic literary mainstream in the
late half of the 20" century following the Naksa (1967). Gifted in their ability to bridge
both classic and modern genres and compositional techniques, both authors resorted to a
scandalous revival of ancient mugin both as a for literary experimentation and a sarcastic
and self-mocking act of intellectual resistance against the historical failure of upholding the
values of intellectual freedom, pan-Arabism and internal cohesion across the Arab world.

32 Szombathy highlights the difference between mugiin a literary practice followed also by allegedly
‘upright’ poets - such as al-Mutanabbi - who seek to demonstrate their own abilities in managing
mugiin’s witty style - and mugin as a social phenomenon i.e. a deliberately uninhibited lifestyle for
poets such as Abii Nuwas or Bashar Ibn Burd (Szombathy 2013: 292).

3 Nagib Suriir (1932 - 1978) was an Egyptian poet, dramatist and literary critic whose frequent internment
in psychiatric hospitals as a dissident - resulting in ostracism and the ruin of his artistic career - led his
literary production to remain almost silent from the late 1970s to the present day. In this sense, the
‘silencing’ of Surlir was perhaps more extreme insofar as his work went relatively unheard/read,
whereas an-Nawwab, despite being stateless for many years, nonetheless found an audience in exile.
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This analysis considers excerpts from an-Nawwab’s poem Qimam! Qimam!
(Summits! Summits!)®* - consisting of sixty free-verses and composed, in fuska, towards
the late 70s - and forty-eight selected verses from Surtir’s unpublished poem Kussummiyyat
(Mother-Cunt-ets) — composed between 1968 and 1974 and consisting of 550 free verses
in ‘ammiyya misriyya ® . Though both works are known for their literary
experimentation/sarcasm and considered to be acts of intellectual resistance addressed to
the failed policies of Arab countries following the Naksa, there is a great difference
between the two works in terms of how poetic discourse is handled. An-Nawwab’s
poem is a brief composition, mostly built on the implicit conveyance of meanings and
subliminal complaint; Suriir’s composition, on the other hand, is long, organized into
seven thematic sections, and built on explicitness - providing an articulate indictment
of the widespread corruption in Egypt, as the well as of those responsible for
persecution and torture of intellectuals®.

3.1 Cross-Temporal References, the Humiliation of Victims and Stylistic/Technical Crossover

From a stylistic perspective, the main references to the classical Arabic literary tradition
occur within the two incipits of the texts. In an-Nawwab’s case, the author achieves
tahakkum by equating the human/social reality to the animal world — partly inspired by the
great models of al-Gahiz and Ibn al-Mugaffa®. Suriir, on the other hand, offers a parodistic
version of traditional mawwal poetry based on a revised model of the mawwal suba't
composed of seven verses®.

Muzaffar an-Nawwab’s Qimam!Qimam! [v.1-8]

Summits! ad
Summits! ad
Summits! o
Goats and the herd! aie e 53
And his majesty the billy goat Sl A
with her highness the sheep dand saw
also the donkey s e
still there, ailly

yet, since years.

34 Due to its provocative style, obscenities and lampoons the work was published in only five editions of
ten of the al-4 ‘mal as-si riyya al-kamila (‘Uda 2016: 68, 70-4). For the taped version of the poem
performed by the author see link https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RRrldjFz3Ng&t=21s.

35 Suriir’s work - at the author’s request - was never published, although its taped version has been diffused
extensively in Cairo up to the present day. The recording of the text performed by the author in private
sessions with friends and colleagues was publicly uploaded on Youtube by Suriir’s son, Suhdi, only in
2004. See link https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U34r6 W1V fdw&t=130s

36 On these points, the Surir is unambiguous in his descriptions [v. 189 - 203].

37 In this case, however, the accord of al-gafiya (rhyme) between mawwal’s main structural elements (i.e.
‘ataba, radafa and giza’) is deliberately flouted. Note however that Kussummiyyat is not a mawwal and
may be considered a free-verse composition of as-§i r al-hurr gayr at-taf "7l (free-verse poetry).
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Nagib Surtir’s Kussummiyyat [V. 1-7]

In the beginning it was ahhh ... ol a1 §Y)
And then it was ufff ... al 4l
And then oh my God! ... s A A3l 5
Ouch! What a fuck! What a fuck! What a night! ddbelneln
Ouch! What a fuck! What a fuck! What a love! e bddubesly
Where | find people ol cual (e
who dare to repeat my say, o sty 2SI Blinal
That if they just see a wretch LG 3l s
like a faggot they bugger him oSy Jsa )

without complain!

In an-Nawwab’s excerpt, the degradation process addressed to higa’ victims is
conveyed through the representation of Arab rulers/dictators as courtyard animals and the
linkage of tabgil (decorous appellatives) such as “his majesty [5]; her highness [6]” to
isti‘arat tasrihiyya® for rulers (mi‘zalgoats; kabs/billygoat i.e. cuckold; na 'ga/sheep;
himar/donkey). Conversely, in Kussummiyyat’s opening, Surtir’s critique rests upon the
unsuitability of traditional mawwal in the present era/context. He demonstrates this
implicitly by abandoning the conventional gnomic tone (now replaced by obscenities)
raised by the typical protagonist in mawwal — the wretch (al-galban, al-muharra’). This
character now, suggests Surdr, shares the same status as the Egyptian poet or intellectual.

Besides serving to degrade victims/literary targets, poetic mugin typically breaks
apart the singular narrative voice/perspective, which is substituted with the alternation of
homophonic/polyphonic discourse. This serves to build solidarity and engagement with the
audience/readership. In this sense, several narrative indicators in medias res can be
observed, such as an-Nawwab’s “wa-tabda’ al-galsa - the session is opened [9]” and
Surdir’s “’ali-It hanka! Hanka! — They said to me: To the madhouse! To the madhouse!”
Other utterances are often more stereotypical (i.e. marked by fab* mitali) such as an-
Nawwab’s several lampoons in verses 26/28/42 and v. 46: “Suwwidat wugiihu-kum! —You
darned!” which is also a tawriya,® or the sarcastic use of joyful expressions, such as
“Mubarakun! Mubarakun! — Congratulations! Congratulations! [21]”. With Suriir, we can
also observe scornful expressions playing upon riza’ (eulogy) such as “Tiz fagidu-na al-
‘aziz — The ass of our dear late one [530],” as well as an interesting alteration of the maxim
“ad-Din makarim al-ahlag — Religion is the highest moral value ” which becomes “az-Zina
sayyid al-ahlag — Fornication is the highest moral value [74]%.

The literary/poetic tactic of combining/deliberately confounding different linguistic
registers is aimed at conveying paradox and suzriya, thus calling into question accepted social

38 Type of isti ‘@ra— metaphor (al-balgga > 7im al-bayan) within which, given the implicit tasbzh — simile,
only the musabbah bi-hi (likened-to) occurs in the text (Matlab 2007: 93).

3 Tawriya is a muhassina ma ‘nawiyya - semantic beautifier/enhancer (al-balaga > ‘ilm al-badi") built
on one etymon’s polysemy and according to which the meaning employed is always the non-literal one
(Matliib 2007: 433-6).

40 prophet Muhammad’s hadith. See Muhammad Ibn Ga‘far al-Hara’iti’s (d. 939) Makarim al-ahlaq
quoted in Muhammad Nasir ad-Din al-Albani’s (d. 1999) Sahih al-gami' (1998 VI: 1889).
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norms and the values which purportedly inspired them. While an-Nawwab mocks the actions
and rhetoric of diplomatic officials, Surtir makes reference to Muslim jurisprudence
terminology — such as “Sahr haram — Ramadan” and “diya — compensation*” — while
denouncing the murder of the communist intellectual and mentor Suhdr *Atiyya*:

Muzaffar an-Nawwab’s Qimam!Qimam! [v.37-40]

They watched carefully, Llgdasg
and analyzed L stls
and postponed | olad g
and examined | gomna s
and tut-tutted*? | gcracaa s

Nagib Suriir’s Kussummiyyat [v. 189-191]

They killed Suhdi "Afiyya ailacly gag5 L J8 lla L L
Oh blood spilled in the prisons Ol G L 2y
in the month when the blood is not poured (Ramadan)! Al el el
Oh victims! Nobody asked for justice (compensation) Ul JBaa Y
for this murdered man 4 Juiall

3.2 Figurative Speech: a Closer Look at ‘lim al-Bayan

Other forms of humiliation/criticism (beyond humor and the dehumanization of higa”s
victims) are conveyed, in both poems, through obscene personifications of
concepts/inanimate objects and the employment of al-magdz al-mursal*. For instance, in
verses 18-20 - “Wa yanzilu al-mawlid/ nusf ‘awra/ wa-nusf famm - And so the baby is
born/ Half sex/ Half a mouth” - an-Nawwab imagines the final resolution of the Arab rulers’
summit (real subject) as a monstrous creature (allegorical subject) so as to indicate that the
resolution is foolish, unreasonable and equipped only with sex (i.e. it serves only to satisfy

41 Compensation due to the family of a killed relative, whether killed unintentionally (al-Qur’an: al-
Bagara: 178) or intentionally (al-Qur’an: an-Nisa’: 92).

42 Quhdi ‘Atiyya (Alexandria 1911 — Abii Za‘bal 1960) was an Egyptian communist politician and intellectual and
great inspiration for Surar. In 1959, due to his political activism, he was deported with other communist
intellectuals to Abti Za“bal’s forced labour/detention camp. Badly beaten, he died on January 15th, 1960.

4 Doubled dental avulsive interjection of disapproval or wonder.

44 Type of magaz - allegory, figurative speech (al-baldga > ‘ilm al-bayan). According to al-Gurgani, al-
magaz - declined in both its category of m. "ag/i and m. mursal - calls for the employment of the word
apart of its literal meaning (al-Gurgani Asrar: 302-305). The relationship between the literal meaning
and the tropical one is built on an ontological shift of similarity/contiguity. Due to fact that al-magaz
al-mursal is built on al-muzbat — confirmed assertion (on the contrary of al-magaz al- ‘aqli which is
built on al-izbat — ongoing assertion) (al-Gurgani Dala’il: 243; Asrar: 328-330, 395, 536) usually
achieved through metataxemes or metatexteme, its effects may be mostly considered as being built on
contiguity rather than similarity, resulting in figurative speech, allegory or metonymy (Fontana 2018:
137-140; Cf. Erez 2013: 469), case-dependant. See Heinrichs (Studia Islamica 1984, no. 59: 111-140);
Ghersetti (1998a: 243 and f.) and Owens (2013: 196-7).
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despicable interests) and a mouth (it boasts about hypocrisies). Here, an-Nawwab’s critique
is thus expressed through magaz mursal ‘alagatu-hu al-guz iyya (i.e. synecdoche).

Similarly, Surtir provocatively represents Egypt (real subject) as a whore (allegorical
subject), insinuating its ruinous treatises with Israel and the prostitution of ideals through
an allegory likening the map (of Egypt) to a body according to the metataxeme (map <«
body), hence employing a magaz mursal ‘alagatu-hu al-mahalliyya® [v. 21-25]:

Oh fucking country now brothel! e &l JSU Lialy elliall aly
Look a bit 'the map aday Al Cagd
with legs open, Leala ) 4aild L@
in front of the sea!
God wanted it this way, what to do, Lo ) Jani ) IS Ll el

it is our destiny!

In both texts, the theme of moral integrity/conscience is evoked through several
illocutionary acts with strong perlocutionary effects meant to encourage the audience to
reflect upon the topic. This is all conveyed through figurative speech, as is the case in an-
Nawwab’s use of al-magaz al- ‘aqli ‘aldgatu-hu al-fa ‘iliyya®® - “Wa-sahhat ad-dimam —
The conscience peed in her pants.” An-Nawwab also employs isti ‘dra makniyya*' built on
idmar (ellipsis) in v.13 «(naknu) fida husakum sayyid-i, wa-d-daf ‘'u kam?! — (we are taken
as) a sacrifice for your testis, my master, but what is the price?!” — condemning the
intellectual and political servility demanded of the weak Arab states by the stronger ones.

Moreover, Suriir evokes both hilarity and bitterness in the verses parodying his
personal epitaph [530-531/534-535]:

The ass of our dear late one el Jie il 3 5all 2@l 3l
was an excellent example of cleanliness. PETSRTLILS
Cleaner than our consciences. U jlara (3 Cauail
[...]

Our dear late lived one =l Badd ile
worse than a dog in the dunes. Il 8Ky,
And he came to dreadful end, el g g

worse than that of a dog Al aiga Ja Y

4 Allegory achieved through metaxeme based on a metonymical process of place relationship (the
location or place’s features for the institution). For more on‘alagat al-magaz al-mursal — meaning
relationships - see Galal ad-Din al-Qazwini — fl. XI11 century - (al-Idah: 205 and f.). T. O. Sloan (2001: 496).

4 Atype of magaz which arises from the assertive will of the author (izbat) in expressing a concept, linking
a verb to a tropical subject. In this case, the relationship of meaning (al- ‘aldga) between the proper
subject and the tropical one is defined as al-fa ‘iliyya or fa il al-fi'l because the one who acts as the
subject of the action is in fact the victim of the action itself. In this case, the real meaning is that men
have outraged (> vulg. pee) the conscience. However, paradoxically, the poet says that the conscience
(the real victim of outrage), is the subject of the act of outrage, understood here reflexive. See al-
Qazwini (al-Idah: 209 and f.).

47 Type of isti ‘ara— metaphor (al-balaga > 1im al-bayan) within which, given the implicit zasbih — simile,
only the musabbah (likened) occurs in the text (Matlab 2007: 88).
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This passage reveals the coexistence of several rhetorical figures. The isti‘ara
tasrihiyya®® “Tiz faqidu-na al-‘aziz - The ass of our late one” (i.e. his dignity) is linked to
(two) tawriyas®. The first is conveyed by the term nazafa - cleanliness, which is never —
in Suriir’s text — intended to transmit its literal meaning but is rather connotative (i.e.
implying moral integrity). The second is the stereotypical expression “mawta kalb — dog’s
end”. These verses also stand out for their formal stylistic elements relating to the
employment of tarsi’, a derivative form of saga°, which requires the construction of
contiguous verses to be in consistent syntactic and euphonic accord.

3.3 Sukriya Through Reversal in Meanings and Sounds: The Employment of ‘lim al-Badi*

The above considerations on tarsi‘ have critical consequences with respect to the typical
and widespread use of devices from ‘ilm al-badr* in classical and contemporary mugiin
poetry. Among the subcategories of muhassinat ma'nawiyya (semantic
enhancers/beautifiers), the most-employed forms are the (already considered) tawriya®
and, above all, the fibag (similar to antithesis and oxymoron) and its derivative form
(mugabala)® found in v. 55-56 of an-Nawwab’s poem: “li-tan ‘agid al-gimma/ ld tan aqid
al-gimma — The summit goes ahead/ No, the summit does not go ahead. ” This tibag salbi®®
is used to ridicule the ambivalence and hypocritical behavior of participants at the summit.
We also find mugabala in Suriir’s v. 416: “al-fann asbak hiyana wa al-hiyana asbahat fann
- art has become a betrayal and betrayal an art” structured according to the typical
oppositional construction of logical discourse found in the philosophical munazarat
(philosophical dialogues).

Concerning the mukassinat lafziyya (euphonic enhancers/beautifiers) of badr® -
beside tarsz ", several instances of ginas (paronomasia, alliteration) are also found in both
texts - for instance, the (already quoted) obscene malapropism delivered through gindas
nagqis al-hurif in Surair’s proem [4]%*. An-Nawwab also employs this device in v. 53-54

4 See note 38.

4% See note 39.

50 The tarst * is a euphonic beautifier/enhancer (baldga > ‘ilm al-badi") derived from sag ‘ (rhyming style
in poetry or in prose in final/internal position of verses) that provides a rhyming couple between the
two hemistichs of the same verse/two verses whose last two words share one or more final letters. The
tarsi* is featured by providing a marked euphonic and even syntactic correspondence among the
syntagmas used in the involved verses. The tarsi " is considered a sophisticate euphonic embellishment
- mostly occurring in classical poetry - according to which “the syntagmas correspond from side to side
like the pearls of a necklace” al-Qursi — fl. XIIl — (Ma ‘alim al-Kitaba: 71). Cf. Matlab (2007: 306).

51 See note 39.

52 It is a semantic beautifier/enhancer (bal@ga > ‘ilm al-badz*) derived from ¢ibaq (antithesis, oxymoron).
More specifically, it conveys opposite meanings within a structure which sometimes is comparable to
that of the litotes or also chiasmus (this latter in Arabic rhetoric responds more properly to the figure of
radd al-‘agz ‘ala as-sudir - 1bn al-Mu‘tazz, al-Badi": 140).

53 It is a specific type of ribaq — antithesis, oxymoron i.e. a semantic beautifier/enhancer (balaga > ‘ilm
al-badi") according to which both the negative form of a term and the affirmative form occur in a text
contiguously (Matlab 2007: 522).

5 The ginas is one of the most employed euphonic beautifiers/enhancers (balaga > ‘ilm al-badi”). Its
effects vary as vary its forms as in the case of ginas tamm (two or more omophonic terms with different
meanings) or ginas nagis i.e. alliteration or paronomasia between terms different in meaning which are
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“mi ‘za ‘ala ganam / midraga la-ha nagam - Goats and the herd! / Such a melody this fart!”
within which the humiliating isti ‘Gra referring to an orator at the Arab rulers’ summit is
followed by a mockery of the speech, in ginas nagis at-tartib>.

3.4 This Is No Laughting Matter: The Roaring Dissent of Contemporary Mugiin

The humiliation of literary targets, solidaristic aims, and (partly) concealed anger/criticism
embedded in the sarcastic employment of C/FMEs are also tied, in contemporary mugiin,
to serious expressions of dissent. In this sense, the renewed (contemporary)
conceptualization of mugin also reflects a renewed social/moral/political commitment -
thus diverging from the (merely) witty style of the previous centuries. Among the non-
satirical linguistic indicators in Suriir’s poem, we find a pained objection to strategies of
repression and misprision of treason in v. 202-203. Equally impassioned is an-Nawwab’s
last heartfelt incitement to his public in front of the poor cabaret of rulers who show
indifference to the suffering Palestinians and wars across the Arab World: “Ayy! Tuffii ‘ala
them, from the first to the last, among kings, wise men. And servants”.

As claimed by Russo Cardona, “the ironist is the one who courageously renounces
his/her individual right to speak, so as to become the spokesman of a collective
disagreement.” (2009: 37). As we have observed in previous examples, Nagib Suriir and
Muzaffar an-Nawwab were masters in doing this. Gifted in their ability to bridge both
classical and modern genres and compositional techniques, both authors developed a
scandalous, fascinating revival of an ancient poetic style and further adapted it to serve
their own contemporary and political aims. Hence, in spite of Lagrange’s suggestion that
mugtin Was “unsuitab[le] to contemporary contexts” (2014: 240-1), it did in fact exist in
contemporary literature and it is well suited to express ideological and political
considerations, as the above examples have shown.

Conclusions

Using a theoretical framework (§ 1) methodologically inspired by al-Gurgani’s model for
textual analysis and modern pragmatics sources, this paper underlined how, from a cross-
temporal perspective, ironic/sarcastic prepositional C/FME was - and still is - employed as a
powerful literary device in Arabic literature. Further to this, C/FME is a leading feature of poetic
mugun, and thus should not be dismissed in terms of its contribution to/role within the genre.
In this sense, the in-depth analysis of linguistic features — such as the employment
of connotation (lugf li-I-magaz), reversal construction, effacing the hierarchical ladder, and
flouting of literary conventions — is a prerequisite to pursuing a rhetorical analysis of an-

similar in pronunciation even differing from each other according to the type/vocalization/number of
letters or the order between them (respectively: ginas nagis al-hurif/as-saki/al- ‘adad/at-tartib). In the
example quoted at v. 4 of Surlr’s Kussummiyyat the ginas naqis al-hurif involves the terms «layl —
night/nayk — fuck» which have the same number, order and vocalizartion of letters but which differ one
from each other in the type of letters employed (al-Qazwini, al-Idah: 382; Matliib 2007: 450).

55 The two terms ganam/herd; nagam/melody share the same letters which have the same number and
vocalization, but their order is inverted (ginas nagqis at-tartib). See previous note.
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Nawwab and Suriir’s selected writings. This analytical process is, arguably, essential if we
wish to reconstruct/uncover the continuity of a literary style/phenomenon such as mugiin.

The recognition of permanent features (bridging contemporary/classical texts), as
well as the experimental employment of baldga’s tropes/processes in contemporary mugiin,
further suggests that a specific form of tropical discourse is maintained throughout the
evolution of mugiin, though servingto different aims.

While this paper has sought to outline mugiin’s evolution from a witty literary style
within the courts to a witty literary style aimed at expressing political dissent and building
solidarity, further and more in-depth comparative analyses of an-Nawwab and Surir’s
works would benefit from more extensive inquiry, and a broader approach to the sociology
of literature/literary studies. These topics might therefore be addressed more
comprehensively in a further publication.

For now, however, this paper has demonstrated how a culturally embedded approach
to Arabic rhetorical studies brings about several innovative and insightful results. Firstly,
recognizing and using tools from the Arabic tradition allows for a more organic, critical
and rigorous approach to the employment/significance of literary C/FMEs. Secondly, and
drawing upon the holistic methodology employed in previous inquiries into Suriir’s work
(Fontana 2018), a cross-temporal/culturally embedded approach may help to reduce the
gap between linguistics and literary studies, as well as to minimize possible social, political,
moral biases in evaluating the linguistic/literary features of the texts in question, which are
often assessed from a merely thematic point of view. Finally, evaluating an-Nawwab and
Surtir’s works so as to uncover the ingenious and skillful use of ironic/sarcastic C/FMEs
and vulgarities contributes to greater visibility and critical recognition of these literary
productions, which have yet to be adequately acknowledged within the contemporary
Acrabic literary canon.
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RHETORIC OF OBSCENITY IN IBN ‘ONAIN’S POETRY:
A STUDY OF CONTENT AND FORM
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Abstract. This study aims to shed light on obscenity in the poetry of Ibn ‘Onain Al-Ansari (d. 630 Hijri/1232
A.D). Ibn ‘Onain was a Damascene poet who lived during the Crusades wars which the Levant and the Arab
Mashriq witnessed in the sixth and seventh Hijri/ twelfth and thirteenth centuries AD. The study tackles the
issue of obscenity in Ibn ‘Onain’s poetry, the reasons for studying it and the moral considerations of discussing
such a topic. The study has been divided into two sections that tackle two main issues. The first section deals
with the thematic issues such as criticizing individual and communal behavior, lampooning statesmen,
religious figures and eminent jurists, and challenging some common societal beliefs and assumptions. The
second section discusses the formal and aesthetic features characterizing Ibn ‘Onain’s poetry such as
argumentation, paradox, dialogue, storytelling, intertextuality and the depiction of popular culture. Finally, the
study concludes with a summary of its main findings and conclusions. It has been shown that Ibn ‘Onain’s
poeticism was unique among his contemporaries. His poetry is carnivalesque in nature since it calls for rejecting
many of the societal practices the poet suffered from during his lifetime.

Keywords: Rhetoric, obscenity, Ibn ‘Onain, Arabic poetry, content, form, Crusades.
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AL-MAQAMA AL-KAFIYYA OF ‘ALI AL-MURALI (C. 1950): AN ARCHIVE OF
TUNISIAN CURSING!

BENJAMIN KOERBER

Rutgers University

Abstract. The article examines a collection of literary magamat performed in the 1950s by the renowned
Tunisian dramatist Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-*Aqrabi (1902-1968), and attributed to his cousin ‘Al al-
Mirali. Composed in what we term “Mock Jewish” — a stylized variety of the Arabic dialect(s) of Jewish
Tunisians — the four magamat constitute a rare archive of profanities, curses, and euphemisms in the (Muslim
and Jewish) Tunisian Arabic(s) of the early twentieth century, in addition to Hebrew argot expressions. We
present a transcription, translation, and lexical analysis of a relevant portion of the first text in the collection,
entitled al-Magama al-Kafiyya (The Magama of el Kef), with a view to publish a fuller sociolinguistic analysis
of this and the remaining magamat in subsequent articles.

Keywords: Judeo-Arabic, mock languages, argot, Tunisian Arabic, maqama, cursing, euphemism, Muhammad
‘Abd al- ‘Aziz al- ‘Agrabi.

Abbreviations: TA = Tunisian Arabic; STA = Standard Tunisian Arabic; JA = Judeo-Arabic

I. The Magamat of ‘Al al-Miralt

The magama, if commonly understood as a showcase for eloquence and diction in literary
Arabic, has never been a stranger to the curses and profanities of “lower” speech registers.
On the contrary, erudition in the full range of Arabic speech forms, from high to low, has
formed a central part of the genre since its inception: the seminal collections of al-
Hamadani and al-Hariri, for example, contain passages that modern editors deemed too
obscene to publish.2 Then there are those magamat, composed mostly or entirely in dialect,
which seem crafted primarily as celebrations of the obscene. Less than a handful of these
“vulgar magamas”, as Moreh (1992: 109) and Himeen-Anttila (2002: 335-339) have called
them, have elicited any scholarly attention, though they promise to offer crucial insights
into language variation and change, language ideologies, social history, identity formation,
class politics, and much more.

To this latter sub-genre belong a peculiar collection of texts from mid-twentieth-
century Tunisia. Referred to variously as Magamat al- ‘Aqrabi, Magamat al-Murali, and
al-Magamat al-Yahudiyya al-Tanisiyya (or les Séances juives tunisiennes, “the Jewish

1 Much of the research for this article was made possible by a generous grant from the American Institute
for Maghreb Studies, Centre d’Etudes Maghrébines a Tunis, May-August 2018. | thank Ali Saidane
and Selim Ben Aba for their helpful insights into these magamat.

2 On some censored passages in the these magamat, see Hameen-Anttila (2002: 44, 50n25, 56-57).
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Tunisian Magamas”),® the four magamat were written by the poet ‘Al al-Mirali and
performed and recorded by his cousin, the renowned dramatist Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-
‘Aqrabi (el-‘Agrebi) (1902-1968). The last title here is a reference to the language of the
texts, which al ‘Aqrabi calls “the vernacular Jewish Tunisian language” (al-lugha al-
tunisiyya al-yahidiyya al-darija). However, while the texts do display a close familiarity on
the part of the author and performer with Tunisian Judeo-Arabic vocabulary and phonology,
their language is not any particular variety of Judeo-Arabic properly speaking, but rather what
we will call “Mock Jewish”, i.e. a stylized variety of the Arabic dialect(s) of Jewish Tunisians,
deployed for humorous effect. This and other “mock languages” formed a significant element
in the performance repertoires of numerous comedians, playwrights, actors, and satirical
writers in Tunisia in the early-to-mid twentieth century, and likely have their origin in the
pre- and early modern Arabic traditions of khayal al-zill and street theater.*

The circumstances surrounding the composition and recording of these magamat are
obscure; of the author himself, ‘All al-Murali, we have been able to gather but little
information, apart from his relationship to the performer. According to folklorist Ali
Saidane, al-*Aqrabi made the recording in 1950, shortly after his return from Paris, where
the dramatist had worked as director of the Arabic service of Radio France since 1945.°
Beyond his personal relation to the author, al-*Aqrabi may have been chosen to perform
these texts due to his widely acclaimed vocal talents, or his linguistic skills.® This is purely
speculative, however, since none of the available biographies of al-‘Aqrabi refer to these
magamat, for obvious reasons. Together with Muhammad Bourguiba (brother of President
Habib Bourguiba), Hasan al-Zamarli, and others, al-*Aqrabi has been counted among the
“founding fathers” of Tunisian theater. As an actor and director, al-‘Aqrabl was known
mostly for his commitment to canonical works, whether Arab and European, and despite
his lack of aversion to the use of Tunisian vernacular on stage — he even translated a number
of plays from French and fuska into STA’ — the content and style of the present magamat
stand in sharp contrast to his other performances. It is not surprising, therefore, that the
magamat recordings were never broadcast, but circulated underground for decades on
cassette tapes. At present, two different recordings have been digitized and are held at the
Tunisian national audio archive of Ennajma Ezzahra (al-Nijma al-Zahra’) (Centre des

8 LaPhonothéque Nationale (Centre des Musiques Arabes et Méditérranéennes, Tunis), item B-623. See
also Saidane (2010) and the YouTube channel of Ali Saidane: al-Magama al-Kafiyya
(<www.youtube.com/watch?v=tG78rjw_jQo>), last accessed 30 April 2018.

These performances of “mock languages” in the Arabic performance genres of Tunisia are the topic of
an article currently in progress by this author (Koerber, “Styles of Linguistic Crossing in Twentieth-
Century Tunisian Performance Genres”). The term is a reference to Jane Hill’s seminal work on “Mock
Spanish”, or the “set of tactics that speakers of American English use to appropriate symbolic resources
from Spanish”, often for humorous effect (Hill 2008: 128; cf. Hill 1998). Much subsequent research
has taken Hill’s insights to “Mock Ebonics” (Ronkin & Karn 1999), “Mock Asian” (Chun 2004),
“Hollywood Injun English” (Meek 2006), and other varieties of linguistic appropriation.

5 Ali Saidane, personal communication, January 2018. On al-‘Aqrabi’s work in France, ‘Abaza: 117.
On the quality of his voice: ‘Abaza: 115, 116. al-‘Aqrabi’s voice was so renowned that it was the
subject of a panegyric by the Lebanese politician Shakib Arsalan (ibid.). On his skill at JA: Saidane’s
caption to the recording of al-Magama al-Kafiyya (<www.youtube.com/watch?v=tG78rjw_jQo>).

7 ‘Abaza: 134; 137-138.
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Musiques Arabes et Méditérranéennes); since 2014, the recordings have also been
accessible on YouTube.®

It is not improbable that the texts were written some years earlier than the date of
their recording, given their similarity in content and form to the sort of mock language
performances that proliferated in the 1930s, as well as to genres and styles established in
the satirical press (al-sikafa al-hazliyya) of Tunisia since the beginning of the 20" century.®
The genre of the magama in particular had been a popular vehicle for social and political
satire in Tunisia, although the present texts would appear to be rather exceptional in their
use of mock language, their colloquial register, and the amount and degree of profanities
they contain.'® It is in this last respect that they resemble most closely the infamous
malziima of ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Kafi, although al-Muarali’s magamat far outdo al-Kafi’s
poem in the amount and variety of argot, cant, and slang expressions they deploy.!!

There are four magamat in the collection. The first, entitled al-Maqama al-kafiyya
(“the Magama of el Kef”), follows the plot of al-HarirT’s al-Magama al-tabriziyya (the
Magama of Tabriz). The second, al-Magama al-bajiyya (“the Maqama of Béja”), parodies
al-Har1ri’s “Magama of Karaj” (al-Magama al-karajiyya); the third, al-Maqgama al-siisiyya
(“the Magama of Sousse™), parodies al-Hariri’s “Maqama of Sanaa” (al-Magama al-
san ‘aniyya); the fourth, al-Maqgama al-dinariyya (“the Magama of the Dinar”), parodies
al-Har1ri’s magama of the same name. In each, al-HarirT’s narrator, al-Harith b. Hammam,
has been refashioned as Msi‘id (“little Mas‘ad”), son of Tammam,; the former’s trickster,
Abii Zayd al-Sariiji, has become instead David al-Tanntizi, son of Mridix Dana (“David al-
Tannuzi, son of ‘little Mordechai’ Dana”).'?

The “Maqgama of el Kef”, which is the focus of our analysis here, may be summarized
as follows. It begins with Msi'id, son of Tammam, lamenting his impoverished state, and
his fear that he might end up in prison (lines 1-3). His spirits lighten, however, when he
spots one “Nattaf Qusta, fils” — another Jewish-sounding name — about to board a public
bus (lines 4-5). Nattaf tells Msi‘id he is on his way to el Kef (a picturesque mountain village
in northwestern Tunisia, whence the title of this maqgama), and our narrator is able to
convince him to pay his way too (lines 6-7). Upon alighting in el Kef, Msi‘id spots our

8  LaPhonothéque Nationale (Centre des Musiques Arabes et Méditérranéennes, Tunis), items B-620 and
B-623. Item B-620 contains only al-Magama al-Kafiyya, while item B-623 includes all four magamat.
Also available on the YouTube channel of Ali Saidane: al-Magama al-Kafiyya
(<www.youtube.com/watch?v=tG78rjw_jQo>), al-Magama al-Bajiyya
(<www.youtube.com/watch?v=_4Wh2h5I9nY>), al-Maqgama al-Siisiyya
(<www.youtube.com/watch?v=0pQ6PQQCIsE>), al-Magama al-Dinariyya
(<www.youtube.com/watch?v=aNc2cZTEeT0>). Last accessed 30 April 2018.

®  On the satirical press in Tunisia, see al-Sahili (1996). See also my article in progress, Koerber, “Styles
of Linguistic Crossing in Twentieth-Century Tunisian Performance Genres”.

10 A brief history of Tunisian magamat is provided in al-Ghazzi, “al-Maqgama al-tiinisiyya bayn al-taglid
wa-I-tatawwur nahw al-gissa”, al-Fikr, Feb. 1982: 593-599 and March 1982: 800-807.

1 On al-Kaft’s malziima, see Khayati (1989) and Mion (2012).

2 David al-tanniizi < STA al-tanniizi (“David al-Tannuzi”), the name that al-Miirali has selected for his
trickster, on the pattern of al-Harir’s Abu Zayd al-Sartiji, is common among Tunisian Jews. Though
the appellation here is likely generic, it is worth mentioning that as a dramatist, al-‘ Aqrabi would likely
have been familiar with David Cohen-Tanugi (1839-1928), a patron of the theatrical arts in Tunis.
According to Sebag, the patronym is derived from the city of Tangier (3= [sic]) (2002: 139), but this
is unlikely. Cf. Hamet (60: “Tenoud;ji”).
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trickster, David al-Tannuzi, “who is renowned in Tunis and Ariana” (line 9). It turns out
al-Tannuzi is not alone: he is observed quarreling with his wife, whom he is dragging to
the rabbinical court in order to divorce, or perhaps imprison (lines 10-12). Arriving at court,
al-Tannuzi explains to the rabbi that after marrying this woman, he discovered she was
rotten, “like shit” (ki-1-xra) (line 17). The rabbi scolds the wife, who quickly retorts that it
is al-Tannuzi who has transgressed, trying to sodomize her (lines 18-19). The rabbi then
scolds al-Tannuzi, who proceeds to launch into a verbal mudslinging match with his wife
(lines 23-48). The invective between the two spouses reaches such a pitch that the rabbi is
forced to scold both of them for their language, and ask them pointedly to tell him what the
matter is, lest he summon the police (lines 49-52). Thereupon al-Tannuzi, followed by his
wife, turns from invective to elegy: he has been reduced to poverty, and she has become so
desperate that she considers prostituting herself (lines 53-69). They beg the rabbi for alms.
After some protest, he tosses them each a few coins; the wife manages to extract a few
more through seductive words and exhibition (lines 72-83). When al-Tannuzi asks for
more, however, the rabbi fumes, and screams to his attendant to expel the two
troublemakers (lines 84-86).

1. al-Magama al-kafiyya: Transcription and Translation

The following represents an excerpt of al-Magama al-kafiyya, focusing on the invective
traded between al-Tannuzi and his wife, and the rabbi’s initial response (lines 15-52). The
transcription reflects only an approximate phonemic, rather than a full phonetic, rendering
of the performance. In addition to the phonemic transcription in Latin script, we have
included a transcription in Arabic script that represents the etymological forms of each line
in STA, and is intended only for ease of reading.

15

LSS aanal g @lid g Ja LSS G oy bl JUB

qal-lu: ya ribbi, zit niski-lik, hill widn-tk w-asma ‘ nahki-lik

He said to him, “O Rabbi, I’ve come to complain to you. Open your ears and listen, I’ll tell you.

16

\A‘ﬁ}lﬁ\ Lﬁu}ﬂ ‘ZAUJA;L&..)& ul’el.c G

kunt ‘ayis ‘tsa mrtaha, adindy tluwim aha

“I was living a comfortable life, Adonai Elohim ‘oy’.

17

1 AIS Canlla | palle cuds AL

yvaxi xdit al-mra, til ‘it ki-1-xra

“Then I married this woman, and she turned out to be like shit.”

18
gal ir-ribbi, ma-tiisim-s ya hmiama ta ‘mil I-razi-ik Xsiama
The rabbi said, “Have you no shame, you good-for-nothing, picking a fight with your husband?”’
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19

(e (o Ailliie Ledas ¢ (S Gangy () b 14l

gat-lu ya ribbi, ykibb ykassar-li burmt-i, hagt-a mungalt-u f-tirmt-i

She said to him, “O Rabbi, he wants to break my ‘cooking pot’. He wanted to put his ‘clock’
in my arse.”

20

o slS Jari an i L iy S 1 J8

gal-lu ir-ribbi b-il-minzidd ya bim, thibb ta ‘mil ki-1-guwim

The Rabbi said, “Seriously, you animal? You want to do like the Goyim do?

21

€l Sy T alent La G (sla 30 JB AT (58 i L

ma-ta ‘raf-s as qal ir-ribbi hay bsis, ma-ta ‘mil-s afar bla ntiris

Don’t you know what Rabbi Hai Besis said, ‘Don’t do a job without any interest’?

22

SORSIS ani V5 s gl 8 ey Sl (i

as qulit, nurbug-ik fi-1-habs hatta twalli tha ‘ba * ki-1-Kibs

“What should I do? Put you in prison, until you bleat like a goat?”

23

N 5 AiLs 5l 5 SllS el By ) b i ikl JE

gal al-ranniizi, ya ribbi, w-haqq il- ‘asar kilmat, w-ir-riassana w-is-sabbat

Al-Tanuzi said, ““O Rabbi, I swear by the Ten Commandments, and Rosh Hashanah, and the Sabbath,

24

Las ol sl s LI 3 5 4_4‘

illi mart-i kaddaba w-ras umm-i W-baba

That my wife is a liar; I swear by the head of my mother and father!”

25

igie 8 S alini Lo J 5 e ST g lisl sla s 1Y pad ye AL

gat-lu mart-u: la! w-hay adinay uwa akdib min-ni, W-qabl ma na ‘ql-u kan galb-i mitinni
His wife said to him, “No! I swear by Hai Adonai, he is more of a liar than I, and before |
knew him my heart was content.”

26

Lol o s pDIS g8 (g sl 055 50 s Llond

fsal-a ya sidi téassas it-taniizi w-qal-i-la klam bim msa yuqtil-a

And thereupon al-Tanuzi became angry and said to her savage words, about to kill her:
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27

Lasall &t pall Jens e gen LA

ya kalba ya imiima ya lli ta ‘mil id-dras fi [-hiima

“You bitch, you good-for-nothing, you who makes a big fuss in the neighborhood!

28

A8 ko il s (S o dagie LAy S

ya fakriina ya ‘attiiqa ya lli ki xditik lqitik maftiqa

“You turtle, you little hen, when I married you I found you to be damaged goods!

29

clle J 5 i Loy el sl IS () 5S40 Jins

na ‘qil skiin kan yhassix fik, w-ma-habbit-s nqul ‘ltk

“I knew who had been screwing you, but I didn’t want to tell on you.

30

A L ke L AR s 05801 9138 e

mils hadaka il-fazzani st xlifa ya mintna ya zifa

“Wasn’t it that Libyan, Mr. Khalifa, you rotten one, you corpse!

31

e dll 5 lidany Lall Cungy IS A s 5

W-zid ak illi kan yzib il-ma ya ‘ti-k W-allahi ‘ma

“And also the one who brought us water, God make you blind!

32

Ly ye LAl s by oy ye Ldand 5

yawas ‘aya ‘rida, ya bawwala ya mrida

“You wide one, you broad one, you pisser, you ill woman!

33

i h S sl ot Jg5 6l A

W-aniixi lu twalli tadrab il-biyanu ki fartiina

“By Anoukhi, should you go play the piano like Fartuna,

34

4 a3 iy A S 38 Y g oA sl iy S mlalin Vs

w-lla tasrah ki bint sayxiina w-lla tganni ki Simha bint dandiina
“Or dance like Bint Shaykhuna, or sing like Simha bint Danduna.

35

L gand) 5535 iole L

ma- ‘ad-is tiding is-sammiina

“You won’t get to taste my cock anymore!”
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36

4128 Cla 5 85 A 5 AaDIS Coran g2 by (A

iyya ya sidi sam ‘it kalam-u, w-iyya naggzit w-zat quddam-u
She heard what he said, and jumped and came in front of him.

37

3aall @ g5 3ae 53 Chae i

W-tra dit tar ‘tda, w-wllat ki s-sida
She became enraged and like a lion.

38

(B sidia ) 5 A ¢35 5 IS ) (35 e Ly IR Ly 4l

W-qat-lu ya xassaf ya ‘arig isma ‘ ik-kalam w-diig, yarra-k wallahi masniig

She said to him: “You babbler, you sweaty man! Listen to this and have a taste. May you,
by God, be hanged!

39

(il el iy IS ¢l sl Caldad Ly At

va tu tha ya xattaf is-sawasi, ya kaddab, ytayyah fik il-fasi

“You queer, you chechia thief, you liar! May the farter make you fall down!

40

bl dlie 17 o i alaa

ya hazzam trim, yarra ‘inik tdlum

“You shaver of arses, may your eyes go dark!

41

A € O jmua e S L Ayl

ya sayib ya slaka ya-\li ki kunt sgir kunt kbir nayyaka

“You old man, you worn-out shoe! When you were little, you were a big fuckboy!

42

pou oSla clile (638 capen LB L

yva qallab ya hmiam, yqgawwi ‘lik hakim sadiim

“You thief, you good-for-nothing! May the chief of Sodom overpower you!

43

Td e clilite U 03 5 eld

illi fik truddu fiyya ya-lli mungaltik marxiyya

“What’s inside you, you dump inside me? You with the limp ‘clock"

44

Ll Y5 A0Sk Y agadan W 5 el iy 33 L (s b ¢ aliae b palian

ya bassas ya ‘assas ya firtas ya-Ili taxud bnat in-nds w-la ta tthum la makla w-la lbas
“You farter, you kiss-ass, you baldy! You who marry nice girls and give them neither food
nor clothing!
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45

2 Lot A5 e oal b ol Gl

W-ras ir-ribbi frazi, w-insalla xuya ygazi

“By the head of Rabbi Fraji — God willing you’ll go get yourself killed!

46

sinal g (S gl ol 5 0S8 s peal ara

sim issirinu lukan twalli tadrab il- ‘ud ki baraminu

“The Name (of God) protect us, should you play the oud like Braminu,

47

Gand) (5535 ale Lo (38 (palaille cliaga 85 (58 oy (o T8 Y g iy ouuga il g

W-ras miisi rabbinu, walla twalli kif david barqiq, w-garzamtik mi-n-n ‘as tfiq, ma- ‘ad tidig
is-sqiq

“By the head of Moses our Teacher, should you become like David Bargig, and your throat
awaken people from sleep, you won’t taste my behind,

48

s dhlaaidle Lo ) el

w-titla * rithi, ma- ‘ad na ‘tik bittithi

“And ravage me. [ won’t give you my vagina anymore!”

49

A b Glaa il (e A5 AS el i L) 13l agllE

gal-ilhum ir-ribbi: amma ntum mi-l-marka iz-zrana min hanit sabban fi I-grana

“The rabbi said to them: Well aren’t you both a bad brand from Sabban’s shop in [the
market of] the Livornese!

50

e SV g J s sanl s § LS gas i i 885 Le

ma-txafii-s titdarsu qubbalti, wahda tqiul bittiahi W-il-lakhir mugalti

“Aren’t you ashamed to quarrel in front of me? One saying ‘my vagina’ and the other
saying ‘my clock’.”

51

Y18 5l Rl gl 65 L 1) ey ol s (B0 B

w-haqq rabbi, w-ras zibbi, ida ma-tqilalis snuwwa I-afar

“I swear by God, and the head of my penis, if you don’t tell me what the matter is,

52

Jesale o gliaiy Jl (e aSlleny s Hlone fSIT aSiayi La )

illa ma-nab ‘atkum li-1-kamisar w-ya ‘millkum brist barbar w-timsiyu ‘la ‘am w-nar

“I’1l send you to the chief of police, he’ll give you a barbaric penalty, and you’ll end up in
a sorry state!”
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I11. Linguistic Notes

[16] adiinay (<Heb. *378): perhaps the most common, and oldest, element in Mock Jewish.
Cf. a folktale collected by Stumme (1893: 59).

iluwim (<Heb. o>739%). Elision of /h/ is attested in Hebrew speech of Tunisian
Jews (cf. Henshke: 66).

aha is most likely a pseudo-Hebraism invented to fit the rhyme pattern established
in the previous line by murtaha. ahhit, akhayt, and similar interjections of pain or
exasperation are widely attested in Tunisian Arabic, though they would communicate the
opposite of the speaker’s emotive stance in this phrase.

[18] hmiima, m. hmiim, “lousy, no good.” Cf. Chelbi, “H fort” section: “HMOUME: nul”.

[19] burma, lit. “cooking pot,” also attested in the sense of “exhaust pipe” (TuniCo,
root brm), here must be euphemistic for the wife’s rear, genitalia, or possibly womb. Cf.
the Moroccan profanity tabiin, “pudendum mulieris” (<Arabic tabin, “oven”), and the
Classical Arabic tannir, lit. “oven” but also euphemistic for the female lap or womb. In
the broader context of world folklore, Dundes follows Freud in suggesting that “the oven
is a standard womb symbol” (1988: 172). burma is certainly not, as in Slouschz’s
controversial thesis, a Jewish argot form of Greek origin (cf. Slouschz, 1909: 65).
mungala, lit. “clock, clocktower, watch,” is euphemistic for the penis, perhaps by
analogy to the phallic symbolism of the clocktower. According to Nahum, the
euphemism is unigue to JA (2000: 56).

tirma, “arse.” Al-Tanniizi’s wife has accused him of attempting to put his mungala
in her tirma, implying that he is a sodomite.

[20] guwim, “goyim, non-Jews.” The notion that Judaism prohibits alternative sexual
positions, such as anal intercourse or penile-vaginal intercourse from behind, and the
association of these practices with goyim, specifically Muslims, seems to be based on the
incidents described by common tafsirs regarding Qur’an 2:223.

[21] Basis, another common Tunisian Jewish family name.

afar (< French affaire, “affair, business”), is a common word today in Tunisian Arabic.

intirts (< Italian interesse), “interest” in all senses. Both afar and intiris are
common to both STA and Tunisian JA. The expression afar bla ntiris, “an affair/job
without interest”, is likely meant in two senses: first, that sodomy is a non-procreative
act and therefore is without profit, and second, the anti-Semitic association of Jews
with usury, making profits, or stinginess.

[22] thba ‘ba * ki-1-kibs, “bleat like a goat”, a common collocation, perhaps with
the implication that the bleater is being forced to do something against his will or
begging for repentance.

[23] ir-risana, “Rosh Hashanah” (<Heb. m@a w¥") and is-sabbat, “the Sabbath”
(<Heb. naw) both evidence hypercorrection, since their pronunciation by JA speakers
across North Africa invariably preserves the Hebrew /§/ (for “Rosh Hashanah,” cf. M.
Cohen, 1912: 393; D. Cohen, 1964: 77; Henshke, 2017: 23; for “Sabbath,” cf. D. Cohen,
1964: 70; M. Cohen, 1912: 494; Henshke, 2007: 76; Yoda, 2005: 316).

These oaths (“By the Ten Commandments, etc.”) are not, to my knowledge, to be found
in the speech of Tunisian Jews, and therefore must be considered patently Mock Jewish.
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[27] dras, “coquetry,” especially of women or children, according to al-Misawi
(2011: 175). It would appear this word is no longer widely understood in Tunis, but the
meaning seems to fit the context of marital infidelity better than two Aramaic-derived JA
words to be found in D. Cohen (1975): “drds “disputes’ (coll.)” and “dras ‘oraison funébre’ (27).

[28] fakriina, lit. “turtle,” used to insult one’s miniscule figure. Cf. Margai and Guiga
(1959: 3018), “feekrun.

‘atiiqa, lit. “little hen,” used to insult one’s lack of physical attractiveness. Cf.
Nahum (2000: 71): “‘Atouga mreicha ! / Petite poule plumée. / Se dit d’une fille
chétive et sans charme”.

maftiqa, “damaged goods, (already) screwed,” lit. “torn; infected with hernia.” Cf.
Chelbi, “M” section: “MAFTOUQ: enculé”.

[30] zifa, “corpse” (<Arabic jifa). The epithet refers, obviously, to the wife’s
grotesque body, but it is also an old anti-Semitic slur, attested already by Hesse-Wartegg
in Tunis in the nineteenth century in the form “Dshifa, ben Dshifa” (1899 [1882]: 117). Cf.
Montels (1894), who cites the expression “Djief ben Djief” (94).

St Khalifa, “Mr. Khalifa.” The appellative s together with an adjective or profession is
a common form of derision in TA (e.g. st klifi, “Mr. Nosey”, st tahhan, “Mr. Pimp”). The
khalifa in Protectorate Tunisia referred to an official in the local administration, second in
authority to the gayid (al-Misawi, “4&13>). The idea is that the wife has had affairs both “high”
and “low” (the water carrier in the following line). Alternatively, the name may be a reference
to a legendary womanizer, “Khalifa,” who carried out his affairs by adopting the guise of a
midwife (Monchicourt, 1908: 7). Khalifa is also a common Tunisian Jewish family name.

[32] bawwala, “frequent urinator.” Cf. D. Cohen (1975: 68).

[33] w-aniixt, an oath (<Heb. *2ix), “by Anokhi (God)”.

fartiuna, “wealthy” (<It. fortuna, “fortune, luck”); also, as here, a common
Tunisian Jewish female name.

[34] Bint Sayxina and Simha bint Dandiina: generic Jewish-sounding names. If
taken literally, “dancing” and “singing” here may be counted among the wife’s disreputable
habits, perhaps as part and parcel of her prostitution (lines 64-68). The stereotypical association
between Jews and the musical arts in early twentieth-century Tunisia is likely also implied here.
Otherwise, “dancing” and “singing” may perhaps be euphemistic for sexual acts.

[35] sammiina, “penis.” Cf. Chelbi, “S” section, “SAMOUNA: zizi”. The word is
likely derived from sman (“butter”), which, according to Monchicourt, is euphemistic
for “sperm” (1908: 5).

[37] tra ‘ad, “to become irritated, enraged”. The root r- -d has the sense “to tremble”
in Classical Arabic, but its use in Tunisian Arabic seems not to be attested widely among
non-Jews. Indeed we have only located occurrences of this verb in JA and Mock Jewish
texts, and therefore it is quite possible the form is restricted to JA and may have its
etymology not in the Classical Arabic, but in the Hebrew 737 (“to tremble”). For an
occurrence in a JA text, see Cohen (1964: 137; cf. Cohen 1975: 120); for an occurrence in
a Mock Jewish text, see al-Marisal (1967: 18).

[38] xassaf (< xassaf), “babbler, madman” (<Heb. mw»3 “magic, sorcery”). Cf.
Cohen (1975), “hsdf ‘pauvre d’esprit, fou’ (155). Also attested is the verb xassef, “to utter
nonsense,” and various derived forms (Henshke: 264-265).

‘ariig, “‘excessive perspirator” (?).
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yarrak (varra + -K), “May it come to pass that you...”. Cf. Mar¢ai and Guiga (1958:
«!_), who suggest the etymology ya nra-k. Stillman (2007), in his valuable study of cursing
in Moroccan JA, identifies this formula as constituting a special category, “curses of the
type ‘I should see you’” (149-151). Cf. Stewart (2014: 710).

[39] tuiba, “queer” (<Heb. 73yin, “abomination”). The word's association with
homosexuality in Hebrew derives from its use in Leviticus 18:22%%. In Tunisian slang, it refers
exclusively to a homosexual:: Chelbi (2013), “TOUAYBA: pédé (judéo-arabe)” (T section);
Nahum (1998), “Ya tou’iba ! (hébreu = Abomination) / Pédé !”” (245); Simeoni (2004), “Kane
chwia touaiba. / (Il était un peu efféminé)” (49).

xagtaf il-sawasi (Sawast), lit. “chechia thief”. For xatzaf as “pickpocket, thief” see
Cohen (1975), “hartaf ‘voleur & la tire’” (162). The chechia (sasiyya) is the cylindrical
brimless red hat of which Tunisians are proud; it is more familiar in English as the “fez.”
If taken literally, the insult alludes to al-Tanniizi’s petty thievery, which moreover lacks
any skill (the sasiyyva being the easiest garment to snatch). However, it is likely that a
euphemism is in play here, though the sense is not clear. ‘Abd al-Kafi (1982) associates the
chechia in the popular imagination with respected elders, the (male) provider and head of
the household, debts, weights and measures, octopuses, or anything that rests above
something else (38-39). Of particular relevance is a JA proverb cited by Nahum (1998):
“Lai nahi el chéchia mel rass el oulia, afélou meuria ! [La ynahht il-sasiyya mi-ras il-
waliyya, afillu mariyya] / Que Dieu n’enléve pas la chéchia, méme en mauvais état, de la
téte de la jeune femme !” (105). The sasiyya, Nahum explains, is a symbol for the husband,;
depriving a woman of her “chechia” or husband can only bring her misfortune. The
implication of the curse, then, is that al-Tanniizi is a “husband-snatcher” — an allusion both
to his homosexuality, and to his depriving women of their due provisions, which is
referenced in line 44.

[40] hazzam trim, “arse-shaver” (< hazzam) or perhaps “arse-bundler.” Either sense
would elude to al-Tanniizi’s alleged sexual predilection.

[41] sayib (Sayib), “old man” (< CA sha'ib).

slaka (Slaka), “flip-flop; worn-out shoe.” As an insult, the term refers to a cowardly,
no-good person, or to an effeminate man (Murad, 1999: 244); cf. Chelbi, “ADDITIF”
section, “chlaka: vaurien”.

nayyaka is not, as the morphology might suggest in Classical Arabic, an active “fucker”
but rather a passive “one who gets fucked”, i.e. a “catamite”. Cf. Cohen (1975): “Le seul
exemple de fZyyal avec une premiére radicale n’appartenant pas a ce groupe est le mot nayydk
proprement ‘giton, mignon’” (69). It is derived from the verb nayyik, which in TA has the
passive sense “to be/get fucked,” as in the common insult, barra nayyik, “go get fucked!”

[42] hakim sadiim, “the ruler of Sodom.” hakim in TA slang can refer variously to a
judge, a police officer, the police in general, or the state (cf. Dallaji: 119; Abdellatif: 24).
This is another swipe at the alleged sodomy of al-Tanntzi. Cf. an expression cited by
Nahum (2000), “Hkeum Sdoum ! [kkam sdizm] / Les lois de Sodome !, which is explained
as a response to a judgment or command deemed unjust (70).

qallab, “crook.”

13| thank Jonas Sibony for this reference.
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[43] illi fik truddu fiyya, lit. “What’s inside you, you pour inside me?!” The allusion
is to al-Tanniizi’s impure or impotent seed. The collocation is also attested in Muhammad
al-Sadiq al-RizqT’s collection of Tunisian proverbs: &2 53555 ¢lé A A3as gams (95). The
meaning of the proverb is not explained.

mungaltik markhiyya, “your clock(tower) is limp,” another reference to al-Tanniizi’s
inadequate male member. )

[44] bassds, “compulsive farter” (< bass, “to fart”). Cf. Cohen (1975), “bgssas, ‘qui
péte souvent’ (162).

‘assas, “kiss-ass, sycophant” (perhaps derived from ‘uss, “vulva”). Cf. Chelbi, “A”
section, “ASSASSE: lécheur [sic]”; Cohen (1975): “edssds ‘qui fait des avances
humiliantes a quelqu’un avec qui il est brouillé’” (162).

firtas, “bald.” According to Bacri (1986: 85: “Fartasse”) there is a connotation of
effimancy (“un moiti¢ homme — moitié femme”).

[45] ir-ribbi frazi (frazi), “Rabbi Fraji,” or Rabbi Frazi Shawwat, was a popular saint
whose shrine is located in Testour. His popularity among Tunisian Jews is attested in
folktales, an annual pilgrimage, and songs (Cohen, 1964: 126-128; Montels, 1894: 90-95;
Nahum 2000: 131-133).

yigazi, “to enlist [in the army]; to risk one’s life; to get oneself killed” (< Fr.
s’engager, “to enlist”). The etymological sense appears to be the most commonly attested,
as in Chelbi (“M” section: “MGAJI: engagé dans I’armée”) and Cohen (1975): “gdzd ‘il
s’est engagé (dans ’armée)’” (31). However, it is apparent that the extended, derived sense
(“to get oneself killed”) is the intended here. Cf. Ghanimi and al-Khaskhasi (2010):

JleaiaVll & iy s’engager daws i) 3 Lall (e Lelaal s Cogall ) 4aiiy Ll i @ als
ol i e aa S5 LAY Lo 35 LS 4 Lo i)y (JaYl) Glun 3 3eadll o 53 (5 Seaal
. (169, n. 96)< sall

See also Bar-Asher (2016): “gaza/xixa”(36); and Murad (1999): s> (297).

[46] sim issilinu, “May the Name [God] preserve us!” (< Heb. 1%%> ow3). A common
apotropaic interjection, comparable to TA hasak. Cf. Cohen (1975: 266), Cohen (1964:
99), and Henshke (385-386). However, it appears to be (mis)used here as an oath.

tidrab il- ud ki-Bramini, “play the oud like Bramin@i”. The expression is likely
euphemistic for a sexual act, and also alludes to the prominent role played by Jews in music
and performance arts in early twentieth-century Tunisia. Braminti, diminutive of Abraham,
is another common JA nickname. As with previous JA nicknames, it is more likely that this
refers to a generic “Jew” rather than to an historical individual.

[47] masi rabbinu, “Moses our Teacher” (< Heb. 3127 nyh).

sqiq or zqiq, “arse” (7).

[48] bitith, “vagina” (?).

[49] il-marka z-zrana, “bad brand” (?). il-zrana (STA il-Zrana) means both “frog”
and “violin.” On marka as in insult, see Ritt (2004: 176-177).

il-grana, “The Livornese (Jews),” here for siig il-grana, the famous market, located
in the medina of Tunis, that prospered with the influx of Jews from Livorno, Italy beginning
in the 17" century.
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[52] brisi barbar, “a barbaric penalty” (< Fr. proces barbare). According to Mion
(2012), brist in TA is not a “trial” but rather a “penalty” (“amende”) due to semantic shift
(183); barbare is speculative.

‘am w-nar (‘am w-nhar), lit. “a year and a day”, here is idiomatic for “a terrible
state.” Cf. al-"ArwT (v. 1): “ida Hhie 53 35laa: jleis ale 4137 (203).
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*AHU SARMUTE AND HIS RELATIVES:
PRODUCTIVE GENEALOGIES FOR ARABIC EMBODIED CURSES
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Abstract. Insults and curses go hand-in-hand with the development of languages and civilizations, and
constitute a field for multidisciplinary analysis. Sociology, gender studies, and linguistics are all involved in
the investigation of this macro-topic. Insults and curses occupy an off-limits field, in comparison to the 1995
UNESCO Declaration of Principles on Tolerance: (1.3) “Tolerance is the responsibility that upholds human
rights, pluralism (including cultural pluralism), democracy and the rule of law. It involves the rejection of
dogmatisms and absolutism and affirms the standards set out in international human rights instruments”. In
relation to Arabic language, we can proceed from the very old-fashioned Islamic curses toward the opponents
of dar al-Islam, until we arrive to the modern hate speech and hollow insults, conveyed by social platforms. It
is true that every addressee deserves a precise insult: la‘n, sabb, Satm, or gadf. Women and the human body
play a leading role for communication effectiveness, for a sort of reverse ranking: insults give a privileged
space to what is usually protected and sacred. Following a short introduction for framing the general question,
I provide rude but effective examples of curses centered on women’s body and their descendants, in both
standard and colloquial Arabic.

Keywords: Arabic insults and vulgarisms, embodied curses, sabb, Satm.

Insulting and cursing: step-by-step from dysphemisms to hate speech

Bad or rude words are adopted for a precise aim: being offensive. Linguistically, such a
choice takes place at utterance-level, it is named dysphemism and respond to a pragmatic
function. If such a purpose is achieved beyond a reasonable limit, insults, la‘nat or
misabbat, change into hate, kurh in Arabic. Demonstrating an intolerant or offensive
attitude toward someone roots in some recurrent and elementary steps (Mazid 2012: 3-5):

— creating a negative image of the other(s)

— adopting a divisive attitude and language, based on the dicothomy “we vs. they”

— accusing others of inferiority, compared to our superiority, morally first of all

— accusing others of historical crimes or seizing of lands

The mentioned steps are usually based on false facts and argumentations: any

verification of the dogmatic statements is accurately avoided. It may (in case of previous
humiliation or damages suffered) or may not (pure discrimination) exist a reason for the
development of hate sentiments. In any case, an old Arabic saying still holds its validity:
al- ‘en tikrah slli ahsan minn-a, the evil-eye hates what is better than it.
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It is then evident that insulting and cursing roots in an ideological manipulation,
which de-emphasizes both the good facets of the other and our bad-facets, so producing a
misrepresentation of reality (Mazid 2012: 91).

Insulting and cursing in Arabic: terms and purposes

People insult each other when they lose their good manners and self-control. This is
triggered by something specific that takes place during interaction and causes its victims,
of course. Insults are inherent to social life, although belonging to its lowest manifestation.
The main characteristic of insults is that they are bad or rude words, in addition to the
accusation they may launch against a precise target. Classically, sabb and sarm equal
expressions gabih al-kalam, while accusation is specifically “launched by gadf”. Qadf
immediately targets female sexuality with the real purpose of dishonoring the male
lineages, ‘asabat, which stand behind it. The typical accusation addressed by gadf to a
woman is fornication. Both the accused person and the accusatory have their prerequisite:
it is requested that the woman never received the same accusation before, and the accuser
must be preferably a capable Muslim men, or a men belonging to ‘ahl al-kitab, who lives
in the dar al-islam, although exceptions are made for people of dar al-harb personally
benefiting from an official protection treaty set with dar al-"islam. Four witnesses are also
required and in case the accuse reveals to be false, a Koranic punishment applies:

Surat an-Nur XXIV, 4

“And those who accuse chaste women and then do not produce four witnesses-lash
them with eighty lashes and do not accept from them testimony ever after. And those are
the defiantly disobedient”.!

Al-Ghazali in his lhya” ‘ulim ad-din (111) provided a detailed analysis of the five
human senses and their complementary organs, where the language emerges as the
powerful tool that gives voice to a body organ, while the others are prisoners of their
mutism. Of course, being so powerful, language must be regulated by Islamic precepts.
According to Al-Ghazali, words and the language are ambiguous by nature, so that he
defined four categories for them: purely beneficial; purely malefic; both beneficial and
malefic at the same time; not beneficial nor malefic. Legally the third category poses
challenges, and for this reason the philosopher made explicit a list of dangers caused by
words that affect the moral rectitude. In fact, the jurist and philosopher listed twenty
dangers (‘afa) that may arise from the adoption of insults toward others, and such original
list has been recently commented by Ould al-Barra and Ould Cheikh (Ould al-Barra and
Ould Cheikh in Larguéche 2004: 60-64). For what concerns us here, “afa number two is
partially interesting, number seven and eight are properly relevant as refer to the use of
gross mots named al-fa’s, curse named as-sabb, verbal aggression named bada‘at al-lisan,
and insults named /la‘nat. The mentioned ‘afa number two, only partially interesting,
expresses a caveat with regard to futile and useless speech named fudiil al-kalam, like the
ones by which the word Allah is adopted in insults and curses. *4fa number seven reveals
the low morality of both the person who launches and receives the curse. In fact, Al-Ghazali

1 https://quran.com/24/4
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states that insults call for insults, so moral turpitude automatically affects all the parts
involved. More, who makes use of gross mots will stand before the final judgment
resembling a dog, or they will come out from a dog’s belly. In detail for “afa number eight,
the term la‘n recalls the idea of being “turned away” from Allah, so it is correctly directed
to unbelievers, kafirin only. In any other use it manifests a very low moral profile, and it
must be condemned.

The person who receives an insult suffers from the effect it generates on his/her
violated honor. Consequences are more severe for Muslims, quite negligible for infidels.
In fact, an interplay exists between insults effectiveness and (social) hierarchy. Who
pronounces the curse or insult is called nummam ( who betrays) or li*an (who curses),
particularly when s/he commits the so-called “linguistic sins”, against God, the prophet,
religion, or Muslim people in general. In those precise cases, insults change from a social
manifestation to a legal question, where intentionality is seen to play a crucial role, and
inevitably leads to punishment.

If we take punishment as opposed to tolerance, then the key-point is to establish a
line between what and why something is admitted and the rest is not permitted. Concretely:
who sets the red line between prohibition and tolerance? In classical ages, Power had this
exclusive role and the Muslim authority or representatives were in charge for judging acts
and sins. Nowadays, supranational organizations and agencies take care about this delicate
aspect of human relations and cultures, for example the UNESCO Declaration well
specifies what tolerance is by its “Article 1 — Meaning of tolerance”:

1.1 Tolerance is respect, acceptance and appreciation of the rich diversity of our
world's cultures, our forms of expression and ways of being human. [...] Tolerance is
harmony in difference. [...]

1.2 Tolerance is not concession, condescension or indulgence. Tolerance is, above all,
an active attitude prompted by recognition of the universal human rights and
fundamental freedoms of others. In no circumstance can it be used to justify
infringements of these fundamental values. Tolerance is to be exercised by
individuals, groups and States.

1.3 Tolerance is the responsibility that upholds human rights, pluralism (including
cultural pluralism), democracy and the rule of law. It involves the rejection of
dogmatism and absolutism and affirms the standards set out in international human
rights instruments.

Consequently, cursing clearly emerges as an intolerant attitude toward other people,
their identity, religion, or beliefs.

The classic Islamic debate on Satm

There was not unanimous consent among the four Schools of Law on how to punish the act
of vilification, Satm, against God, the Prophet or Muslim personalities. Historically, its
legal prosecution was contextualized as apostasy-ridda, unbelief-kufr, or it may also lead
to capital punishment. We read of some hadit where Satm was not punished as severely as
expected. For example, an episode collected in Ibn Hanbal’s Musnad reports that Abu Bakr
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was offended by a person, and the Prophet observed the fact, but did not support his Muslim
friend. Instead, Muhammad got angry when his companion attempted to react. Another
episode tells us that a certain Muhammad b. Sa‘id b. Hassan was executed in 770 because
he added an extra statement (here in bold) to the original sentence “I am the seal of the
prophets; there will not be any prophet after me if God does not intend otherwise”. Both
examples (E.I. supplement, sub voce “shatm”) belong to the traditional literature and show
that there was a running dispute among Law Scholars, with regard to the kind and degree
of the punishment to implement. It seems that legal punishment was formally decided and
agreed upon in a later era, from the 9" century onward, and particular attention to the topic
was paid by Ibn al-Mundhir in his Al-Igma®. Probably, it is only from that time on that
Sunni jurisprudence regularly extended the charge of unbelief to those who insult the
Prophet or his Companions.

Nomina sunt consequentia rerum (?)

Names and naming are strictly linked to identity, both from an anthropological and legal
point of view. We assign names to things and people in order to appreciate or stress their
characteristics. The same can take place according to a negatively-marked aim. In such
cases, altering a name or intentionally adopting a dysphemism toward someone manifests
the purpose of violating his/her identity and right, albeit with different degrees of
harmfulness. As remembered above, women’s honor affects men’s lineage. This is due to
the first line importance detained by kinship and blood in (originally) tribal societies. The
inventory of female offensive nick-names shows a creative (male) attitude toward the topic
and it is quite globally shared across sexist cultures and civilizations. For example, the
word ‘prostitute’ is adopted for offending women, and it may correspond to several Arabic
terms (EALL, s.v. “insults” and “taboo”).

Let’s try to introduce a distinctive criterion. If the mother-progenitor is addressed, then we find:

Sarmiita, gqahba, zaniya, mamis, bagiyya, ‘ahira for “prostitute”
In case the daughter is targeted, then they’d rather call her:

bint al-hawa, “daughter of the pleasure”

bint as-sari’, “daughter of the street”

bint il-haram, “daughter of the prohibited”

bint il-manyiika “daughter of the fucked woman”

Meanwhile, the following fit both the mother and the daughter:

gawwad, ‘ars, dayyit for “pimp”
ya manyiika literally meaning “fucked” or “one on whom sex has been performed”.

Religion related and Allah lexicon-insults as well are used for cursing, as they have
a powerful identification strength. Such insults may generally address the other’s religion,
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like yil*an dinak and yihrig dinak or may call God and religion in help for reinforcing the
strength of one’s malediction, like the citations? here below (Aida Kanafani-Zahar in
Largueche 2004:153-164):

(Allah) yil‘an sliltak, (May Allah) maledict your lineage!

(Allah) yi‘lan rizh elli khalagak, (May Allah) maledict the soul of whom generated you
(Allah) yiflan ‘idam elli khalagak, (May Allah) maledict the bones of whom generated you
(Allagh) yikrig riah/damm bayyak/ummak, (May Allah) burn the soul/the blood of
your father/mother

(All@h) yan‘el bik/din bik, (May Allah) maledict your father/the religion of your
father (Roh in Larguéche 2004:81-101)

Additionally, Allah can also be invoked for:
—wishing anxiety to someone (Piamenta 1979:19):

Alla la yrayyhak “ May God not give you peace of mind”
Alla yit'ib/yishghil balak “May God trouble/engage your mind!”

—in case of an alleged misdeamour (ibidem: 177)
Alla la ysallem fik wa-la ‘adme, ‘May God not keep a bone intact in you[r body]!”
—referring to or wishing death to someone:

Alla yakhdak ““ May God take you [to heaven]!” (ibidem: 47)

La yirham abitk “ May [God] not have mercy on your father!” (ibidem: 76)

In sha-lla tmit u-"atrayyah minnak “I wish (lit.: If Allah wants) you die, leaving me
in rest” (ibidem: 210)

‘Am tibki? In sha-lla babki ‘alek u bab’a balak, “Are you crying? May | weep on
you and stay without you™ (ivi)

— if someone insists on leaving, in contradiction to one’s wish:

In sha-lla voha bala raj‘a, “1 wish you go, and never come back. (i.e. die)” (ibidem, 211)

Men centered insults, intended as insults conveyed along a male lineage, are residual
compared to those focused on women. It is also of interest to notice that when men or male
lineages are addressed, Allah is constantly invoked. This rarely happens with women,
whose body or nicknames alone are considered well sufficient for offending, cursing or
maledicting. Examples of men-centered insults are:

‘ahu Sarmiite “brother of a prostitute”

2 Transliteration here appears as adopted by the cited sources

147



LETIZIA LOMBEZZI|

ibn haram “son of (the) prohibited ”

Allah yil'an abitk “May God maledict your father”

Allah yihrig rith bayyak “May God maledict the soul of your father”

ya bu-I-fased “(God curse) the father of the dissolute (Roth in Larguéche 2004:81-101)”

Each of the three categories analyzed above — women, religion, and lineage based
insults — carry a double weight, because they refer both to the individual and the group at
the same time. Women and their body hold the major responsibility for the men’s honor,
so constitute the main source for inspiration of insults and curses, fancifully merged with
productive genealogies. Effectively, women do generate genealogies, physically and
symbolically. It is observed that if women are concerned, then taboos follow. Generally
speaking, and for avoiding a deeper anthropological dissertation, which is not the core of
this article, let’s consider a taboo something “to be avoided” as refers to inviolability and
may cause embarrassment, for some reasons. Taboos result blaspheme in the religious
domain, obscene or vulgar in other spheres. In the following section and hoping not to disturb
the sensitivity of anybody, | present some examples from the daily rudest language in use.

Women-centered insults: genealogies and embodied curses

Sins and religion have already been mentioned, women will immediately follow together
with their sexuality. Insults mainly address men, but the scope is reached by referring to
“their” women, their lineage or their religion. Insulting female sexuality by suspecting
about the fird-integrity of women, reflects on men and men’s lineages. A Lebanese saying
recites: flak ‘ardak w stir ‘irdak, “till your soil and hide your honor”. In fact a respected
woman, muzsana, must abide by the strict rules of haya’ (decency) and hisma (reserve),
otherwise she will be pointed at as i/t ar-rdjil, or dishonored woman (Aida Kanafani-Zahar
in Larguéche 2004:153-164). As for lineages, it is true that men are insulted for being sons
or brothers of a vicious women-rarely the father is mentioned — and not for a characteristic
of their own. A very common malediction is yil‘an ‘irdak (alternatively: yikriq or yifdah
harimak). Lineage may be intentionally addressed by some formulae that explicitly or
implicitly refer to women’s body

In practice, do genealogies reinforce communicative effectiveness? Historically,
genealogy and kinship have been widely adopted in titles, and the names of many renowned
intellectuals and philosophers — called Ibn or *4Abu fulan — attest this cultural attitude. The
practice of referring to parents by the name of their sons is called teknonymy and is
pervasive across Arab countries. Analogously, but with a different scope, ad hoc
expressions are built around exiting genealogies, and used for insulting and cursing. Many
examples collected from the language in use confirm these cultural practices, albeit
diverted from its original pure rationale.
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Examples and a possible classification

The material collected and listed below is extremely rude, striking and bad-to-hear, but still
allows a classification. Insults follow different templates and recurrent formulae, including
or not: reference to body organs; reference to genealogies; Allah invocation. Such
references can be explicit or implicit, obtaining a different degree of linguistic assault.
The main typologies of insults can be sum up as follows:

a) implicit reference to body organs, without invoking Allah;

b) explicit reference to body organs without invoking Allah;

¢) genealogies without invocation of Allah;

d) genealogies and/or body organs with explicit or implicit invocation of Allah.

Examples from the Levantine varieties 3
a) Implicit reference to body organs, without invoking Allah

Badde nikek, “1 wanna fuck you”

Badde nik immek, “1 wanna fuck your mother”
Badde nik ihtek, “1 wanna fuck your sister”
Badde nik wijjek, “1 wanna fuck your face”

b) Explicit reference to body organs without invoking Allah

kuss ‘irdek “(I penetrate) the vulva of your honor”.

Eri fik, « fuck (lit.: my dick inside you)”

Er fik, “id. (lit.: a dick inside you)”

Istek bi-eri, “fuck your sister (lit.: your sister with my dick)”
| htek bizobdr, “idem”

c¢) Genealogies without invoking Allah

ya-lli ummok fazra “ oh you, whose mother is a woman without virtue” (Roh in
Largueche 2004:81-101)

ya-bn (il-mara) il-mitnaka/il-qakba “you son of a whore!”;

ahu/iht-1 manyik/a “brother/sister of the fucked” also with a positive meaning “fox,
sly, smart person”

d) Body organs and Allah invocation

(Allah yil*an) kuss immak *“(God damn) the vulva of your mother”
(Allah yil*an) kuss iktak “““(God damn) the vulva of your sister”

8 Sources: Aida Kanafani-Zahar in Larguéche 2004:153-164; EALL, s.v. “insults”; Lebanese male and
female informants in Beirut aged 35-45, summer 2017.
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(Allah yil‘an) kuss mart abik “(God damn) the vulva of your father’s wife”

(Allah yil‘an) kuss immak a1 baghira alli jibit-kon la-hon “(God damn) the vulva of
your mother’s cow that brought you here” attested in Sothern Lebanon for insulting
the military missions’ staff tasked there

Examples from the Egyptian variety*

The two terms mi‘arras “pimp” and garbii‘a (from “jerboa”, the name of a rodent of the
desert) may replace sarmiite in Egypt.

Then, adopting the same distinction as above we find many other examples and
expressions, for the indicated typology.

a) Explicit reference to body organs, without invoking Allah:

ma-liis zobr, “he has no dick”
tizak hamra, “your ass is red”
tiz fik, “ fuck you”

b) Genealogies without invocation of Allah:

bint-il-garbii‘a, “daughter of the jerboa”

ibn-il-himar, “ son of the donkey”

iban-kalb “son of a dog”

ibn-il-ars, *“ son of a pimp”

ibn-il-wispa, “son of a dirty woman”

ibn-il-“akba, “son of a whore”

ibn-il-mitnaka, “son of the fucked woman”

ibn-il-labwa, “son of the lioness” (meaning: oversexed woman)
ibn-il-gazma, “son of a shoe” (associated with impurity, dirtiness)

¢) Genealogies with invocation of Allah:

Allah yin‘al abiik, “May God maledict your father”
Allah yintal abii ommak, “May God maledict the father of your mother”

Conclusions

The 1995 UNESCO Declaration of Principles on Tolerance was proclaimed by The
Member States of the United Nations alarmed by the current rise in: acts of intolerance
violence, terrorism, xenophobia; aggressive nationalism, racism, anti-Semitism; exclusion,
marginalization and discrimination directed against national, ethnic, religious and linguistic
minorities, refugees, migrant workers, immigrants and vulnerable groups within societies,

4 Sources: lexicon occasionally met on web social platforms; Egyptian male informants in Italy
aged 19-30, fall 2018.
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as well as acts of violence and intimidation committed against individuals exercising their
freedom of opinion and expression. Although heavy, the previous list cannot be shortened,
because all of the cited factors threaten the consolidation of peace and democracy, both
nationally and internationally, and are obstacles to development.

The same alarm is today produced by identical factors, which also lead to linguistic
violence. It is pervasive among social media, which in some ways may reflect human daily
attitudes. It is sure that curses and insult linguistically represent a case-study, and its
manifestation are only partially violence-driven. In many cases the supposed violence only
marks sarcasm, youthful languages and exaggeratedly cheerful styles. In other cases,
politics manipulates both young people and their language, in order to exploit some drifts,
useful in unfair political competitions.

A part these preliminary observation, it is a fact that the adoption of women-centered
insults prevails over any other kind of offensive language, and this is true for several idioms.

The analysis of insults and curses in Arabic offers a varied inventory of terms, their
collocation, and combination. The resulting expressions reveal that the speakers’ behavior
and intentionality drive the linguistic choice that takes place at utterance-level. The
mechanism that concretely gives rise to the act of insulting and vilification is called
dysphemism. It may also happen thanks to an ad hoc teknonymy, where the circle of
relatives goes far beyond parents and sons — as the term original meaning suggests — and
the purpose is not to award titles, but to discredit someone. The aim of offending men is
reached by targeting their women, with special reference to their ‘ird or (sexual) integrity,
which represents a taboo. Women integrity is connected with kinship and blood lineage,
and this recalls us the original tribal nature of Arabic cultures. If the target is being offensive
and demonstrating intolerance, then speakers intentionally violate taboos. For that sake,
elements usually protected and sacred deserve a first-line space. Anyway we still find
residual tracks of taboos in the four typologies of insults, for which a classification has
been offered above. Effectively, in the majority of cases when body organs are at stake, the
invocation of Allah is avoided (éri fik) or just implicit ([4/lah yil‘an] kuss ’immak). On the
contrary, invoking Allah is always present if a psychological state of mind is concerned (Alla
yitib/yishghil balak) or in case of life-death matters (in sha-lla tmiit u-"atrayyah minnak). As
showed by the data | collected, the Levantine accent offers richer and more sophisticated
variants of a same curse or insult. Egypt demonstrated to stay more “traditional”, and its insults
contain a lower degree of genealogy intertwining. In fact, many variants are offered for a same
“ibn il-... ", but the circle of relatives involved is closer and leaves space to the adoption of
name of animals (ibn-il-labwa) and objects (ibn-il-gazma) instead.
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Abstract. Egyptian Arabic is very rich in curses, insults, offensive language and taboo words. In Egyptian
culture, as in many others, such words and phrases are more common in speech than in the written or literary
language, but they occur with increasing frequency in written literature. Because there are Egyptian writers
today who use curses and taboo words, more and more such words, traditionally absent from or rare in written
texts, appear in print. The spread of the written word in social media and on the internet has also accelerated
the use of curses and other taboo words and phrases in writing as well as in speech.

As is the case in other cultures, in speech as well as in writing, curses and obscenities may undergo
changes and euphemisms are often used.

This paper, based on a larger study on non-standard Egyptian Arabic vocabulary, describes examples
and types of curses and taboo words and phrases used in spoken Egyptian Arabic, the main formulas in which
they appear and the social contexts in which they are used.

The curses, obscenities and taboo words described below have been collected and checked through
intensive extended work with Egyptian informants and many Egyptian texts; they represent just a part of a
much larger vocabulary that due to lack of space could not be quoted here, but will appear in my larger study.
Keywords: Egyptian curses, Egyptian insults, taboo words, swear words, offensive language, Colloquial
Egyptian Arabic, Egyptian literature, popular Egyptian culture.

To Moshe lzuz

Moshe lzuz (born in Cairo in 1947, emigrated to Israel in 1961), wrote a seminar paper at
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem in 1970, nearly half a century ago, under the
supervision of Prof. Moshe Piamenta, on curses in Egyptian Arabic, based on data collected
mostly from informants, members of his family and friends of the family, all Egyptian Jews.

Izuz’s seminar paper, containing several hundred curses and abuse words and phrases in
Egyptian Arabic, is a pioneering study of modern Egyptian Arabic curses. Many years ago, he
gave me the complete manuscript of his work, to be used in my studies on Egyptian Arabic; a
considerable number of the curses and insults quoted below was originally taken from this
unique seminar paper, and then re-checked with contemporary informants in Cairo. This article
is dedicated to Moshe Izuz in friendship, gratitude and appreciation.
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Preface

Curses, abuses, vulgar and taboo words, profane language and the like are a part of the
vocabulary of Egyptian Arabic, as they are of any language spoken by any society or group
of speakers. In Egyptian culture, as in many others, such words and phrases are more
common in speech than in the written or literary language, although they are gradually
penetrating into written literature as well. This article describes the most common ways of
using curses and other vulgar words in Egyptian Arabic, with representative examples
taken from data collected during my field work on this subject.

| first described some examples of this vocabulary in my PhD dissertation on The
Language of Dialogue in Modern Egyptian Drama (Rosenbaum 1994: 100-105) and again
in an article about the use of slang and coarse language in Egyptian Arabic (Rosenbaum
2004: 198-199). The current article reports on some of the findings from a larger study on
non-standard Egyptian vocabulary (in preparation), based on intensive long-term work
with informants as well as on written sources (in print and online).

I make no claim here to mention every curse or vulgar expression in Egyptian Arabic.
This is not possible in the framework of a single article, and will be done in future works.
My purpose here is to demonstrate representative and common manifestations of this
vocabulary, as used in the spoken language and in literary texts.

Apart from my two above-mentioned publications, that touched on this subject
briefly, several other studies deal with it as well. Many examples appear in Moshe Izuz
(1970) mentioned above. Relevant entries are scattered throughout Badawi and Hinds’
Dictionary (1986). Stewart (1997) gives numerous examples of cognate curses (see section
2.6 below), and some examples of curses and abuses appear in Stewart (1994: 59-61). In
his article on grammaticalization in Egyptian Arabic, Woidich (1995) gives examples of
this phenomenon in curses, and in his study on intensifiers in Egyptian Arabic (2018) he
gives examples of intensifiers that originated in words of abuse. ¢1zzat 2000 (mainly 353-
363) contains examples of curses and insults. Iris Mostegel, Manfred Woidich and myself
contributed vocabulary on menstruation in Egyptian Arabic for Ritt-Benmimoun,
Prochazka et al. (2009). Zawrotna gives many examples of body-parts vocabulary (2014),
and of insult intensifiers (2018). Al-Minsawi recently (2017) published a collection of words
and phrases entitled Qamiis al-Sata?im al-misriyya (“Dictionary of Egyptian Curses”), but in
spite of its promising title, many of the entries in this collection are not curses, and most of
the words of abuse commonly used in Egyptian Arabic are not mentioned at all.

It should also be noted that today there are many digital publications on the internet
that deal with Egyptian curses or quote them; some of them are not accurate or reliable, but
all may serve as materials for further research (they are not quoted here due to lack of space).

Bearing in mind the limited scope of this article, 1 will briefly quote some relevant
definitions dealing with curses and coarse language, mainly by Hughes and Jay, in order to
place the Egyptian data in a wider context that demonstrates the universality of the
phenomenon of curses, words of abuse and coarse vocabulary.

Without disregarding the importance of literature, both fiction and non-fiction, from
which I quote in this study, the role of informants, in contributing materials and in
confirming data found in literature, has been indispensable. People do not often tend to talk
about the subject discussed here, and | am grateful to all of my informants who, regardless
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of their own attitude toward using such a vocabulary, answered my questions with
admirable patience and complete commitment.

1. Introduction
1.1. Some definitions

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) a Curse (noun) is, among other
definitions,

An utterance consigning, or supposed or intended to consign, (a person or thing) to
spiritual and temporal evil, the vengeance of the deity, the blasting of malignant fate,
etc. It may be uttered by the deity, or by persons supposed to speak in his name, or to
be listened to by him.

And

The uttering of a malediction with invocation or adjuration of the deity; a profane
oath, an imprecation.

According to the Concise Oxford English Dictionary (COED 2011), a “Curse” (noun) is

1. A solemn appeal to a supernatural power to inflict harm on someone or
something; a cause of harm or misery. 2. An offensive word or phrase used to
express anger or annoyance.

The term “curse”, however, is often used with a wider range of meanings; the
following are a few attempts at encompassing these meanings. Hughes (2015: 114-115)
defines “curse” as

the appeal to a supernatural power to inflict harm or evil on a specific person [...].
Cursing now has the generalized sense of a profane or obscene expression of disgust,
anger, or surprise, especially in American English, where it is commonly used as a
synonym for swearing.

Jay, in his book “Why We Curse” (2000: 9) that presents a neuro-psycho-social
(NPS) theory of speech, broadens the scope of this term, as used in that book and, following
his usage, also in this article:

Cursing, as the term is used here, refers to several uses of offensive speech.
Technically speaking, cursing is wishing harm on a person (e.g., eat shit and die). But
the term cursing is used comprehensively here to include categories such as: swearing,
obscenity, profanity, blasphemy, name calling, insulting, verbal aggression, taboo
speech, ethnic-racial slurs, vulgarity, slang, and scatology.
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Jay (2000: 9-10) adds that cursing is the utterance of emotionally powerful, offensive
words, and that it enables a speaker to produce an emotional impact on a listener, an
impression that can be positive or negative. In order to avoid repetitiveness, Jay uses the
terms cursing, dirty words, taboo words, offensive speech, swearing interchangeably.
Likewise, some of these terms and others will be used interchangeably below. In an earlier
work, Cursing in America (1992) Jay remarks that “Many dirty words are emotion
intensifiers” (11); “Taboo words also intensify descriptions” (63); “Any word could be
intensified with additional taboo words” (209).

Taboo “generally describes that which is unmentionable because, on a hierarchical
scale, it is either ineffably sacred, like the name of God, or unspeakably vile, like
cannibalism or incest” (Hughes 2015: 462). “Taboo” (adjective) is “prohibited or restricted
by social custom” (COED 2011); “abuse” (noun) is, among other definitions, “the improper
use of something” and “insulting and offensive language” (COED 2011); “profane”
(adjective) is “not respectful of religious practice”, and when referring to language is
“blasphemous or obscene” (COED 2011). In scholarly writing these (and other related)
terms are discussed at length.

Profane (verb) means “to treat (something sacred) with abuse, irreverence, or
contempt”, and profanity “is based on a religious distinction. To be profane means to be
secular or behaving outside the customs of religious belief. To be profane means to be
ignorant or intolerant of the guidelines of a particular religious order” (Jay 1992: 3).

The verb “swear”, according to CALD, means “to use words that are rude or
offensive as a way of emphasizing what you mean or as a way of insulting someone or
something”; as noted by Jay (2000: 9-10) and mentioned above, “swear”, “curse” and other
related terms are being used here interchangeably.

Curses, abusive language, coarse and taboo words and the like, together with non-
standard language (what people may call “improper language” or “grammatical mistakes™)
are often generally referred to as “bad language”. A more limited term, that excludes
“grammatical mistakes”, is “dirty language”. Some modern scholars, however, see positive
aspects in cursing and in the use of other forms of bad or dirty language, as conveyed by
the first part of Byrne’s book title (2017): “Swear!ng is Go*d F*r You”. In the outset of
their book entitled Bad Language Andersson and Trudgill state that there must be
something good about “bad language™:

If the things called bad language were all bad and nothing but bad, people would stop
using them and eventually they would disappear. The persistence of slang, swearing
and all the rest calls for some kind of explanation. There must be some positive values
connected with all this bad language. (Andersson and Trudgill 1992: 8).

Ljung (2011: 4) states that despite different views on what swearing actually is,
studies of it all set up certain basic criteria that have to be met in order for an utterance to
count as swearing:

There is often considerable agreement concerning the majority of these criteria and
many or even most of their creators would agree with most — but not all — of my own
four criteria for what constitutes swearing. These criteria are:
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1. Swearing is the use of utterances containing taboo words.

2. The taboo words are used with non-literal meaning.

3. Many utterances that constitute swearing are subject to severe lexical, phrasal and
syntactic constraints which suggest that most swearing qualifies as formulaic language.
4. Swearing is emotive language: its main function is to reflect, or seem to reflect, the
speaker's feelings and attitudes.

Judging by my extended research and intensive work with Egyptian informants on
this subject, and by my long experience in Cairo, | believe that the criteria as formulated
by Ljung are valid for Egyptian curses and insults, too.

1.2. Modern Egyptians “curse a lot”

Occasionally | hear Egyptians, when referring to curses, define themselves as belonging to
a nation that curses “a lot”. Although ““a lot” is a relative concept that can be measured only
by confronting Egyptian linguistic behavior with and comparing it to the linguistic behavior
of other nations, this attitude has also been expressed also in the observations of foreign
and Egyptian writers interested in Egyptian society and its customs and traditions. Lane, in
his famous Account (2003 [1836]: 284-285), refers to this:

The generality of the Egyptians are easily excited to quarrel; particularly those of
the lower orders, who, when enraged, curse each other’s fathers, mothers, beards,
etc.; and lavish upon each other a variety of opprobrious epithets; such as “son of
the dog, pimp, pig,” and an appellation which they think still worse than any of
these, namely, “Jew.” When one curses the father of the other, the latter generally
retorts by cursing the father and mother, and sometimes the whole household, of his
adversary. They menace each other; but seldom proceed to blows. [...] I have also
witnessed many instances of forbearance on the part of individuals of the middle
and lower classes, when grossly insulted: | have often heard an Egyptian say, on
receiving a blow from an equal, “God bless thee!” “God requite thee good!” “Beat
me again.” In general, a quarrel terminates by one or both parties saying, “Justice is
against me:” often, after this, they recite the Fat'hah together; and then, sometimes,
embrace and kiss one another.

Clot-Bey, at nearly the same time (1840: 383), makes a similar observation:

Les musulmans ne blasphément jamais; les imprecations contre la Divinité les
rempliraient d’horreur.

Le vocabulaire des injures est treés-riche. 1l en est qui sont trop obscénes pour pouvoir
étre citées. lls se traitent souvent de hanzir (cochon), thor (boeuf). L’une de leurs
fortes injures est: fils de chrétien ou fils de juif. Ils feignent quelquefois, et c’est le
plus violent des outrages, de cracher sur la personne qu’ils invectivent.

Muslims never blaspheme; imprecations against the Divinity would fill them with horror.
The vocabulary of insults is very rich. There are some that are too obscene to be
quoted. They often refer to themselves as hanzir (pig), thor (beef). One of their harsh
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insults is: “son of a Christian” or “son of a Jew”. They sometimes feign, and it is the
most violent of outrages, to spit on the person whom they insult.

I must admit that Egyptians indeed often seem to utter curses and abuse words and
phrases, but this generalization needs to be modified, because such utterances often have
various functions and their purpose is not always to offend or insult, as will be shown
below. As for blasphemy, it is true that Muslim Egyptians do not curse Allah or the Prophet,
but they may curse their own religion (although they usually do not really mean it).

Many curses and insults are common to speakers of Arabic in various countries and
regions in the Arabic-speaking world, while many others are unique to Egyptians. Nearly all
of the curses and insults are phrased and performed in Colloquial Egyptian Arabic (CEA),
but when they are reduced to writing this is often done in Modern Standard Arabic (MSA).

1.3. Traditional Egyptian radh

A few words must be said about the Egyptian popular art of radz, “an ancient form of set
insults which is the domain of women addressing other women in street battles of verbiage”
(Marsot 1993: 189). The verb is radak, but since this tradition of insulting is practiced by
women it usually appears in the feminine (radahit/ tirdak). Although indeed common
among women, a woman may address rad/ insults to a man, but not vice versa.

The repertory of rad/ contains many set insults, such as ya ?ibra misaddiyya/ gamb
il-het marmiyya (“you rusty needle/ thrown aside by the wall”), and Akmad ya {Umar (lit.:
“Ahmad oh ¢Umar”) that conveys strong disagreement, contempt and disrespect,
pronounced with lengthening the words. This tradition of insulting was common among
women of lower strata of society; it has become less frequent, but still may be heard today.
The most famous abusive phrase in this style today is perhaps Azmad ya {Umar (more on
radhs see Marsot [1993]).

Part 1: Curses and abuses in the spoken language
2. Structure and formulas of curses and insults

Although a speaker may use a curse or an insult of his or her own invention, in most cases
these are chosen from the rich repertory that already exists in the speaker's language. The
following are common curse-formulas, with typical examples.

2.1. A note on grammaticalization

Some common components of curses and insults may undergo a process of
grammaticalization, concisely defined by Macmillan Dictionary as “the process of
language change by which words lose some or all of their lexical meaning and start to fulfill
grammatical functions”, which is not discussed here; on grammaticalization in curses in
Egyptian Arabic see Woidich 1995. Several words, some of them obscene, that are used as
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intensifiers in Egyptian curses have gone through a process of grammaticalization, too; this
has been recently described by Woidich 2018 and Zawrotna 2018, and will be mentioned
here only briefly.

2.2. Verbal sentences and the presence of God

In curses God is either mentioned or implied, since they contain an appeal to God to be
involved in fulfilling the curse. Curses appear in verbal sentences in which God is the
subject even when He is not mentioned. Some insults may also appear in verbal sentences
in which God is the subject (see below Allah yihayyibak in this section), but in most cases
they appear in nominal sentences (see below, section 2.4.).

Many curses in this group start with the word Allah (“God”) or its synonym rabbina
(“Our Lord”), followed by a verb in the third person singular in the imperfect (unlike curses
in classical Arabic in which the verb appears in the perfect preceding the subject), as in the
common curse Allah yihrib betak (“lit.: “may God destroy your home/house”); this curse
actually refers to the destruction of the whole family, and thus a more accurate translation
would be “may God destroy your family”.

In some common curses the word Allah is absent, but it is obvious that He is the
subject of the sentence, as in the common version of the latter example: yisrib bétak “may
[God] destroy your family”.

Many curse and abuse formulas may be intensified by adding family members to the
formula and mentioning one or more ancestors of the family, as in the following variations
onYihrib bétak: yihrib bét ummak (“may [God] destroy your mother’s family™); yikrib bet
Pabiik (“may [God] destroy your father’s family™); yihrib bét il-?umm Zilli gabitak (“may
[God] destroy the family of the mother who brought you [to the world]”); yikrib bet 2illi
hallifitk (“may [God] destroy the family of those who created you™). Instead of just using
the short insult/curse yin{al saklak (“may [God] curse your appearance”), one may
intensify it by adding abu: yin{al 2abu saklak (lit.: “may [God] curse the father [or: the
owner] of your appearance”).

This method may be used in an exaggerated way; “the more you add the stronger it
becomes”, commented one of my informants, referring to the use of a long chain of family
members mentioned in curses. Some examples given below are based on hazalla$’ maytin
2ummak (lit.: “T shall dig out the deceased [ancestors] of your mother”), meaning: “I shall
give you hard time, I’ll make your life miserable” (the word mayyitin in this formula is
usually pronounced maytin). This is an abuse formula which appears in a verbal sentence
and in which God is not involved,; it starts with a verb in the first person singular: hazalla¢
maytin Pilli gabik (“I’ll dig out the deceased of those who have brought you [to the
world]”); hatalla$ maytin ?illi hallifiik (“T’11 dig out the deceased of those who have created
you”); haralla$ maytin 2umm-u 2umm 2abu 2umm-u 2ummak (lit.: “I shall dig out the
deceased of the mother of the mother of the father of your mother’s mother”). Another
chain, with more components as curse intensifiers, is: karalla$ talata maytin kuss ummak; Kuss
2umm-u Aumm-u 2ummak $ala 2umm-u 2umm-u 2ummak (on kuss see below, section 4.3.).

Identical in structure to yikrib bétak, yinfall yilSan dinak (“may [God] curse your
religion”) is a very common curse that has a strong impact on the addressee. Cursing the
addressee’s religion (in most cases, Islam) is regarded as very offensive; when | asked an
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Egyptian why this curse is used when the addresser and the addressee are both Muslims,
he said that by this curse the addresser excludes the addressee from Islam and thus the latter
is no longer regarded as a true believer.

Some words that are used in curses and abuses, such as din (“religion”) and Kuss
(“cunt”) may also be used as curse intensifiers, as in 2ibn-i din kalb (lit.: “you son of a
dog’s religion”) meaning “you bloody son of a dog”, and haralla$ din 2ummak (lit.: “T’1l
dig out your mother’s religion”, regarded as very coarse because both the mother and the
religion of the addressee are mentioned). The word kuss (“cunt”; see below, section 4.3.)
may be added plenty of times to curses in order to intensify them, as in Allah yin{al ?abu
kuss umm-u 2umm il-yom ?illi suft-i fih wiss-i kuss 2ummak (“may God curse the father [also:
‘owner’] of the cunt of the mother of the day in which I saw the ‘front’ [also: ‘hymen’] of
your mother’s cunt”). (On kuss see below, section 4.3.; on din as an intensifier in curses see
Zawrotna 2018).

The above mentioned curses imply a wish that something bad happen to the cursed
person. Another version of such wishes is a formula wishing that something good should
not happen to the cursed, as in Allah/rabbina ma yibassarak bil-hér (“may God/our Lord
not bring you good news”), said to someone who has delivered bad news, versus
Alldah/rabbina yibassarak bil-her (“may God bring you good news”), said to someone who
has delivered good news.

Some other examples of the latter version are Allah la yikassibak (“may God not let
you earn money”); Allah la yiragga§ak (“may God not let you return”); Allah la yirhamak
(“may God not have mercy on you”); Allah la yiwarrina hil?itak (“may God not let us see
your ugly face [again]”).

Another formula of this sort is ma ¢as 7illi... (“he who... may not live”, i.e. “die”). For
example: ma ¢as ?illi yi2ul Salek mis ragil (“may he who says that you are not a man not live”).

The phrase Allah yigazik may be understood in positive as well as negative senses,
depending on the context: “may God reward you [for the good thing you have done]”), or
“may God punish you [for the bad thing you have done]”.

The following common phrase, which looks like a curse of this group, is in fact used
as an insult: Allah yihayyibak (lit.: “may God cause you to fail, may God make you fail”),
actually means “you are a failure, you good-for-nothing”.

Another group of curses and insults starts with a verb in the perfect with imperfect
meaning, as in curse formulas in classical Arabic. This verb is gih (“to come”), in the suffixed
form ga-, in the perfect with pronominal suffixes, meaning (lit.) “may... come to...”, i.e.
“may... befall...”, as in the very common curse gatak nila (“may a disaster befall you”). This
verb may appear in the singular or the plural, in the masculine or the feminine, but sometimes
with changes in grammatical agreement due to a process of grammaticalization (see Woidich
1995: 266). On the term nila (lit.: “indigo”) see below, section 7.

Many terms that are semantically related to various kinds of trouble, such as pains
or diseases, may follow ga, for example gak waga¢ f Palbak/banak (“may you get a pain
in your heart/ belly”). This formula may appear without an overt verb, and thus looks like a
nominal sentence, as in: wagay f 7albak/basnak (“[may you get] a pain in your heart/ belly”).

A secondary version of the formula gatak... is katak..., with /k/ replacing /g/, as in
katak nila (see also below, section 13.2.).
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2.3. Verbal sentences and the presence of God: the verb lagan/nasal

The verb lafan (“curse”), also with reversed root na¢al, is used extensively in Egyptian
Arabic. However, as opposed to curse formulas in MSA that start with the verb in the
perfect, as in lafana -llahu Pabak (“may God curse your father”), in Egyptian Arabic the
imperfect yilfan/yin{al is used, as in the very common curse yilfan/yinfal 2abiik (“may
[God] curse your father”).

An enlarged and thus intensified version of this curse isyil{an/yin{al salsafil/sansafil
Pabitk (“may [God] curse the dynasty of your father”, i.e. “may [God] curse your father and
all of your forefathers”).

Another version of this formula starts with the passive participle instead of the perfect,
as in man$ul 2abitk (“may your father be cursed”), which is identical in meaning to yin{al abiik.

2.4. Nominal sentences

Some insults appear in verbal sentences in which God is the subject (see above, sections
2.2. and 2.3.), but in most cases they appear in nominal sentences, as observed by
Parkinson (1984: 200-201):

While on a very few occasions terms of abuse may be heard as the predicate of
equational sentences (’inta xawal ‘You are a homosexual,” ’inta ?ibn kalb ‘You are a
son of a dog,’ [...] by far the most common practice is to use them as terms of address,
preceded by the vocative particle ya.

2.5. Mother and children in nominal sentences

Many insults refer to the addressee or addressees as the son, the daughter or the children of
a mother who has a negative character, trait, profession and the like.

In this kind of offensive language the negative trait is not ascribed directly to the
addressee, but rather to his or her mother. In fact, however, it is understood that it is the
addressee him/herself who possesses these negative characteristics, intensified by referring
them to the mother, implying that they are passed on by inheritance.

Thus, for example, the common abuse ?ibn-i -s-Sarmara (“son of a prostitute™)
implies that the addressee is not only a descendant of a woman of the lowest level, but also
shares her bad character traits.

This is evident in insults in which, rather than calling someone gabi or ¢abit (both
meaning “stupid”), the common abuse phrases 7ibn- -I- gabiyya and 7ibn-i |-{abira (in both
cases, lit.: “you son of a stupid woman”) are used. Another, very coarse, example is ya -
bn-i -I-hayga (“you son of a horny woman’’), meaning in fact “what a horny guy you are”.

A common and clear example of this sort is often heard by spectators during a
football match (either in the stadium or in front of the television): ya -bn-i- I-?ananiyya
(lit.: “you son of an egoist woman”). This is usually shouted at a player who prefers trying
to score a goal by himself instead of passing the ball to a player who is in a better position
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in the field. It is obvious that this phrase means “you egoist”, or even “you bloody egoist”,
said in anger and deep frustration, and the role of the addressee’s mother is just to intensify
the abuse, which in this formula is stronger than just saying ya 2anani (“egoist”).

All insults aimed at males can be addressed to females, too. For example: ya bint-i -
I-Cabira (lit.: “you daughter of a stupid woman’), i.e. “you idiot”.

Some versions of this formula may be understood as either positive or negative,
depending on the context. Thus, for example, ya -bn-i -n-nasha (lit.: “you son of a smart
woman”’) may mean “what a smart guy” but also “you nitwit”, especially in reference to
someone who thinks that he is smart or pretends to be smart.

The common abuse phrase 7ibn-il-kalb (“son of a dog”), in the version Zibn-i kalb
(without the definitive article), may also have two contradictory meanings, negative and
positive, as in fafmu Zibn-i kalb: “it tastes awful” or “it tastes wonderful [bloody good]”.

2.6. A note on cognate curses in Egyptian Arabic
A cognate curse is defined by Devin Stewart in his extensive study on this subject as follows:

This category of curses, root-echo responses to a number of common verbs and
expressions, represents an important type of EA [Egyptian Arabic] formulaic speech.
(Stewart 1997: 327-328).

This type of curse is very common in Egyptian Arabic, spoken and written. A famous
example is the reply to the utterance bazibbik (“I love you”, to a female), a declaration to
which the addressee who is not interested (or pretends not to be interested) may respond
with the collocation kabbak burs (“may a gecko love you [but not me]”), echoing the verb
habb (“to love™) used by the addresser. A speaker may echo a word he or she has used and
promptly use both in one breath, as in 2imsi, masas fi rukabak (“go away, [may God] cast
decay in your knees”). For more examples see Rosenbaum (1994: 103-105); Stewart
(1997).

3. Curses and insults aimed at oneself

Great disappointment or frustration may lead one to curse oneself. The following,
conjugated in the singular and the plural, with kazz and ba/t as interchangeable variations,
are very common:

gatni nila fi hazzil bahti -1-hibab (“may 1 be cursed because of my bad luck” [lit.:
“may a trouble befall me because of bad luck™)); gatna nila fi hazzina/ bajtina -I-hibab (“may
we be cursed because of our bad luck”). The following is an example from a written text:

Sl sy 84l Wia(“may we be cursed because of our bad luck”; al-Qasid 1994: 8).
In literature, as in life, people may refer to cursing themselves, as in the following
quotation: & Wala Wy ) lie Ul w21 o(“we curse and abuse our luck because our Lord
has created us poor”; al-Qafid 1994: 75).
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People may be more specific when cursing themselves, wishing that God take their lives:
aSia sy g ddad b Jaalb W y(“may the Lord take me [i.e. take my life], woman, and set
me free from you”; MaSati 2009: 46).

A similar self-curse is rabbina yasudni $an wissukum (“may our Lord take me
away from your faces [so I’ll not have to see them]”). A simpler version is rabbina
yapudi (“may God take me”).

The perception of death as a refuge from the troubles of earthly existence appears
at the end of a well-known hadit quoting the Prophet, that also has been used as a part
of a supplication to God:

DS e (JAal) el dral
Make death a rest for me from every evil. (Muslim, Sahik, No. 4903).

There is also a self-reference version of the formula karalla$’ maytin 2ummak (see
above, section 2) in which the speaker complains about the hard time he had; in this case,
the verb rili¢ appears in the perfect, in the first person singular in the beginning of the
formula: ¢ili¢ maytin 2ummi (“I have been through hell, I had a very hard time”).

One may curse oneself conditionally, as part of a statement of intent, as in 7abra -
bn-i wisha law Pitdashalt-i fi -1-mawdu( da tani (“1 shall be [regarded as the] son of dirty
woman [i.e. “prostitute”] if T interfere in this matter again”), or 7ab’a hawal law... (“I shall
be [regarded as a] homosexual if...”).

When committing oneself to telling the truth, one may conditionally curse oneself,
in case of a lie. For example, ya rabb Pafma law kunt-i bakzib (“oh God, may I become
blind if I am lying”); rabbina yasudni law bakdib {alék (“may God take me [i.e. may I die]
if T am lying to you”. Other formulas are also possible, as Yikrib bet ?Jaummi law... (“may
[God] destroy the family of my mother if...”), and so on.

Likewise, when predicting something that according to the addresser will happen in
the future, he may utter a curse on himself that would apply in case this does not happen,
as in 7ab’a hawal law ?inta nagaht is-sana-di (“1 should be regarded as homosexual if you
succeed this year”).

People sometimes describe themselves in insulting terms, for example “?ana hmar”
(lit. “Tam a donkey™), i.e. “T am stupid”, or “?ana -bn-i sittin gazma” (lit. “I am the son of
sixty shoes”), i.e. “I am damn stupid”, after making a big mistake or something very stupid.

4. Egyptian curses and insults: hard core

Egyptians are most offended when their religion is cursed (see example in section 2.2.) and
when their mothers are cursed or insulted. The vocabulary that is regarded as the most
offensive and taboo contains words and phrases that refer to sexual intercourse, the genitals
(mainly the woman’s), prostitution and masturbation. Some items of this vocabulary may
be used jokingly among close friends and even affectionately inside families, but when said
by strangers are regarded as very coarse and offensive and are received with hostility.
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4.1. The verb nak (“fuck”) and its synonyms

In English, “the most powerfully taboo term for copulation over several centuries, fuck is
still regarded as unmentionable by the vast majority of middle-class people. It was unlisted
in standard dictionaries from 1728 until 1965” (Hughes 2015: 188). The verb nak/yinik is
the Egyptian counterpart of “fuck”, and although appearing in earlier texts of Arabic
literature, it was never legitimized and is still regarded as extremely obscene and a word to
be avoided in conversation.

The verb nak has several synonyms in Egyptian Arabic, some of which are very
vulgar while others are regarded as milder. Vulgar synonyms are payyat (lit.: “sew”);
nazlyinugt (fala) (lit.: “jump [on]”); rikib/yirkab (lit.: “ride”). The word nam/yinam ma§a
(:lit.: “sleep with”), is less coarse, and the phrase maris il-gins (“to have sexual
intercourse”™) is neutral and often used in writing.

There are several expressions in CEA that are derived from the root NYK in various
forms and conjugations, and all are regarded as obscene, as in the following examples that also
contain the forms Zistanak (“get fucked”) and nayyik (“make someone fuck, cause to fuck”):

nik wala tastanik wala ti{allim zibbak il-kasal (lit.: "fuck and don't get fucked and don't
teach your prick to be lazy"), i.e. “you should have lots of sex, fuck as much as you can”.

nik ir-ragil wuma tniks-i kalamu (lit.: “fuck the man but don’t fuck his words™), i.e.
“you should respect a man’s words”.

nayyiku -n-namla (lit.: “made him fuck an ant”), i.e. “gave him a hard time”.

The word mitnak, the passive participle of Pitnak (“get fucked”), is a vulgar term
referring to a man who is sodomized (on the feminine form mitnaka see below, section 4.4.).

The coarse verb Zitmanyik, also derived from the root NYK, means “to mess about,
to do things improperly and not as expected”; the verbal noun is manyaka as in bagal
manyaka (“stop messing about™).

The verbal noun nék has become an intensifier in Egyptian Arabic, meaning “very
much” (Woidich, 2018; Zawrotna 2018: 119, 124-125). The same process has happened
with the verb fasah (:lit.: “spread one's legs™). It often refers to a woman spreading her legs
during sexual intercourse, and thus is semantically close to nak. This is why this word is
regarded as very obscene. The mere action of spreading the legs by women is regarded in
Egyptian society as rude, impolite and immoral. Therefore women, when riding a
motorcycle behind a man, almost always, except for when carrying a child who is then
positioned between the woman’s front and the man’s back, turn their body aside, with both
legs hanging out and positioned at one side of the motorcycle, rather than positioning them
on either side of the motorcycle. Like nek, the verbal noun fash has also become an intensifier
in Egyptian Arabic, with the same meaning as nek (Woidich, 2018; Zawrotna 2018).

4.2. Body parts and secretions
Names of hidden body parts and secretions, especially those used in the colloquial and slang,
are regarded as coarse and often are replaced by euphemisms; here we mention only a few

such nouns, in addition to those mentioned in other sections (on this type of terminology see
Zawrotna 2014; Ritt-Benmimoun, Prochazka et al. 2009 [on menstruation]).
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Children are taught by adults to use euphemisms, such as hamama (lit. “pigeon”) for
vulgar zibb or zubr (“prick, penis”) used in the colloquial. Likewise, kaka (or kaka) and
bibi are used instead of the coarse fara (shit") and sihah (“piss™). Still, young children
sing mockingly ya -bu Sahha gnan (“you who have an amazing urination”), alluding to
Farid al-Atra$’s famous song ya -bu dihka gnan (“you who have an amazing laughter”).
For some secretion terms see the video clip {4yiz tirarzar).

The vulgar word fiz (“arse”, in the feminine, also pronounced ¢iz) is used in some
expressions which are regarded as coarse because of this word, not because of the message
they convey, for example fizu t?ila (lit.: “his arse is heavy”), meaning “stuck in one place
without moving”, and fizak hamra (lit.: “your arse is red*), meaning “you are wrong, what
you say or do appears to be wrong”.

4.3. The “mother of obscene words”: kuss (“cunt”)

Kuss is the colloquial taboo word denoting “vagina”, in Egyptian Arabic as well as in other
Arabic dialects. “Cunt”, the parallel of kuss in English, “has been the most seriously taboo
word in English for centuries, remaining so for the vast majority of users” (Hughes 2006:
110). Kuss has a similar position in Egyptian Arabic; it is regarded as extremely taboo by
almost all speakers. It appears in several insults that are regarded as highly obscene.

The most common, perhaps “basic”, expression in this group is kuss 2ummak (lit.:
“your mother’s cunt”). Without any explicit reference, this insult attacks the addressee’s
mother's character and morals, and consequently those of the addressee himself. There is
general unanimity among Egyptians that the word kuss should not be uttered in respected
company, yet the expression kuss 2ummak is one of the most commonly used insults in
Egyptian Arabic, though mostly by men and usually when women are not present. As is
the case with some other very vulgar and taboo words, using the word kuss may also reflect
familiarity and close relations among friends (see below, section 5.1.).

The collocation kuss 2ummak (<l! L) is also pronounced kuss-ummak and is nowadays
often regarded and thus written as one word: kussummak (<l.-S; see below, section 12.6.).

The word kuss appears in several offensive expressions, including the following:

Kuss 2ummak 2azmar (lit.: “your mother’s cunt is red”). This expression implies that
the addrresee’s mother is sexually very active.

Kuss 2ummak Pahmar farabisi (lit.: “your mother’s cunt is dark red”). This is an
intensified version of the previous insult, with the addition of tarabisi, derived from the
word tarbis, a red hat, signifying its dark red color. This insult has given rise to the
following call uttered by young boys:

Kuss 2ummak Pahmar tarabisi/ gét Pantku ma rdisi (“your mother’s cunt is dark red/
| came to fuck it but it did not want”).

One of the coarsest literary texts ever written in Egyptian Arabic is Nagib Suriir’s
Kuss Ummiyyat (“Mother’s cunt matters”), uploaded to the internet in text and audio
(Surtir, Kuss Ummiyyat [text]; Surir, Kuss Ummiyyat [audio]). See also below, section 14.
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4.3.1. The disappearing organ

A word that is rarely mentioned or appears in conversations is zanbir, ("'clitoris"). Due to
ancient tradition, this organ is usually removed at an early age, in order to preserve the
moral behavior of women when they grow up. In spite of objections to this act in our time
and the campaigns to stop it, many still insist on carrying it out.

Interestingly, after the clitoris has been cut, it has no name and women no longer
refer to it. It just “does not exist”.

Men sometimes mention this term when they jokingly compare the penis to the clitoris:
zubr-i da walla zanbiir? (““is this a penis or a clitoris?”, i.e. “you have a small penis”).

4.4. Words for prostitute
Terms denoting “prostitute” are common in curses and insults:

Terms for prostitutes form perhaps the most powerful and extensive word-field for
abuse and swearing in the language, emerging consistently throughout its history.
(Hughes 2015: 364).

In Egyptian Arabic, as in other languages, there is more than one term that means
“prostitute”. The most vulgar word in this group is sarmiita, literally “a piece of a cloth”.
Because of its figurative meaning, speakers avoid using it in the original literal meaning
and instead use the synonym fir?a, that has the same basic meaning without the obscene
connotation. The word Sarmiita also has a masculine form, sarmiit, said of a man who does
not behave as a man should and therefore is depicted as a woman of the cheapest kind.

The word 7a/ba also means “prostitute”, but is less common in use, and somewhat
less coarse than sarmita. Zanya and ¢ahra, with the same meaning, are regarded as MSA
words, and therefore are perceived as less vulgar. All three are much less common than
Sarmita in speech, but tend to appear in writing.

Three other words do not literally mean “prostitute”, but are strongly related to it in
actual usage. The most common is wisia, which literally means “dirty, filthy (feminine
form)”, but almost always refers to moral filth, so that the meaning of this word is often
close or identical to “prostitute”. The common abuse ya -bn-i -I-wisga (lit.: “son of a dirty
woman”) therefore almost always means “son of a prostitute”, although often said in
admiration or even affection (see below, section 5.1.).

The word mitnaka, “a woman who has frequent sex”, is often used in the sense of
Sarmiita, prostitute, but may also refer to a woman who in the speaker's opinion has
frequent sex, but not due to her profession. This term also has a vulgar masculine form,
mitnak, that denotes a man who is sodomized (see section 4.1.)

The term labwa (lit.: “lioness”) in CEA is an epithet for a nymphomaniac or a woman
who enjoys a lot of sex; like mitndka, this word is very vulgar, and its usage is similar to
that of sarmira.

During a conversation | had with informants about the latter terms, they could not
agree on which were “worse” and more humiliating than the others. Some claimed that the
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term Sarmiita was the most obscene, because it denoted a woman who engages in sex for a
living, while mitnaka and labwa do it for fun. Others argued that, to the contrary, a sarmiita
must make a living, perhaps to support her children or family, while mitnaka and labwa
are not compelled to do so, but still do it for fun.

4.5, Masturbation

Masturbation, which is forbidden in Islam (and in other religions as well), is strictly taboo
as a topic of conversation, especially in mixed company; terms that refer to it are avoided
by men when women are present and by women when men are present. Traditionally,
attitudes toward masturbation have been negative in many societies, Islamic societies
included, as reflected in the English language:

Attitudes toward masturbation have generally changed historically from revulsion to
acceptance. The severity of the older taboo was such that the early words were strongly
condemning, such as pollution or self-abuse, or religious in origin, notably in the case
of Onanism [...]. Engrained myths about masturbation causing insanity, blindness, and
deafness, are articulated in the early recorded uses of the term. (Hughes 2006: 309).

Egyptian Arabic has several terms for masturbation by men. All are strictly taboo
and avoided when women are present.

The Standard Arabic, perhaps embarrassing but not vulgar, term for masturbation is
al-Yada al-sirriyya (lit.: “the secret habit”). In the colloquial there are several terms, all
regarded as vulgar.

The most common term is darab ¢asara (lit.: “hit by ten; did it by ten”), the number
apparently referring to “ten fingers”. For example, dajal il-hammam wudarab {asara (“he
entered the bathroom and masturbated”). This phrase also has a plural form: darab (asarat
(“masturbated several/ many times”). A synonym of this expression is darab bariza (lit.:
“did it by bariza”). Bariza in CEA is a coin of ten piastres (and in later slang also a bill of
ten pounds), and since this word is associated with the number “ten” it replaces the number
{asara (“ten”) in this phrase.

Another term, which today is less common, is Samal wahid wutalatin (lit.: “did it by
thirty-one”). The literal meaning may seem strange, but apparently this expression is
derived from Turkish otuz bir (lit.: “thirty-one”), also meaning “masturbation” in Turkish
slang, and the phrase otuz bir gekmek (lit.: “to pull thirty-one”) meaning “to masturbate”
(Redhouse 1968 [1890]: 904). This term leads us to another unique term, the quadriliteral
root verb sartin and its verbal noun sartana. This is another puzzling word, but it is
reasonable to assume that its origin is the English translation of otuz bir or of wahid
wutalatin: “thirty-one” (often pronounced sirti-wan by Egyptians who speak English). This
verb is more common today than {amal wahid wutalatin, and is often used among men.
For example: Pafastu wuhuwwa bisartin (“I caught him masturbating”).

Some more examples are: da haftan/ ta§ban min darb il-Sasara/ min Samal wahid
wutalatin (“he is weak/tired because of masturbating”); fitgawwiz badal ma fil in-nahar
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tidrab {asarat (“get married instead of masturbating all day”); is-sartana ktir mis kwayyisa
li-s-sakha (“a lot of masturbation is not good for your health”).

A milder term is fakk-i nafsu (“released himself”), which may be said among friends,
sometimes jokingly but often seriously, as in ya famm, fukk-i nafsak fi -1-hammam (“man,
[go and] masturbate in the bathroom”), and even as an advice given by the doctor: fukk-i
nafsak (“you should masturbate!”).

An expression that refers to the advantages of masturbation is asara bil-yad wala
hawga likadd (“when you masturbate (with ten fingers) there is no need for anyone else”;
lit.: ”masturbate by hand and you’ll not need anyone™). This may be said, for example, by
a husband when his wife cannot or does not want to have sex with him, to youngsters in
order to encourage them not to marry too early, and as a general piece of advice conveying
the idea that masturbation is better than going to prostitutes.

All of the above-mentioned terms refer to masturbation by men only. There is a
separate term that refers to masturbation by women: darabit/famalit sabfa wunuss (lit.:
“she did it by seven and a half”). The following examples were given by men: gozi mis
mawgiid, 7asmil sabfa wunuss (“[when] my husband is absent, I [might] masturbate”);
lamma Pabra tafbana/hayga 2asmil sab¢a wunuss (“when I am tired/horny I masturbate™).

5. Conveying familiarity and intimacy through curses and abuse words
5.1. Curses and insults among friends and in the family

In the year 1991 | met one of the daughters of the late Egyptian President Anwar al-Sadat
in a party in Cairo. We had a very long conversation, during which she told me that one
day she and her sisters were speaking among themselves in a secret language (sim) so that
what they said would not be understood. Their father overheard them, approached them
and said in rebuke: 2intu bit?ilu 2eh ya wlad il-kalb?! (“what are you saying, you daughters
of a dog?!”). The abuse term wilad il-kalb (“daughters of a dog”), however, in this context
was not abusive at all, but rather reflected intimacy and affection of the sort that exists
within the family and among close friends.

Likewise, some of the vilest curses and insults may be used as markers of close
relations among friends, depending on how close they are, and often also on the
communicative circumstances. Thus, curses and insults used by parents toward their
children or among close friends, while possibly resulting in temporary anger, in fact reflect
a close relationship. Mothers usually curse their children by referring to their mother, while
fathers curse them by referring to the father, but when only one of the parents is present,
the absent one may be mentioned, too. An Egyptian mother has told me:

N. kanit bititsitim ?aktar min M., €a8an dimagha nasfa wuma tismaSs-i -I-kalam [...]. ?ana
ma bahibbi§ ?astim bass-i hiyya kanit bit¢agsabni ?awi.

N. [the daughter] used to be insulted more than M. [the boy] because she is stubborn and
does not obey [...]. I don’t like to swear, but she used to make me very upset.
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She also reported that her husband curses their son: mumkin gozi yiZil li-M. yin§al 2abiik,
yinfal Pabiik Pibn-i kalb-i sakih (“my husband may say to M.: may your father be cursed, may
your father be cursed you son of a dog indeed”), but added that this was usually said jokingly.

Still, it is common among families and close friends to curse and insult also in anger.
It is common for parents to angrily say to a daughter bint-i -I-wiska and bint-i -1-kalb, and
to a boy ?ibn-i I-wispa and 7ibn-i I-kalb and the like. Such utterances, however, are not
perceived as vulgar when said among family members and close friends as when said
outside of the intimate circle.

Some obscenities may be regarded as relatively mild when used among close friends
(for some examples see Parkinson 1985: 212-213). Thus, the word sawal (“homosexual”),
which is regarded as vulgar and can often be heard in quarrels among men on the street,
may be used affectionately among close friends. This is true even of kuss 2ummak, one of
the coarsest abuse phrases in Egyptian Arabic, that may be heard when close friends meet
each other. Some examples are: sabah il-her ya -bn-i -§-sarmiita (“good morning you son
of a prostitute”); wahastini ya -bn-i -I-kalb (“I missed you, you son of a dog”); Zizzayyak
ya -bn-i -I-kalb (“how are you, you son of a dog”); kunt-i fen ya -bn-i -s-sarmiita ?imbarih
(“where were you yesterday you son of a prostitute™).

Some coarse words may take on other meanings which, while still regarded as
vulgar, are milder than the original meaning and thus will be used among friends. For
example, the word ma¢arras, a variation of ¢ars (“pimp”), a very coarse word, has also taken
on the meaning of “flatterer”; although still vulgar, it is often used jokingly among friends.

Likewise, the very coarse word kuss has received another meaning which is
definitely milder; like the above-mentioned ma¢arras, it can also mean “flatterer”. Thus,
one may say to one's friend, criticizing him for his attitude towards their boss, but also
jokingly: ya kuss! (“you flatterer!”), or Zinta kuss il-mudir (“you are the boss’ flatterer”).
The word kassts, derived from kuss, also means flatterer; it is defined by Badawi and Hinds
(1986: 750) as “arse-kisser, brown-noser”.

The term kuss in the latter usage may be also communicated through sign language,
without uttering the word. Joining the two hand palms next to each other with stretched fingers
creates an accepted symbol of kuss, and one may approach a close friend and show him this
sign, without saying anything. This action means the same as the verbal one: “you flatterer!”.
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Image 1: kuss (“flatterer”)
5.2. Curses and abuses around the table

Eating at home is an event that often causes a lot of tension among families because children
are not always well-behaved, or do not want to eat or do it in an annoying manner. In such
circumstances the parents, more often than not the mother, may curse the children with one
of the following curses that reflect impatience and being fed up with the children’s behavior:

hud wu-tsammim (“eat [lit.: “take”] and may you be poisoned”);
kul bi-s -simm il-Aari (“eat [the food] with the deadly [lit.: “disintegrating”] poison”.

Two verbs, rafak (lit.: “overflow”; also: “vomit”) and taras (lit.: “vomit”) may be
said in circumstances connected to eating, similar to those described here. These verbs,
which in such circumstances are regarded as vulgar, are usually said in the imperative, and
mean “eat!”, said in impatience or anger:

hud Pugrusihud Piffah (“eat! [lit.: vomit!/make it overflow]”). The verb rafah may
also be said rudely in frustration or anger when talking about food: mus hanifah in-
naharda walla Peh?! (“aren’t we going to gobble today or what”?!); this usage also conveys
the idea that the food referred to is unattractive or monotonous.

6. Insulting references to animals

All cultures ascribe distinct traits and behaviors to certain animals, and people are often
compared to these animals (see Allan and Burridge 2006: 79; for some examples from CEA

170



CURSES, INSULTS AND TABOO WORDS IN EGYPTIAN ARABIC: IN DAILY SPEECH AND IN WRITTEN LITERATURE

see Parkinson 1985: 208). By comparing people to animals their accepted traits and
behaviors are automatically ascribed to the insulted person, with varying degrees of
offensiveness. It should be noted, however, that some animals are associated with positive
traits and behaviors, and thus human beings may receive nhames of animals as their given
or sometimes family names. Here we provide merely a few examples of offensive animal
names in Egyptian Arabic.

The general terms bihim (masculine) and bihima (feminine) pl. bahayim (*‘ [usually
domesticated] animal”) and hayawan, pl. hayawanat (“animal”) are sometimes used as
insults. The term bikhim or bihima denotes a stupid person, somebody who does not
understand anything or an ill-mannared person, and hayawan denotes a vulgar, ill-
mannered person.

The most common animal name in Egyptian Arabic (as well as in other Arabic
dialects) that is used as an insult is kalb (“dog”), often in the formula ?ibn-i -I-kalb (lit.:
“son of a dog”); fem.: bint-i -I-kalb; pl.: wilad il -1-kalb).

Humar (“donkey”) is a common insult meaning “stupid”. Halliif (“pig”) and also
zayy-i -l-halliaf (lit.: “like a pig”), is a derogatory nickname for a fat man who eats a lot,
and also to an insensitive person who does not care about anything. 7or (usually
pronounced ¢or; “ox”) denotes a stupid person who does not understand anything, as does
the expression for Allah fi barsimu (lit.: “God’s ox in its clover”). Likewise, gamiis
(masculine) and gamiisa (feminine) (“water buffalo”) refer to ignorant people, as does the
expression gayy-i min wara -l-gamisa (lit.: “has come from behind the water buffalo”),
usually said of peasants who work in the field with the buffalo.

7. The abuse word nila and the like

The term nila (lit.: “indigo”) mentioned above (section 2.2.), merits some attention. When
used in a curse it means “disaster”. A number of insults are derived from the same root
(NYL): nayyil (“to mess up”) and 7itnayyil (“to be messed up”) are sometimes used with
the meanings “fuck” and “get fucked” respectively. The sentence il-bint-i Zitnayyilit means
that a girl has experienced sexual intercourse (and consequently lost her good reputation).
The adjective mitnayyil, also in the longer version mitnayyil ¢ala ¢énu, are insults that refer
to a loser, someone who cannot get anything accomplished.

Nila has several synonyms, all of which mean “disaster, trouble” and which may
replace it in the formula gatak... (“may... befall you”; see above, section 2.2.): musiba
(also: nisiba), balwa, nayba and dahya. Thus, one may hear gatak nila, gatik mustba/nisiba,
gatku balwa/ nayba/ dahya, all mean “may a disaster [or trouble] befall you”, and in a freer
translation: “the hell with you”.

All of these synonyms may be preceded by the number sitfin (“sixty”) or sittin Palf
(“sixty-thousand”) that intensify the curse. These frozen numbers are used to intensify other
curses and insults as well.
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8. Ahha: a meaningless word with many meanings

Ahha (in the Alexandrian version: Pakhe) is an exclamation that has no definite meaning.
It conveys a negative feeling, such as anger, dissatisfaction, objection, revulsion, contempt.
It is regarded as very vulgar and hearing it arouses a sense of discomfort and
embarrassment. People sometimes spell the word out instead of uttering it. Akka is
sometimes written /7br A7A and a7a, the number 7 representing the letter /z/ as is the custom
in digital communication in Arabic transliterated into Latin characters. Consequently, this
version may be pronounced “A-seven-A”, bypassing the Arabic pronunciation. All of these
versions serve as euphemisms in the spoken and written language.

It is not surprising that poet Nagib Surtir, who wrote the Kuss Ummiyyat (See above,
section 4.3., and below, section 14), also wrote a poem entitled Akha; like the Kuss
ummiyyat, this poem has been uploaded to the internet (Surdr, Akzka [text]), as well as in
an audio recording in the voice of the poet (Surar, Akzkza [audio]).

A widespread popular etymology of this word takes it to be an acronym of Ana
Haqggan Aftarid (“I object indeed”), but this seems unfounded.

Children sometimes use the euphemism a’amus (apparently after Azmus (Ahmose,
the name of a Pharaonic king) instead of 2akha.

9. Euphemisms

Euphemism (from Greek: “well-speak”; Wales 2011: 146) is a word or a phrase that
replaces one that is regarded by society as improper, insulting, obscene, offensive etc.
Offensive topics “vary from period to period and from society to society” (Wales 2011: 146).
Definitions of euphemism also vary, according to the eye of the beholder. The following are
two concise definitions of this term. Fowler’s Modern English Usage defines it as follows:

A mild or vague or periphrastic expression substituted for one judged to be too harsh
or direct, e.g. to pass away for to die. The employment of euphemisms can be viewed
positively as the use of words of good omen, or negatively as the avoidance of unlucky
or inauspicious words. (Burchfield 2000: 267).

The second definition is taken from a glossary of literary terms:
An inoffensive expression used in place of a blunt one that is felt to be disagreeable
or embarrassing. Euphemisms occur frequently with reference to such subjects as
religion (“Gosh darn!” for “God damn!”), death (“pass away” instead of “die”), bodily
functions (“comfort station” instead of “toilet”), and sex (“to sleep with” instead of
“to have sexual intercourse with”). (Abrams and Harpham 2015: 117).

A more blunt definition of euphemism is suggested by Holder (2007: vii):

In speech or writing, we use euphemism for dealing with taboo or sensitive subjects.
It is therefore the language of evasion, hypocrisy, prudery, and deceit.
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It is not surprising that the use of euphemisms is common in conservative societies
or groups (in some societies more than in others, among women more than among men,
among religious people more than among the secular, etc.). Euphemisms may also be more
common in certain social strata, and often more in writing than in oral speech (but this, of
course, also depends on the speaker and on the communicative situation). Over time, some
euphemisms may be regarded as offensive themselves and avoided in speech or in writing
(see the word 77z below in this section).

Dysphemism, the opposite of euphemism, merits mention here, too. Allan and Burridge
(1991: 26), in their book on euphemism and dysphemism, define the latter as follows:

A dysphemism is an expression with connotations that are offensive either about the
denotatum or to the audience, or both, and it is substituted for a neutral or euphemistic
expression for just that reason.

The term “dysphemism”, which is not as prevalent in scholarly writing as
“euphemism”, covers a much larger linguistic stock than just curses, abuses and the like.
Thus, we may state that all curses and insults are dysphemisms, but not all dysphemisms
are curses, insults and the like.

Euphemisms in Egyptian Arabic do not always involve the replacement of offensive
words with neutral ones, but may also involve changing an offensive word in a way that
creates a new version, which out of context is incomprehensible. Egyptians do not like to
use the word ?iswid (“black”; feminine form soda) when it means “black” or “unlucky”,
and thus may change iswid to 2iswi} or 2iswik and soda to soha or soha, all euphemisms
that are otherwise not found in Egyptian Arabic. Another option is saying 2abyad (“white”)
instead of Piswid (“black™). Egyptians are annoyed when someone curses their religion, so
instead of the word din (“religion”) they may say dik (written and pronounced like the word
that means "rooster"); a literal translation of this word in the context of curses is meaningless.
The purpose of these substitutes is to enable speakers who believe in the power of words to
express anger or other feelings without really cursing or abusing. The following are some
examples:

Ya nhar 7iswih (“what a bad day”), Ziswij instead of ?iswid; ya nhar Pabyad (“what
a bad day”, lit.: “what a white day”), but niharak ?abyad (lit.: [may you have] a white day”)
means “may you have a nice day”; ya sana soha (“what a bad year”), soha instead of soda
(lit.: “black”, in the feminine); yinfal dikak (“may your religion be cursed”), dikak (lit.:
“your rooster”) instead of dinak (lit.: “your religion); ya -bn-i dik il-kalb (lit.: “you son of
a dog’s rooster”); haralla$ dik Pabiik (lit.: “I shall dig out your father’s rooster”, meaning
“I shall give you a bloody hard time”). One of my informants told me that her mother, when
complaining about a bad day, used to say ya nhar mus fiswid (lit.: “what a not-black day”).

Euphemisms may also appear in phrases that contain insults but are used instead to
express wonder and admiration, as in ya -bn-i -I-?eh/ ya -bint-i -l-?eh (lit.: “you
son/daughter of what”), with 7éh (“what”) replacing any word of abuse, e.g. wisha,
meaning “how amazing you are, what an amazing thing you have done” (but in some
contexts may also be understood as “you bloody...”).

The possessive particle bita$, may be used to refer to something that is not mentioned
by its name, as in sud il-bita¢ da! (“take this thing!”). It may also be used as a euphemism
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to replace taboo words, as in bita$ ir-ragil (“man’s penis”) and bita$ is-sitt (“woman’s
vagina”), and also il-bita¢ (“the genitals”). Bital $iyal (lit.: “that one of children”) is a
common vulgar epithet for a pedophile.

Thursday night is the beginning of the weekend, and in many families it is the night
for having sexual intercourse. Men, when mentioning this among themselves, may refer to
that night with joking euphemistic terminology as miilid sidi is-Sarayri (“the Feast of the
Saint al-Sarayri [lit.: “of the beds”]”, and muilid sidi id-Du¢aki (“the Feast of the Saint id-
Du¢aki [lit.: “the Rubbing”, derived from the verb dafak, “to rub”]”.

An interesting word is bi{7d (lit.: “far, far away”). This word is sometimes added to
curses and insults, when one does not really mean to curse or in order to make sure that a
curse would not strike the addressee. Since it has been for long in constant use in curses,
this word has become a word of abuse itself, in the collocation ya b{7d, as in rih ya b$id
(“go away, damn you”).

A few years ago the word sz was added to the lexicon of Egyptian Arabic. It is the
equivalent of the English “beep” (or “pips”), an onomatopoeic word that represents the
short high-pitched sound used in electronic media to cover or to prevent the hearing of a
word or a phrase that are regarded as obscene or taboo. 77t now serves as a euphemism
that is used to replace any word or phrase regarded as coarse, abusive, dirty, improper
etc. In contemporary Egyptian Arabic this word has become a term of abuse itself and is
often used in speech, and sometimes in writing, leaving the meaning to the imagination
of the addressee, the listener or the spectator, as in ya -bn-i -z-tit (“you son-of-a-tit”; see
also below, section 12.3.). In some contexts, therefore, it may be regarded as vulgar and
avoided by speakers; a euphemism may thus become a dysphemism.

In written texts there are also graphic technigues of creating euphemisms, by writing
just one or a few letters of the coarse word, replacing letters with asterisks or other signs,
or hinting at a coarse word by using a milder one (see below, sections 10.1., 10.2., 10.5.).

10. An abusive phrase originated in the Quran

The expression 7Zibn-i -I-lazina is a common offensive phrase that may be said in order to
insult, but is often used humorously and in good spirit, also to children. It may also be said
in wonder and admiration. Literally meaning “son of those who...” it may be translated as
“bloody you, the hell with you”, etc. . .

This expression originates in the Quran: <\aliall |k 5 155l Cpdll 3553/ wabassir al-
ladina amanii wa$Samili al-salihat (“give the good news to those who believe and do good”;
Quran 2/al-Bagara (“The Cow™): 25).

This abusive expression is in fact a euphemism, because in colloquial usage it means
“those who do not believe (i.e. the infidels)”. When an addresser wants to make sure that
he does not use the Quranic words wrongly, he quotes the words that refer to the true
believers: ya -bn-i -I-ladina amanii waSamili al-salihat, although he obviously intends to
insult or rebuke rather than praise (but the addresser may also wish to express admiration).

Another method to avoid misusing the Quranic words is to insert a change to the
word al-ladina, with the following options: al-ladida and al-ladika. Almost always,
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however, in all of the cases mentioned here the inter-dental consonant 4 is pronounced z:
al-lazina, al-laziza, al-lazika.

Many speakers are not aware of the fact that this phrase originated in the Quran, and
assume that the word al-lazina is a noun in the feminine; thus they understand 2ibn-i -I-
lazina as “son of lazina”, without knowing what the word means. This is also reflected in
the spelling 4 3(e.g. 4wl (') that sometimes appears in print and on the internet.

11. Two unique curse intensifiers

Two unique curse intensifiers are in common use: wusninu and ?itfii or tfi, each of which
may also serve as an independent insult or curse.

The phrase wusninu (lit.: “and its years”), an abbreviation of wusninu -s-soda (lit.:
“and its black years”), may also appear with the feminine possessive pronoun (wusninha)
and the plural (wusninhum), depending on the object’s gender or number. The full version
is also in use, in all three possibilities: wusninu -s-soda, wusninha -S-soda and wusninhum
is-séda, but the shorter version is more common.

This phrase, in all the versions mentioned above, appears in formulas that reflect
strong feelings on the addresser's part and intensifies the curse by applying it not only to
the object but to all possible objects of the same type or any possible object that has any
relation to the cursed one. Thus, for example, the common curse yilfan (or yinfal) il-Aubb-
i wusninu actually means “the hell with love and everything that is connected to love”, or
“the hell with love and all of its troubles”, etc.; thus it may be translated in short as “the
hell with love etc.”.

Some examples are yil¢an in-nett-i wusninu (“the hell with the internet etc.”); yilfan
id-dirasa wusninha (“the hell with studies etc.”); yil¢an il-filis wusninha (“the hell with
money etc.”); yilfan ir-rigala wusninhum (“the hell with all men”). The verb yiZa¢ (lit.:
“may [God] cut off...”) sometimes replaces yil{an, as in yiZra{ il-aubb-i wusninu (“the hell
with love and all of its troubles™).

The phrase wusninu may intensify any exclamation or sentence expressing anger,
agony, frustration etc., as in 2ah min il-haml wusninu (lit.: “oh how I suffer from pregnancy
and its [black] years”, meaning “the hell with pregnancy and all of its troubles™).

The onomatopoeic word ¢#fiz or Zitfii is an imitation of the action and the sound of
spitting, and often replaces the actual action of spitting. On rare occasions addressers do
spit, and when they do, it is rarely in the face of the addressee but usually to the ground (cf.
above, section 1.2., the quotations from Lane and Clot-Bey). This imitation of the act of
spitting is regarded as very rude. It may follow an insult or a curse, thus intensifying them,
as in the following example, said by actor Muhammad Sa¢d in the film Bizha (2005): yil¢an
2abu 2illi gabak ya 7ibn-i -I-kalb-i ya wati; tfii!“ (“may [God] curse the father of whoever
has brought you [to the world], you son of a dog, you despicable person; ¢fii!”’); this series
of curses, expressing anger, is concluded by an imitation of the act of spitting, all done after
the addressee has left.
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Image 2: Biaha: “tfui!”

The word #fii/ Pitfii may appear in independent sentences, where it takes the form of
a curse with the preposition ¢ala that follows it. Some examples are ?7itfiz {ala 2ummak (“the
hell with your mother; may your mother be cursed”); tfii/ Pitfii Calék ragil Pibn-i Sarmiita
(“the hell with you, man, son of a prostitute”).

This word is derived from the onomatopoeic verb taff (“to spit”) which also appears
in a number of expressions (that are not mentioned here).

Part 2: Curses and abuses in literature and the performing arts
12. Curses and abuses in written texts

Contemporary Arab societies are generally more conservative than their Western
counterparts, a fact that is reflected in literary norms which forbid the use of obscene and
taboo words in written texts, in contrast to the norms of medieval Arabic literature, in which
even very obscene words such as nak and kuss appeared in several literary and semi-literary
texts. One of the most famous books in this vein is Nawadir al-?ayk fi maSrifat al-nayk,
written by the Egyptian scholar Galal al-Din Al-Suytti (died 1505), that deals freely with
sexual intercourse, contains coarse terminology and quotes proverbs (65) that would have
made contemporary Egyptians feel quite ill-at-ease. Some Egyptians who know about this
book feel uncomfortable because its writer is one of the two co-authors of Tafsir al-
Galalayn, which to this day is the most popular commentary on the Quran (on Al-Suyiti
and his daring writing see, e.g., Firanescu 2017; Hadmeen-Anttila 2017).

In my above-mentioned article (2004) on coarse and taboo language | quoted some
examples from modern Egyptian literature. Just fifteen years ago, there were not many
writers who dared to use vulgar expressions in their works. An exception was Saad
Elkhadem’s al-Tafin (1989) that contained many obscene words, but this may be explained
by the fact that this writer emigrated to Canada and published his works there, unbound by
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the prevailing literary norms in his homeland. Elkhadem later (1993) published, also in
Canada, a collection of Egyptian expressions, some of them (to quote his own definition)
published in Egypt, and some from SAbd al-MunSim’s Min halawit ir-rizh (2005).

The attitude towards the use of offensive language in Egyptian literature has begun
to change in recent years. Curses, insults, vulgar and taboo words are slowly becoming
acceptable in Egyptian literature.

The following are some typical examples that have appeared in printed literature in
the last decade, arranged according to date of publication.

12.1 €Abd al-Rahim 2009

¢Abd al-Rahim (2009) is quite daring in using the ancient female profession as an insult in
a dialogue of over a page, (written in MSA with some CEA elements), between a driver
and his assistant. The more the dialogue develops, the coarser is the vocabulary used. In
the first stage, as is common in Arab writing, three dots or more (in this case) stand for the
offensive words, leaving the experienced reader to guess the actual words that were in the
characters' minds. Only one obscene slang word, rikib (“ride", i.e. "fuck™) is used explicitly:

L] V30 Gl W] () ) 0 L Al L il
(o sV Ja il elal Ll [ ] dad ) (L) S ol [n] el o (L) ) sl
38N (el ey e S LS

The driver: You! Yousonofa(...... ) [...] you son of the woman who
[T ).
The assistant: The (........ ) is your own mother [...] my mother was (....) by

my father only [...], as for your mother she was like a bus, being ridden by
anybody who could afford the ticket price ($Abd al-Rahim 2009: 170).

In the second stage, the driver uses an MSA word, zaniya (pronounced zanya in
CEA: "prostitute™), and other vulgar words, hinted at by the dots:

(o) OV QL] Sl S8 (L) O e S G Belisl e [ ] 4 30 0l b r il
You son of a prostitute [...], I have the ability to (...) the thoughts of your
mother [...], you son of a (...). (170).

In the third stage, the driver's assistant finally utters the taboo word sarmiita. The
driver, after using some common insults such as s\ <<l i W("you filthy son of a dog "),
also uses the word sarmiita:

o] L8l ) A g ) (35 bl (3 shall il (63 5k 2y 5[] el
$4a pa i) 0l L Ada gy Sindad e J 55 celilad adafi Ay jm A 1L
The assistant: [...] You want to expel me in order to pave the way for the
brother of the prostitute whom you escort [...].
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The driver: Shut up, may a blow cut your tongue, how dare you call my
fiancée a prostitute, you son of a prostitute? (170).

The assistant then again uses the verb rikib:

Ll 5 L) 5 il dme S 5 43 5SS 53 gl Cialial [ ] 1 mnal
The assistant: You had fixed the motorcycle, and you rode it, and together
with it you rode the girl and her sister and her mother. (170).

The driver then responds with another coarse word for a prostitute, 2ahba (in
MSA: gahba):

Al Gl e lat a8
I don't give a damn about what you say (lit.: “everything you say is under the
sole of my shoe”), you son of a prostitute [gahba/ Pahba]. (170).

¢Abd al-Rahim also refers to masturbation, one of the most taboo issues in Egyptian
society. The driver continues the argument by blaming his assistant for missing his prayers,
and rebukes him with a reference to masturbation:

M5 )" ey el a1 83a Jily ¥ Ly clale b oS4l
You should know that our Lord does not accept a prayer from impure people
like you after the bariza (“masturbation”). (170-171).

As mentioned above (section 4.5.), the word bariza, meaning "ten piastres” and now
also "ten pounds", is also another term for "masturbation”, like darab Sasara. To make sure
that the reader understands the vulgar meaning of this term, it is accompanied by an
explanatory footnote.

12.2. Sulayman 2010
¢Abir Sulayman, a female writer, refers to the word sarmiita, but does not quote the full word:

lede Guaiile | 6 OlSa (8 Leidds 5l -
(el 5 oSe) 1940 5L ) 4 -
e 8 (bale) G el 50 -
— If you see her in another place, don’t greet her.
— Why, by God?! (In clear mockery).
— She is the most famous p.... (whore) in Egypt. (Sulayman 2010: 105).

In this dialogue, Sulayman writes just the first letter () of the word, which is
obviously sarmira. To make her intention clear, the MSA word (ahira appears in
parentheses (and also later in the text). The writer does not feel comfortable to use the
colloquial word sarmiita, which is regarded as very obscene, instead using an MSA word
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that is not used in actual conversation. The first letter of the taboo word, however, informs
the reader that the word referred to by the speaker is the taboo one. The use of an elevated
MSA word, not by the literary character but by the narrator, resembles the use of Latin in
older European literature for such cases.

12.3. Hasan 2012

The short tale below is taken from a book on negative aspects of life in Egypt, all of which
are defined by the narrator with the euphemistic onomatopoeic word ¢ (often lengthened
in the book by repeating the long vowel /i/), that has become an abuse word in itself. A
major reason why | chose to quote this tale, in addition to its use of the word tirit, is the
repeated use of the formula 2ibn-i -I-... in order to refer to significant traits of the two main
figures in this story through the traits of their mothers, in one case a positive trait and in
the other a negative one.

e S Juald
Osall 3 ad die glad plaa S (Cund) ) 08 SU b shas Lasaaf oo of (S
dac by 5yl Caabia b g Ay 8l cl o 8L ) gall Caddy g o3 yandl) Ada glaaall ol 2 80 (sludy
assla o (o) A sl gl 2 8 sy s oAt Adle) 43585 g ) 3 AN ) Sanny a3l
Ol s "I el Ty 5 et U sl o sl ol glaall JE S (5l 38l
(amill) c) (g puand (55 slifle 281 o oS " 15 il aalia agd JB ol ghaadl) 5 il
ol e e S

Comiical Interlude
It is told that two monkeys, one lucky, and the other unlucky and a son of a
tizzzit, go every morning to a banana tree. The lucky monkey (lit.: “son of the
lucky female”) climbs up the tree and throws the bananas to the unlucky
monkey (lit.: “son of the unlucky female). The tree owner comes, and with
the help of the peasants, they catch the unlucky monkey and give him a good
beating, while the lucky (lit.: “son of the lucky female”) monkey runs away.
Until one day the unlucky monkey deceitfully said to the lucky one: "Today |
will climb up the tree and you wait below”. The peasants then grabbed the
lucky monkey. The tree owner said to them: "Leave him alone. We punished
him a lot. Bring me the other son of a ¢z from up the tree”. (Hasan 2012: 30).

12.4. Ahmad Nagi 2014

Ahmad Nagt uses vulgar curses in his novel Istihdam al-hayat (Nagi and al-Zarqani 2014):
yilSan din Pummak (“may God curse your mother’s religion”; 116), an intensified curse
because it mentions both the addressee’s mother and his religion; 2ibn-i -l-kalb (“son of a
dog”; 117). This novel, however, has become famous because of the obscene language used
in the book's sixth chapter. Nagi was sentenced to prison because of the language he used
in this novel (although the censorship on books is nowadays not as strict as on films; the
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prison sentence was later commuted to a fine). The following are typical examples from
the sixth chapter:

95_alall 3 iy pdiall Als je 4 L) alady 3 L
[] )..\)S\ U ei oSl éﬂg (.\i cQ:\aJ\ 48aa ézl\ Ja

What should the youth do in their twenties in Cairo?
Should they lick the pupil of the eye, or lick the cunt, or suck the prick [...]? (142).

G g o[, ] ey edan (piall L jla g asill 48 je ) BlAa ST ] LS Jals Jlal cuidae
I dived with my tongue inside her cunt [...] then we entered the bedroom and
had sex slowly and gradually. [...] Then I put my finger inside her cunt. (145).

Except for the obscene vocabulary, the text is written in MSA. It should be noted
that, however, when Nagi refers to sexual intercourse he uses the accepted non-vulgar
“neutral” MSA phrase maras al-gins.

12.5. €Atif 2016

A literary work may be replete with curses and insults. The short story Halti Arara (SAtif
2016) tells about an old woman who brings her little grandson to the clinic, and
continuously curses and swears at her daughter, the child, the doctor and everything around
her. The doctor, who is the narrator, comments that the only thing that she has not abused
was the sphygmomanometer, because she has not noticed it. At the outset of the story, the
doctor makes the following comparison:

Seriously, she was a woman completely [like] M*tada Mans**.

The name M*tada Mans** appears with asterisks in order to avoid writing it completely;
for Egyptians, however, it is clear that the reference here is to Murtada Mansiir, the president
of the al-Zamalik football club, who is well known in Egypt as a person who habitually utters
curses and insults. For the reader this is a clue that offensive language will follow.

The old lady indeed starts using offensive language. She calls her daughter ***_1)

3(“this daughter of ***”; ¢Atif 2016: 35), and adds more curses that are then followed by
the following sequence of insults directed at her grandson, including his ancestors:

Sl sl AL i g 00 culS | k) ) L el al GO ) 4 48l U

ok ) de 1l s ) il ) gdla
I don’t know what has made me come with you, you son of a ****** that was
some lousy advice with sixty “nilas”..., [the hell with] the father of the mother
of those who created the father of she who gave birth to your father! You child,
son of a ****, (35).
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This story ends when the doctor bids the woman farewell, with the woman
replying as follows:
SSle gaSlu | ) o) Uy g€ 1 el 40
Farewell to you, too, doctor, you son of a ****, good bye. (36).

12.6. Al-Tuhi 2018
The following excerpts are taken from a conversation between two women:

sl Ay ) cdaik L dd e
You know, auntie, you are so filthy (wisha) (Al-Tahi 2018: 141).
Dhad o5l lank Laiha b clanS 51 el S S @il Lo ) 4wl o S0 aa il e (5 gee Ul
| have never seen anyone who hates his mother like your son used to hate you.
You kussumik, auntie. Kussumik very much indeed. Kussumik to a degree that
it is impossible for you to imagine. (Al-Tthi 2018: 142).

I have not translated the taboo expression kussumik, written here as one word, since
it is the equivalent of any number of insulting addresses in English, such as “you
bloody...”, “the hell with...”, etc. This insult is the dominant element in this passage, not
only because it is repeated three times, but also because of the unusual creative
constructions in which it appears.

12.7. Salah al-Din 2018

I am closing this survey of curses and insults in contemporary Egyptian literature
with some examples from the short story collection al-Otofis al-$Amm, which is replete
with this sort of vocabulary. The following are some typical examples:

.50l 3 5 L("you children of the cra[zy] woman”, i.e. “you crazy people”; Salah al-
Din 2018: 12) ; 824U Zaly("may a disaster take you” (12); o> <l cpl(“this son of the
‘beep’”; 16); s b ailgs 43585 4353 5« Slae 2SIS(“you all are agents and traitors and some
animals that do not understand anything; 54); s» 4w Je Judli(“this bloody person”; 60);
e S (“may a worry befall you™; 127); 4ls ) 3, L(*“you, the most disgraceful of men”;
156); a0 sl s U sl dduls cB(“we curse the dynasty of the father who has created their
father”; 238).

13. Curses and insults in the performing arts
13.1. Curses and insults in the cinema and on stage
Curses and insults appear in films and on stage, but there the vilest and the most taboo

expressions are avoided, which would never be approved by the strict censorship in Egypt.
As mentioned above in section 12.4., censorship in Egypt on movies and plays is stronger
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than censorship on published books, that now enjoy greater freedom of expression and
language choice than before. The following are some examples of insults in films:

Actress Fatin Hamama, in the film al-Hayt al-rafi€’ (1991), says to the boyfriend who
abandoned her: ya -bn-i -I-kalb (“you son of a dog”); actor Zaki Rustum, in the film Nahr
al-Hubb (1960), says: hat?uli liZibnik 2inn-i Pummu kanit zanya (“will you tell your son
that his mother was a prostitute?”’); actress Mari Munib, in the film Hamati malak (1959),
insults a taxi driver who brakes too suddenly: ?ay, hasib, gatak héba, hatiksar ra’abti
(“auch, be careful, you good for nothing (lit.: “may a failure befall you”), you’ll break my
neck”). For a chain of curses and insults said by actor Muhammad Sa€d, in the film Baha
(2005), see above, section 11.

For more examples, taken from modern Egyptian drama, see Rosenbaum 1994: 100-105.

13.2. Curses and insults in cinema and on stage: The legacy of Mari Munib

Egyptian actress Mari Munib (Mary Mounib; 1905-1969) quoted above (last section), was
famous for her use of offensive language in plays and films in which she participated (she
was born in Damascus, but came to Egypt when she was one year old, and thus was a native
speaker of Egyptian Arabic). In the film Hamati malak (1959) she uses the formula gak...
or gatak... several times: gatak nayba (“may a disaster befall you™); gak kasr-i kar?ik
(“may your apology be broken”), said as a cognate response to the domestic who
apologized by saying ka??ik (alayya (“it’s my fault™); gatik nila fi hébtik (“may something
bad happen to you because of your failure”, i.e. “you good for nothing”); gak darba {ala
7albak (“may a blow on your heart befall you”), in addition to other abuses.

Her most famous curse, uttered in several films, was the very common gatak nila,
which she pronounced katak nittla, with palatalized /I/ and very long vowel in the word
nila. To this day, her unique articulation of this curse is imitated by Egyptians of both sexes.

Image 3: Mari Munib: katak niiila
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A famous dialogue in which Mari Munib constantly insults her addressee, played by
actor $Adil Hayri, appears in the play llla zamsa (1963). She stands at her window and
speaks to the latter, every now and then uttering an insult, to the audience’s great delight,
augmented by her faulty usage of Egyptian Arabic, in her role as an Egyptian of Turkish
origin, who confuses the masculine with the feminine form when saying the words zift and
2atran, which are often used as words of abuse in Egyptian Arabic.

Zift (“pitch™) and Pagran (“tar”), often in the collocation zift-i wi-?agran (lit.: “pitch
and tar”), are mild ways to denote something very bad, often referring to a situation or
one’s luck. A synonym is the collocation zift iz-fin (“lit.: “pitch of mud”); zayy-i -z-zift (lit.:
“like pitch”) denotes a bad situation or an unpleasant person.

Both terms, zift and Patran, are used by Mari Munib in the dialogue with ¢adil Hayrf;
she responds to the latter’s greeting niharik sa{id (lit.: “may you have a happy day”) with
the phrases niharak zifta and niharak ?atrana (in free translation: “may you have a lousy
day”) while using faulty Arabic by pronouncing both words, zift and Pazran, in the non-
existent feminine form (llla zamsa 1963).

D

i
1
I

Image 4: Mari Munib: niharak ?atrana; niharak zifta, etc.

14. Curses and insults on the Internet

The internet and other electronic media are replete with curses, insults and taboo words
that appear in chats, blogs and posts in the social media. | quote here one typical example
that contains a chain of abuse words, retrieved from Facebook:

s Ao m 99595595, ) gLl inaly | lleadindl) | daally | Gl e dl)

Aarliaala e Hggsse s o (o) cld JS Ml anig U
May God burn you, may God take you (i.e. let you die), may God take revenge
of you [because I can’t], you rotten, worthless, inferior person, go awaaaaaaaay,
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may God punish you, may God take revenge on you for me, go away from here,
get loooost in a trouble that will take you. (Facebook. “Allah yihra?ak™).

One famous literary work, written decades ago but which has so far appeared on the
internet only, is known as Kuss Pummiyat or, in one word Kussummiyat (in free translation:
“Mother’s cunt matters”). Written by the well-known late poet and playwright Nagib Suriir
(1932-1978), it has so far never been published, only uploaded to the internet. Nagib Surtir
also left an audio recording of this text, in his voice, which was later uploaded to the internet
too. The text is a long poem that sharply criticizes the Egypt of the poet’s times. The poem
makes repeated use of the coarsest taboo words in Egyptian Arabic, nak and kuss. Surar
apparently chose this vocabulary in order to intensify his messages and to draw attention
to them, even if by doing so he shocked his audiences.

Another coarse poem, much shorter than the Kuss 2ummiyat, is Ahha, also found on
the internet in text and audio versions. (see above, section 8). For details of internet links
to these two poems, see the bibliography.

Last but not least in this survey is a clip that went viral on the internet and evoked
discussions in Egypt on the issue of vulgar insults on the grounds that it was deleterious to
morality and social values. The clip, recorded by singer Layla $Amir, consists of a song
entitled Buss 2ummak (“Look at your mother”). The title, however, is not as naive as it
sounds in English.

The clip shows a man watching a woman swaying on television, then the singer
appears and starts singing: buss 2ummak. The man seems shocked and startled, apparently
because he thinks that he has heard the phrase kuss 2ummak. Then the singer repeats the
phrase again, and the man understands, smiles and responds with the phrase buss 2ummik
7inti, which is untranslatable, because he conjugates the verb buss, which is in the
imperative, as if it were a noun and as the phrase kuss 2ummak should have been conjugated
if said in the second person, singular feminine. A translation like “buss 2ummak you’ hardly
conveys the pun here; | assume, however, that every Egyptian would have guessed that the
phrase kuss 2ummak is alluded to here, and if there was any doubt, then the spectator’s
response would have removed it.

Image 5: Buss 2Aummak
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Following the distribution of that clip, the singer was put on trial and sent to jail,
although prima facie she had not uttered anything obscene or taboo. The members of the
production team were also sent to jail, proof of just how obscene the phrase kuss 2Jummak
is perceived to be, even when it is only hinted at and not said explicitly, and that the
establishment still cannot accept the presence of taboo words in performances that may be
tolerated when confined to paper.

15. Conclusion

In a chapter summarizing the reasons for cursing, Jay (2000: 243) says: “We swear for
several different purposes: neurological, psychological, and sociocultural”, and states that
“Cursing permits humans to express strong emotions verbally in a manner that noncurse
words cannot achieve”. These statements and others (Jay 2000: 243-244) apply to any
society or group of human beings, any culture and any language in which curses and other
words and expressions of that sort are created and expressed.

At the outset of this article we saw references to Egyptians as a nation that curses “a
lot”. Cursing, of course, is not unique to Egyptians, as people of all nationalities curse and
use offensive language. Whether Egyptians indeed curse “a lot” is a question that may be
answered by a comparative study of cursing among different nations.

The richness of the store of curses in Egyptian Arabic, however, cannot be denied.
The large variety of curses and abuse words that have been presented here is representative
of such words in Egyptian Arabic, but is very far from being exhaustive. Obviously, this
vocabulary is used “for several different purposes”, as quoted just a few lines above, and
definitely not only to insult and hurt, as was demonstrated here, thus serving the other
“different purposes” as well.

Curses and insults are common in the spoken language, and therefore most of the
prevalent ones are said in CEA. Since they appeared in written Arabic literature already
centuries ago, there is also vocabulary of that sort in standard Arabic. Its appearance in
written literature, however, is dictated by the prevalent norms in a certain society in a
certain time, and because of that up to the twentieth century only small portions of it found
their way to canonical literature. In recent decades, especially since the end of the twentieth
century, the norms in Egyptian literature have changed. The colloquial has become a
second literary language in Egypt, in addition to standard Arabic (see, e.g., Rosenbaum
2000; 2008; 2012a; 2012b), and some writers have become more daring with both the
vocabulary and the contents of their texts, which in some cases result in introducing curses
and abusive language into literary texts, written in both the standard and the colloquial. The
emergence and spread of social networks and other digital media has encouraged the use
of this sort of language, too, and accelerated its penetration into printed literature, as we
have seen in the second part of this article. Thus, knowing and understanding Egyptian
curses and offensive vocabulary is now necessary for an accurate understanding of
contemporary Egyptian literature, printed and digital.
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Images

Image 1: kuss (“flatterer”)
Photo by the author
Image 2: Buha: “tfu!”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZFd31UVNzg8
Image 3: Mari Munib: katak nitila
https://www.dailymotion.com/video/x4zzf70
Image 4: Mari Munib: niharak atrana; niharak zifta, etc.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jP4BI5w2HOU
Image 5: Buss 2ummak
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZidmsGI911Q
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Abstract. As the other Moroccan Arabic speakers, Jews from Morocco use many kinds of curses and
profanities, some are very common but others are more specific. Alongside the ones they share with their
Muslim neighbors, they’re used to borrowing words and concepts from the Jewish texts, mostly from the Bible
and the Talmud. Those Hebrew and Aramaic words, are integrated in Arabic syntax to formulate innovative
and peripheral sentences. Today most of this community has left Morocco and lives in the state of Israel. Those
curses and profanities are still used in this very new context, sometimes just the way they were and sometimes
in the middle of Hebrew sentences and therefore now integrated into Hebrew syntax.

Keywords: Moroccan Darija, Curse, Judeo-Arabic, Hebrew, Mizraki Hebrew, Peripheral Israeli Hebrew.

Judeo-Arabic dialects are the Jewish counterparts of the Arabic “dialects”. In other words,
where there is a Jewish community in an Arabic speaking area, there is a Judeo-Arabic
dialect. If the specificities of those dialects are mainly noticeable (actually emphasized) in
the written language, the spoken language retains nevertheless particular features such as
discreet Hebrew or Aramaic loanwords originating from written religious sources®. Other
specificities are to be found in accents (Leslau 1945: 63), use of old-fashioned terms,
archaic syntactic structure or preservation of other traits belonging to earlier stages of the
language than in other Moroccan dialects (Vicente 2010: 148). Actually, most of those
Jewish dialects present distinctive features of the Pre-Hilali dialects (Lévy 2009 : 176). All
those specificities are due to the particular history of the Jewish community — mainly migrations
and social isolation —, in other words, specific linguistic features for specific context.
Moroccan Jews used many kinds of curses, insults, teasing or various phrases of
harsh criticism, in Moroccan Arabic (darija), or more specifically in their dialects within
the Arabic dialects, the Jewish sociolects. A large number of those curses are actually the
same one can hear from the Muslim speakers. But some contain specificities. These include
the use of Hebrew words (or so-called Hebrew words) (See Sibony 2019b) or references

1 For more information about Hebrew elements in Moroccan Judeo-Arabic, see Brunot & Malka 1940,
Leslau 1945, Bar-Asher 1978 and Sibony 2019b.
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made to the Bible or the Talmud, to various Jewish concepts, to Jewish culture or Jewish life in
Morocco, life in the Mellah?, the organization of the cult and the condition of the Jews.

This article is not intended to be exhaustive with regard to the unlimited number of
phrases existing nor to the presentation of the various formats of curses. A number of very
serious studies have already dealt with the subject of North-African Arabic curses, such as
Westermarck (1926, 1930), Boudot-Lamotte (1974), Steward (2014), and even specific
studies on the Jewish ones: Malka & Brunot (1939), Stillman (2008) and Sibony (2019b).
The object of this article will be, as a first step, to emphasize the specificities of the
Moroccan Jewish curses by adding a number of linguistic comments; I’ll start giving a few
examples of expressions heard from Jewish speakers but without any special feature, then
I will gquote ones with specific references. In a second phase, | will try to examine what is
left of this cultural aspect in Modern Hebrew as spoken by Israelis from Moroccan origin®.

I. Curses and profanities in Moroccan Judeo-Arabic

The field of “curse” is extremely wide in Arabic and there seems to be an appropriate
sentence for every single annoyance one can experience in life.

Common curses, profanity, criticism and teasing:

Some phrases are very humorous, others are terrible, but consistently strongly accurate in
order to match very specific situations, just as for blessings or proverbs. Those expressions
describe, portray, characterize and categorize everyday common situations, sometimes in
a very schematic way, often represented in an exaggerated, caricatural or grotesque way.
However, curses (and blessings) are supposed to have a concrete effect on the aimed person.
I’'ll give a few standard examples before getting into the specificities of the
Jewish expressions.
Each curse is supposed to match something specific and cannot be used for the wrong
purpose which anyway would be useless, as stated in this first sentence:

d-da ‘wa bla sbab ma toQta “ si I-bab : ““a curse without causes will not pass through

the door” (Westermarck I 1926: 491).

“A curse without causes” not only would be useless but even dangerous. The fact
that the curse wouldn’t “pass through the door” is to be understood as a threat recalling the

Moallah is the generic name for Jewish neighborhoods in Morocco.

3 In addition to the curses I personally had in mind, the examples | give in this work are from various sources:
Brunot & Malka 1939, 1940, Boudot-Lamotte 1974, Stillman 2008, Stewart 2014. Examples of curses not
sourced on footnotes are, for the most part, extracted from surveys, researches and investigations I’ve been
conducting on social networks, mainly for the second part of the study, dealing with the situation in Israel
nowadays. The most important resource, alongside Whatsapp and Twitter, is a ten thousand member-strong
Facebook group called n°xp1 i nvaawi own, “The Moroccan Arabic language”, that was created by Shlomo
Perets, and in which the majority of the members are Israelis from Moroccan origins. Some were born in
Morocco (from all around the country) and others are from the 2", 3 and 4™ generation immigrants. The
ones born in Israel most often have parents from distinct Moroccan cities, others are half-Moroccan. Indeed,
the examples are from various Moroccan (Judeo-)Arabic varieties and can therefore show variations such as
/q/, /g/ and /’/ reflexes of /q/; /z/ and /Z/ reflexes of /z/ and more.
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risk that the curse would return against the speaker if it was summoned for unfair reasons.
Therefore, it’s not just an advice, but a real curse itself. The upcoming example is even
more explicit:

d-da ‘wa bla dnub fi ras mula-ha ddib : ““a curse without sins will melt on the head
of its master” (Westermarck I 1926: 491).

Some general ideas are illustrated by series of similar sentences, with slight
variations of vocabulary; or containing more or less details, since any speaker can remove
or add elements in order to simplify the sentence or on the contrary, for instance, to
highlight the comical aspect.

For example, to put in his place a difficult or pretentious kid (or even for anyone
who did something wrong), people will mention the school he attended:

ttohla dik s-skwila fayn t allamtil: “May the school you attended be devastated!”
tkiin halya mahliya ‘la biu-k dik s-skwila fayn t‘allomtil: “May the school you
attended be a devastated ruin on your father!”

tkiin haliya dik s-skwila!*: “May it be destroyed, that school!”

Nabki ‘la s-skwila fin msiti/®: “I cry on the school you attended!”

Other very simple curses are obviously ironic. At first sight very cruel, the following curses
are frequently used by fathers toward their children and therefore are to be understood as
terms of endearment?®:

imot mol-aK! (Brunot & Malka 1939: 159): “May your master (i.e. father) die!”
imot [-ok bi-K!: “May your father die!”

Sense of humor combined with vivid imagination can lead to some quite excessive images.
The following is most often used by a mother sick and tired of her child refusing to eat:

1gréd |-mgarn (Brunot & Malka 1939: 157): “May your intestines be cut into pieces!”
Another excessive expression, this time from a West-Algerian Jewish speaker:

‘elli ma-ihabb-ni-$ nakal I-o ras-o nitkaf a ‘la na ‘-0 "o nabka "ora-h': “He who has no

love for me, I’ll eat his head, stand by his coffin and stay after him!”

Even if this formula uses particularly brutal and cruel images, it may obviously not
be understood literally. The expression nakal I-o ras-0, “I’ll eat his head” actually means
“I’ll make him pay, I’ll crush him”. That’s a typical case of exaggerated violent image in

From Marrakesh area.

Heard from my own grandmother and repeated from my great grandmother, born in Marrakesh.

As anotion of endearment threats, although possible to be used as “I’ll die for you / instead of you, as a sacrifice”
West-Algerian “kial judeo-arabic dialect” (where pronunciation of /q/ oscillates between /k/ and /ki/)
according to Chetrit 2015’s classification: nikaf and nabka for niigaf and nabga. The curse was found
in: http://www.sefarad.org/Im/034/27.html.

~ o o &
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use in those sentences. The last part: nabka ‘ora-h “T’ll stay behind/after him” actually
means “I’1l outlive him”.

Some formal categories are very common too, such as sentences beginning with nya-
k® “May I see you”, with preservation of the ancient meaning of the verb ra “to see™, as
illustrated here:

nra-k ma-thya-s u-ma-tska-s hatta I-had n-nhar! ( Brunot & Malka 1939: 159) :
“May (I see) you not live and not last until that day!”

nra-k b-p-rdom iteh ‘ali-k! ( Brunot & Malka 1939: 157): “May (I see) rubble come
down on you!”

nra-k b-I-"attal!: “May (I see) you run into a murderer!”

nra-k b-1-barod 1-inglizi! (Brunot & Malka 1939: 157): “May (I see) you run into a
British gun!”

nra-k hzot mhazzar'**: “May I see you in the most awful situation / poverty!”

Finally, among those non-specifically Jewish curses are found sentences used mainly
by Jews; old-fashioned sentences, referring to ancient social realities:

wold tarrah!: “baker’s boy! > you’re useless”

Torrah (Premare 1999 (8): 277) initially refers to the job of boys wandering in the
streets to find bread from individuals and bring it to the oven of the village. The speakers
most often don’t know what the sentence refers to but are still aware that it’s an insult.

References to Jewish practices:

Some curses refer to the Jewish cult, or more exactly, to how it is (was) in Morocco. It can
sometimes be difficult to identify, even for the speakers themselves, since the mentioned
concepts or customs can originate from ancient or abandoned practices:

nra-k tamsi b-s-smaya ‘ I-ma’lobin! (Brunot & Malka 1939: 159): “May (I see) you
go with upturned candles!”

This non-explicit curse actually means: “may you die before getting married!”. The
allusion made to the “upturned candles” is not easy to understand. One has to know about
an old tradition, largely forgotten even amongst the Jews themselves. According to Brunot
& Malka (1939: 357), during a wedding or a circumcision, Jews used to light two big

8  About the nya-k category, see Stewart 2017: 710, Stillman 2008: 20 and Sibony 2019a.

% Nowadays, in standard Moroccan Arabic, the verb 7@ is mainly used with passive meaning “to be seen”
and from here: “to be” as in ra-ni “I am (seen)”, ra-k “you are”. ra has been widely replaced by saf'/
isuf for the meaning “to see”.

10 Stewart 2008: 20. The author presents /zo¢ and mhazzar as Berber loanwords despite the fact that /h/
can never be a native Berber phoneme. In contrast, Premare (1999-3: 94) mentions Moroccan Arabic
hazzot | hazzoté “naked, not married, very poor, without resources”.
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candles — borrowed from the Synagogue — that had to be shown during procession. If a
young bachelor came to die prematurely, people used to light the candles and to turn them
upside-down, which would put them out almost instantly. Then they did put them in the
stretcher, which meant that the young person didn’t have time to know the joys of marriage.
The curse referring to this custom has survived the custom itself. Most often, people using
it have no idea what it refers to (Brunot & Malka 1939: 357).

Expressions using ‘Hebrew’ words:

The use of Hebrew or Aramaic words in the judeo-arabic dialects is limited. Actually, in
Morocco, Hebrew was a cult-language for the Jews and has never been a spoken language.
Consequently, loanwords are attested in a limited number and their frequency varies
according to the level of education of the speaker. A series of studies!! has focused on the
matter of those loanwords. Leslau (1945: 71-76) mentions the main domains where those
words appear the most frequently as follows: religious, holidays, instruction, social life and
institution, family life, affective life and finally: insults and maledictions.

Even if some expressions are entirely in Hebrew and their global meaning is quite
well understood, the speakers could have the hardest time trying to use the same component
words in other sentences. Moreover, some of those words aren’t strictly speaking Hebrew
words but are still borrowed from the same sources such as the Bible, Talmud or other
Jewish / Rabbinical Literature. For example, a very mean and hateful person can be called
a firos, literally “Titus”, the name of the Roman general who destroyed the 2™ Temple of
Jerusalem in 70 CE. The word being fully integrated to the Moroccan Arabic system, gives
a feminine form rirosa, diminutives qwéras and swérsa and even a participle mgeras, meaning
“bad, disgusting” (Stillman 2008: 16, Leslau 1945: 74-75). The same kind of phenomenon
is to be found in the mention par‘o!/, “Pharaoh!” (Stillman 2008: 27). As well as Titus,
“Pharaoh” is considered to be an historical enemy of the Jewish People, as narrated in the
Book of the Exodus. Stillman (2008: 27) adds that the expression can be augmented to
par ‘o d-masar! “Pharaoh of Egypt!”.

Apparently, Jews considered that a curse expressed in Hebrew or containing Hebrew
words is more effective. That’s why the amount of those words is more important in here
than in other domains of the Jewish sociolect. This is also how sometimes those words

1 M. Cohen 1912 (Le parler arabe des Juifs d’Alger, Paris), Brunot & Malka 1940, Leslau 1945, D.
Cohen 1964 (Le parler arabe des Juifs de Tunis — Textes et documents linguistiques et ethnographiques
I, Paris-La Haye), Saada 1969 (Le parler arabe des juifs de Sousse : condition humaine et terminologie
des gestes, Université de Paris, Paris), Bar-Asher 1978, 1993, Lévy 2009, J. Chétrit 2007 (Diglossie,
hybridation et diversité intra-linguistique, études socio-pragmatiques sur les langues juives, le judéo-
arabe et le judéo-berbére, Editions Peeters, Paris Louvain), Henschke 2007. Langue hébraique dans
un parler arabe, le lexique hébreu dans I’arabe parié des Juifs de Tunisie, Jerusalem, Institut Bialik [in
Hebrew]), Tedghi 1995 («Les interférences de 1’hébreu dans les langues judéo-arabes d’Orient et
d’Occident musulmans », in Les interférences de I’hébreu dans les langues juives, Paris, Publications
du centre de documentation et de recherches Etudes hébraiques et juives modernes et contemporaines,
41-66), Tedghi 2003 (“Evolution des recherches sur la composante hébraique dans les parlers judéo-
arabes maghrébins modernes ”, Alvarez-Péreyre, Frank & Baumgarten, Jean (eds.), Linguistique des
langues juives et linguistique générale, Paris, CNRS Editions, 157-190), Sibony 2019b.
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literally don’t give any new information to the sentence and simply play with semantic
redundancy by using a word in Arabic, immediately followed by a Hebrew equivalent as
can be seen in ba-I-forha u-s-simpal (< Heb. nnnw simha), “with joy and joy”.

Same kind of construction is to be found in curses or insults such as:

had an-n 7 [-abil! (Brunot & Malka 1939: 157): “That rascal bearer of bad news!”

The global meaning of the sentence differs somewhat from the lexical meanings of
the components; the first word » T is related to Arabic na ‘7, which is “the one who
announces the death of someone” (Brunot & Malka 1939: 356) and the latter is borrowed
from Hebrew %ax ’ebel “grief”.

‘a l-hrami I-mamzir! (Brunot & Malka 1939: 157): “Bastard, bastard!”

The first word hrami is in Arabic and echoes the expression wald I-kram, meaning
“son of the sin, bastard”. The latter, with the same meaning, is Hebrew i, mamzer. 1t is
pronounced mamzir in Morocco and has an Arabic plural form mamzirin (Leslau 1945: 75).

hallaf hazir! (Stillman 2008: 16): “Pig, pig!”

hallif'is in Moroccan Arabic but hazir is in Hebrew (< 2% hdzir). As a variant of
this one, Stillman quotes: hallif hanzir; hanzir being the Classical Arabic cognate.
iteh sd‘d-0" u-mzal-o1™: “May his fate / luck fall down!”

Mzal-o “his fate” is from Hebrew 21, mazzal “luck, fate”, originally “position of the
stars”. The same curse is found with a synonym verb too: ithdall sa ‘d-0! or ithall mzal-o!

Those bilingual curses can however be used more simply with the Arabic half: ‘a |-
hrami, hallif or with the Hebrew part I-abil, ifeh mzal-o.

Other Hebrew words are used because they relate to various aspects of the Jewish
life. They’re sometimes used by Muslim speakers as well. That’s the case for
me ‘aralmi ‘ara. The word means “Jewish cemetery” and is very popular in Jewish dialects,
where mgabra is the appropriate term for “cemetery” in general®*. Here is what one (mostly

women) could say to an irritating stranger kid met in the Mellah:

12 References made to fate or destiny are quite common and can therefore be found in series of similar
sentences throughout North-Africa, for instance in Takrouna (Tunisia) Arabic: a/la isuwwud sa ‘d-ak!
“May god blacken / darken your fate!” (Boulot-Lamotte 1974: 62).

13 Surprisingly, one of my informants, Libyan and Muslim, from the social network Twitter told me he
heard <lll jo5 haess miba, rayyah sa ‘d-ok u-mazzal-ak, from old Tripolitan Muslim women; that is to
say the exact same expression, where mazzal-2k is obviously a judeo-arabic leftover. After asking
the specialist of Tripoli Arabic Christophe Pereira, it appears that the sentence is indeed still in
use nowadays, in Libya.

14 However, Jews could use me ‘@ra for Muslim or Christian cemeteries as well by adding mention da-I-
msalmin “of the Muslims” or da-n-nsara “of the Christians”.
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nra ‘umm-ak ta ‘té-K la-1-me ‘ara! (Brunot & Malka 1939: 156)%°: “May your mother
give you to the cemetery!”

Me ‘ara < Hebrew mvin ma ‘ard doesn’t mean “cemetery” in Hebrew but “cave” and
does etymologically correspond to Arabic magara. Such use could reflect ancient
troglodyte practices. Surprisingly enough, the same Hebrew word with the same meaning
is documented in Yemeni Judeo-Arabic dialects (Leslau 1945: 74).

wuld an-nida! (Stillman 2008: 18): “Son of monthly impurity!”

Nida < Hebrew 71771 nidda is, in Judaism, the name describing a woman during
menstruation and means “separated”.

rasa ‘! (Stillman 2008: 18): “Bad / mean person!”

Rasa ‘< Hebrew ywn rasa ‘ “evil person” is a very well-known word among the Jews,
being the adjective used to describe one of the famous four sons in the Haggadah
(Passover). The word is used to describe Titus as well whenever mentioned in Judeo-Arabic
texts as a full expression tizos arasa * *°< Hebrew yw=i 00, fitis ha-rasa ‘, “Titus the bad”.

nra-k b-’ilalot bi-ki tabo! (Stillman 2008: 20): “May I see you in the ‘A7 tabé'” curses”

The expression ’ilalot ki tabo (< Hebrew x1an »> n9%p qolalat ki taba') is an allusion
made to the famous biblical curses from violation of the law in Deut. 28.15-58.

nrak f-n-ndoy! (Stillman 2008: 20, Brunot & Malka 1939: 157): “May I see you
excommunicated!”

Ndoy < Hebrew 71 niddiiy “banishment”.

allah i ‘mik b-s-sara d-al-kalb ‘war!: “May God blind you with the plight of a one-eyed dog!”
sara < Hebrew 71 sard “trouble, tragedy, bad situation™*’

imsi kappara ‘la I-ihid!

“May he sacrifice himself for the Jews!”

Kappara (or kappara | kumpara) < Hebrew 192 kappard “expiatory victim” refers
to the vicarious sacrifice for sins (most often of a rooster) made on the eve of yom kippir
(kippiar | kappara). In Morocco, the word was used in blessings such as namsi kappara ‘ali-
k! “May I be your expiatory victim!”, in other words “May I sacrifice myself for you, may

15 Often shortened to nya ‘ummaok ta ‘tek!

16 Stilmann 2008: 17 mentions the same Hebrew expression is attested in Yiddish: tites ho-rosho.

17 sarais very commonly used as in sentences like and f~wahd sara kbira “we are in a very bad situation”
or sart la- ros “the husband’s preoccupations” (Bahat 2001) and thus appears in such curses too, as a
distinctive, characteristic and typical word of the Jewish dialects.

195



JONAS SIBONY

I carry your sins”. The blessing could be reversed and used as a curse imsi kappara ‘la I-
ihiid! or imsi kappara ‘li-na! “May he sacrifice himself for our own good!” 8.

dji-k ’asrot sanim! “May your life be abbreviated!” (Leslau 1945: 75, Brunot &
Malka 1939: 157)
‘asrot sanim < Hebrew ooaw mngp Qasarot sanim, “short years”.

According to Leslau (1945: 73), after a malediction containing Hebrew words,
women often add formulas such as kin ihé rason (Hebrew 1737 >0 13, kén yohi rdason, “May
it be God’s will”) or bi-Shot as-saddigim dyal-na “thanks to our saints” (Hebrew words
Mo bi-zakiat “in favor / thanks to” and oop>7%, saddigim “saintly person”, but article,
preposition and possessive pronoun in Arabic as- / dyal-na).

Word formations:

Some of the “Hebrew” words used in Judeo-arabic are actually pure creations, resulting
from clumsy morphological interpretations of borrowed set phrases. That’s for instance
what happened to a Hebrew word found in the Jewish blessing for the bread where God is
said to be the one: ham-masi’ lehem min ha-’ares: “who brings forth bread from the
earth®”. In this blessing, mast’’ is the active participle of the verb yasa’’ “to go out”, in the
causative form (Hebrew higyil stem, equivalent to Arabic Form IV ’aqtala) and means “the
one who brings out”. This emblematic verb of the Jewish blessing for the bread, doesn’t
mean “to bring out” in judeo-arabic but “to do the blessing for the bread” and is commonly
used as if it was an Arabic verb msa/imsi (indeed it is from here)- In fact, Hebrew maosi’” is
borrowed ‘as it is’ in judeo-arabic and misinterpreted as extracted from a triliteral root
*Vmsy while actually built on Hebrew Vys’ (< *w$’ with participle prefix m- : masi’).
The very ordinary aspect of this blessing is then used to refer to the triviality of
something or someone, as in those expressions from the Tafilalet (Bar-Asher 1992: 81):

had ab-bnadam ma-islah-s tamst ‘li-h!: “That man doesn’t deserve that you’d do the
blessing for the bread on him!” (“That man is worthless!”)

Or else:

18 For more explanations on the use of kappara, see Sibony 2019a-b. Similar to that use of kappara are some
Judeo-arabic blessings built as reversed Muslim curses. That’s for instance what happens with the common
insult ihadi, usually very pejorative but rather a sign of respect or admiration when used in a Jewish context.
Another good example works with the very common North-African saying I-ihid f-s-saffiid, n-nsara f-s-
sannara u-1-msalmin f-I-yasmin! (Boudot-Lamotte 1974 62), “The Jews on a spit, The Christians on a fish-
hook and Muslims in jasmine!” (Westermarck 1930: 126 has u-l-msalmin f-n-nuwwara), is replaced with
humor in the Jewish sociolect by: I-msalmin f~I-mi ‘ara, u-n-nsara f-s-sénnara, u-l-thad f-n-nuwwara!: “The
Muslims to the cemetery, Christians on a hook and Jews on flowers!”.

19 Translation of the blessing found in Sefaria.org: https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/36500.
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ma tomma ‘la man tamsil: “There’s no one there for whom to do the blessing on the
bread!” (“no one interesting” or “no one to count on”)

While in the late 40’s, the Jewish population was estimated in Morocco at around
300 000; only a few thousands would remain today, mainly elderly people. The largest part
of the Jewish community left Morocco in the 50’s, 60°s and 70°s and took away this mixed
culture with them.

I1. Moroccan curses and profanities in Modern Hebrew

Today, the North African Jewish community has almost completely disappeared from the
Maghreb and has relocated for the most part in Israel. This process did take place in two
large immigration waves between 1948 and 1955. Henkin (2011: 75) adds that those
“newly arrived maghrabis, especially the Moroccans, the largest community in Israel, were
relegated to the geographical, economical, and social peripheries where, caught in a vicious
circle, they remained for decades”.

The special kind of Hebrew, the sociolect of Israelis from Moroccan origins is
actually part of a larger sociolinguistic phenomenon. It’s the dialect linguists and
sociologists most often call Mizrahi Hebrew? or Peripheral Hebrew?. The specific case of
the Hebrew spoken by the Moroccan community is only a part of it, but probably the most
influencing one. Moroccans being the largest community that has lived in the
neighborhoods of Israel’s periphery; Moroccan Arabic and Judeo-Arabic did influence the
Hebrew of Israelis from Moroccan origin and also the other inhabitants of those areas,
although to a lesser extent??, Consequently, those words or expressions have experienced
several levels of integration into Hebrew.

Some Moroccan curses and profanities seen above are still used in Israel’s periphery’s
context; sometimes just the way they were and in some instances in the middle of Hebrew
sentences, therefore, integrated into Hebrew syntax. That situation leads to the production of
new bilingual curses and even to darija swearing hinged with Hebrew morphology.

The first scenario is that of real bilingual speakers of Moroccan Arabic and Israeli
Hebrew, most often born in Morocco, but sons and daughters of Moroccan parents too, to

2 Mizraht, ", “oriental” in Hebrew.

2L Peripheral because, as seen above, from speakers relegated to the geographical, economical and social
peripheries (Henkin 2011: 75).

22 A number of linguistic studies have been made on the subject of this sociolect of Modern Israeli
Hebrew; one should highlight in particular the research of Yehudit Henshke. Henshke discusses the
influence of Judeo-Arabic on Modern Hebrew’s syntax, semantics, lexicon and morphology (2013a,
2013b, 2015, 2017). She notably discusses the nature of this sociolect of Israel’s periphery, dealing
with the problem of its denomination; “Mizrahi Hebrew”?, “Peripheral Hebrew”? One of the points she
raises is that “none of these terms accurately describes either the sociolect or its speakers™ (2017: 137).
For that reason, she proposes to call it “Mizrahi Hebrew, Peripheral Israeli Hebrew ”, since, with her
own words: “the majority of the Israelis who speak this sociolect are traditional (masoratiyim) in terms
of their religious identity” and of course because: “this is sociolect of native Hebrew speakers, born in
Israel, whose (distant) origin is in the Jewish communities of the Arab east and west” (2017: 137).
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a lesser degree. Those speakers simply use the curses exactly the way it was in Morocco,
most often in the context of their own families. Here is a series (obviously non-exhaustive)
of fully Moroccan curses found in an Israeli context:

lla yaxit dar bo-K!: “May God destroy/empty your father’s house!”

dzad I-aK s-sara!: “May some misery/difficulties (Hebrew sard) be added to you!”
lehla yi'tmo!: “May God not let him get back up!”

wuld I-hram!; “Bastard!”

tkiin haliya d-dar di tl2 ’t-0!. “May be destroyed the house that released him!”
lehla ifakk lu @hlal; “May God not help him to get rid of his difficulties!”

llah ye ‘te-k shana!: “May God give you a fever!”

idiz ‘ali-k tonobil!: “May a car run over you!”

in‘al Zadd bi-K!: “May your father’s grandfather be cursed!”

kaynin $i nas di habti tamsi m‘a-hum |-b ‘ad...u-thallt-hum hnak!: “There are some
people you want to carry far away... and leave them there!”

galt sha!: “As little health as possible!”?3

The second scenario (probably the most common one) is the one of Moroccan
loanwords found into Hebrew. Even if those words first appeared in Hebrew used by fluent
speakers of Moroccan (Judeo-)Arabic, they are today in use among their children,
grandchildren but also their neighbors, anyone who grew up in the same areas, and for
some of those words, any Hebrew speaking Israeli:

mohbil! mahbul! “Crazy person!, idiot!”
Madrob! madgub! “insane person! (with the idea of being hit or damaged, from
drab “to hit” in the Jewish dialects, most often darb)

Some of those words present various pronunciations. Usually, the more the speaker
is close to the first scenario, the more he will pronounce it as in Moroccan. Those situations
are well illustrated with words as seen here; built on the Arabic passive participle pattern
*maf il but Moroccan Arabic maf“ol / maf il. Speakers of Moroccan Arabic will be more
likely to pronounce madrob [mad‘rfo:b], where other Israelis will say madgub [madsub].
Besides the consonants (adapted to Israeli Hebrew’s phonology d > d and r > g), the vowels
seem to have reidentified to those of Palestinian Arabic, for various reasons. The first one
is that some Palestinian words of this pattern have made it to Hebrew with clear vowels /a/
and /0/, such as mastil “drugged, drunk”, magnin “insane”, ma rif ““famous” or even very
common names such as Mahmiid, so that pattern is already existing and Israelis can easily
refer to it. The other reason is that sometimes the Palestinian cognate itself is widespread:
mahbul, madrib...

Magbiina!: “frustrated girl!”

23 *qollt schha, my informant writes it as a single word axnx%p, QLSHA(H), with missing T since 3 (/s/)
is pronounced ts in Modern Hebrew, thus QLSHA > galt sha. Brunot & Malka 1939: 159 note for
Jewish Fez: nra-k b ellat sha!
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Unlike the last two examples, magbiin doesn’t seem to be used in Palestinian Arabic
and is therefore more likely to be strictly Moroccan. Moreover, mahbul and madgub are
widely used among Israelis whereas magbiin / magbiin mainly among the members of the
Moroccan community.

b-z-za 1!: “I don’t care!”

b-z-za ‘t is a Moroccan expression used in Morocco mainly by children or addressed
to people showing off. The specific cases of its use have widened in Israel and can bear the
meanings: “who cares, why not, big deal, do what you want, oh come on!”

sufu-nil: “Look at me!”

Said about someone showing off. In Morocco sufii-ni! is usually considered as
short for Sifii-ni ya nas!*

slox! | sloh!: “Shabby person! Primitive!” (Henshke 2013b: 217).

The Moroccan word slah [ sloh is the name of the Shilha people (Berber) from South-
Morocco. It was used in urban Arabic speaking Morocco with the meaning “stupid,
shabby”, apparently considering Berbers of the villages as ‘backward’ people®. Nowadays
in Israel, the etymology is largely unknown but the insult is still in use.

Some other formulas are more difficult to identify as borrowed from Moroccan. As
a matter of fact, some phrases are entirely in Hebrew but very likely to be phraseological
calques as they are perfectly identical to what is found in Moroccan, although this cannot
be affirmed with certainty:

yo'se ‘al-av < haraz fi-h

he goes out  on-him he goes out on-him

“he falls on him, attacks him”

ani ve-ani < ana u-ana
I and-I I and-1
“Me and I”

Moroccan Arabic ana u-ana! which is short for ana u-ana u-sarsar da-1-magana!-
“Me and T and the alarm ring!”. The Moroccan Arabic sentence plays here with the various
meanings of sarsar, namely “ringer mechanism” and “chatterbox”. Usually when alongside
magana;, Sarsar refers to the ringing. However, that sentence uses the rime ana / magana

24 The expression is very common in Moroccan Arabic in its short or long version. However, it is attested
in various places in the Arab world. Its use in Israel could have different or even multiple origins. It is
today common slang in Modern Hebrew.

%5 Henkin-Roitfarb 2011: 76. The author notes that the word could be a case of multiple origin, since Yiddish
word Tx°2w shliokh / shlokh “sloppy” could have contributed to the formation of the Hebrew word.
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but designates someone who’s long on words but short on actions. That’s what the Hebrew
ani ve-ani! means, clearly modelled on the short version ana u-ana!

muke Siga’on < Madyrob
PASS-hit craziness PASS-hit
“crazy (hit by insanity)”.

One of my informants explains this relation with the popular belief that evil spirits,
demons or jinns take possession of a person by a hit; in Moroccan: darba. He claims that
the Hebrew muke siga’on “hit by madness” comes from Moroccan. Indeed, it could be a
calque, and the Moroccan madrab could refer to jinns, but those similarities could be
accidental as well?,

The situation of bilingualism (or past bilingualism) led to the production of bilingual
curses and even to Moroccan swearing hinged with Hebrew morphology. There is a series
of Moroccan expressive verbs (some rude) adapted and integrated to Hebrew verbal forms:

lek lehitkawed!
“Go fuck yourself!”, from Moroccan rith / sir tquwwad?’ “get out of here,
go fuck yourself!”.

Actually, this innovative verb is conjugated with uncertainty. It is sometimes
conjugated with the infinitive lehitkawed (*lahizgawweéd) which is the ‘correct’ way to
build that kind of phrase in Hebrew. But otherwise, it’s possible to hear the following
formulations too: lek titkawed! lek tkawed!, the first one considering that the verb is tkawed
and the second that it is kawed, but those two are morphosyntacticly closer to the Moroccan
sir tquwwad than the one with the infinitive verb.?

ata mit ‘awez ‘al-ay?!
“Are you mocking / imitating / trying to manipulate me?”

The verbs ‘iwez/ hit ‘awez “to bend, imitate, mock” (pi’el and hitpa’el Hebrew forms,
theoretically ‘swweéz / hit ‘awwez) are from Moroccan ‘awwaz “bend, turn, corrupt, distort,
grimace” and ‘reflexive’ ¢ ‘awwaz “turn, shift away from”, with the widespread ‘Jewish
pronunciation’: ‘@wwaz and ¢ ‘awwaz.

al titgajderi! at megajderet ‘al a-xaim Selax!
“Don’t bemoan your fate! You’re feeling sorry about your own life”

% Note for example that French has a semantic parallel too: frappé “hit / crazy”, toqué “hit, crazy”.

27 From Arabic gad | yagiid “to bring, lead”. In Moroccan Arabic, two distinct forms are in use: guwwad
“to bring” and quwwad, with the specified meaning “to bring / get someone to brothel”. From here >
“to have sexual intercourse” and tquwwad “to be fucked, screwed”.

28 1t could be a more general morphosyntactic influence of Moroccan Arabic (or another variety of Arabic)
on Hebrew, leading to conjugate a verb following another verb with the imperfective form, which is
correct in Arabic but not in Hebrew, where the second verb is supposed to be in the infinitive.
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Verbs gijder / hitgajder “to bemoan one’s fate, to lament, to get hysterical” are from
an old-fashioned Moroccan verb gozdar “grieving, mourning, to lament during someone’s
funeral”?®. This Moroccan verb is actually derived from the Berber noun AgeZdur*
referring to the screams and tears of women during the funerals scratching their faces and
tearing their clothes. In Modern Hebrew, the integrated verb is mainly used in a metaphoric
way: “to lament, to get hysterical”.

ata mitxarwed ‘al-ay, ani yodea bi-diug mi ata ve-al txarwed oti!
“You’re trying to confuse me, I know exactly who you are, don’t try to fool me!”

Verbs xirwed / xirwet “to confuse somebody” and hitxarwed / hitxarwet “to joke,
manipulate, fool” are from Moroccan hdrwad / harwat “to mix, blur, confuse, sabotage”.

That kind of verbs can be found in ‘bilingual expressions’, where the structure can
be Arabic and the lexicon borrowed from Hebrew, or the opposite:

Se yilex ikawed!
“May he go fuck off!”.

The structure is in Standard Israeli Hebrew se yilek “May he go”. But as seen above,
the verb ikawed is from Moroccan Arabic, conjugated with the Hebrew pi’el verbal form,
and irregularly not in the infinitive but in the imperfective, just as it would be in Arabic.

yimsi [- ‘azazel!
“May he go to hell!”.

The structure is in Moroccan Arabic; at least the verb and the preposition yimsi [-
“May he go to”, but ‘azazel is in Hebrew. That expression is a calque from the entirely
Hebrew lex le- ‘azazel “go to hell”.

Last but not least, a few Hebrew words that were already used in Moroccan Judeo-
Arabic - as seen above - somehow made it to Modern Hebrew without always being
recognized as so by the speakers. If a word like koppara® is usually correctly identified,
others are not:

fsara!

“too bad! How bad! That’s disgusting”
eize fsara!

“What a bad situation!”

29 Actually, in most Moroccan Arabic dialects (but not in the Jewish dialects), the verb gazdar has lost
this meaning and an important semantic shift has occurred. It is mostly used today in Morocco as “to
do something useless, bad or incomprehensible”.

30 With possible variants gizdor, ajdur, ayedur, agedur. Nait-Zerrad 2002; 755.

31 koppara was a Hebrew loan in Moroccan Jewish Arabic used in curses as seen above, but mainly in expressions
of endearment such as namst kappara ‘lik “T'll be your (yom Kippur) expiatory sacrifice”. Those specific
expressions made it to Modern Hebrew in short versions like kapara ‘alexa “kappara on you” or even simply
kapara “my dear”. For more see Henkin-Roitfarb 2011: 75, Henshke 2007: 263, Sibony 2019a-b.
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The word fsara, most often thought by the speakers to be a single word in Moroccan
Avrabic, is actually built from the Arabic preposition f- fi “in” and the Hebrew word sara
“trouble” widely used in Judeo-Arabic. It was probably extracted from expressions like
howa f-s-sara “He’s in a bad situation”. In Modern Hebrew, fsara is used alone to say that
something is bad or disgusting®.

mkuwxa!
“Assertive, stubborn woman!”

Just as for fsara, speakers often think it’s a common Moroccan word. It was actually
built into Judeo-Arabic from the Ancient Hebrew word 6%k “strength”. k6%h was used then
with the meaning “strength” or “vigor” and an Arabic passive participle was derived from
it: mkowo/ “strong, brutal”. mkowo# (or feminine mkowo/a) was then re-borrowed from
Jewish-Arabic to Modern Hebrew, most often in the feminine form mkowxa / mkuxa
(Henshke 2013b : 221).

Conclusion

Moroccan Jews, as relevant actors, heirs and carriers of Moroccan culture, shared with their
Muslim neighbors the expertise of seizing specific moments and synthetizing or
categorizing them in sentences; such as with proverbs or by responding to those moments
with the appropriate blessing or curse. Jews did however mix with it the specificity of their
community and of their dialect(s) by putting forward specific references, Hebrew or
pseudo-Hebrew and Aramaic lexicon inserted in the sentences, by using existing proverbs,
used in a specific way or modified to fit into the context. Once in Israel, this culture tends
to disappear little by little, prone to new societal evolutions, and mainly to the learning of
Modern Hebrew, as the only common language of every Israeli. Still, depending on the
cases, it is possible to identify different levels of insertion (or retention) of Moroccan
language (and culture) through the Israeli society. Some entire sentences and
accompanying concepts can still be in use, although mainly from real bilingual speakers.
However, some elements are still present among the second and third generation of
immigrants, as some short sentences or translated formulas, or more simply as insults and
insanities. The field of insanities, often connected to that of curses, is probably the best
preserved, since it does not require one to be fluent in the source language to use them.
Moreover, a number of words, particularly verbs, were created in that variety of Modern
Hebrew, either based on very popular Moroccan insults, or on very significative images
and concepts. Lastly, just as in many immigration stories, the influence of the culture of
origin tends to decrease in the Israeli-Moroccan community as the source dries up - since
there is no significative arrival of Moroccan immigration anymore. Ironically, the influence

32| found on the internet the curse fsara ‘lik, with fsara written as it is in Hebrew nowadays (109 instead
of x7xxx¥s in Judeo-Arabic) and the preposition in Arabic ‘/ik, once even followed by the insult zmar.
After asking my informants, it appears that it has good chances to be isolated initiatives.
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sometimes goes beyond the scope of this community, since the areas in question; the
“peripheries”, are inhabited by non-Moroccans too. Those people can of course use terms
and expressions that were at first used exclusively by Moroccans, whether they know where
they’re from or not. Actually, no more and no less than the second or maybe third
generation Moroccans use terms without knowing the language strictly speaking. That’s
basically how Moroccan speaking elements made it to the wider category of “Oriental”,
“Traditional-Mizrahi” or even “Peripheral” Hebrew, actually referring to the language of a
specific social environment and not exclusively the language of a community. Finally, at
the country level, some elements can reach other social environments, other areas and even
become regular and common aspects of standard Modern Hebrew
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LA VARIATION LINGUISTIQUE SELON IBN HALDUN!

MAURIZIO BAGATIN
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Abstract. In the last sections of the Mugaddima, Ibn Haldin deals with some general issues related to
languages, then he focuses on the Arabic language by writing a different outline from the one grammarians
usually give. As a matter of fact, they are bound to a static representation of the linguistic reality, which
ultimately includes only one language, that of the origins, harmonious and perfect, whose distinctive feature is
the ’i ‘rab. Anything else is considered by them just as a corrupt form, a barbarization of this one language. The
attention to historical and social changes, instead, allowed Ibn Haldan to elaborate a more dynamic model
which embraces the idea of variation, not only synchronically, as it is for grammarians, also diachronically.
Within this model the idea of corruption is just the beginning of a process of linguistic transformation that led
to the appearance of at least three independent varieties of Arabic, each one with its own features.

Keywords: Ibn Haldin’s Mugaddima; Arabic language; linguistic variation; contact of languages; Bedouin
and sedentary Arabic, linguistic habit, 'i ‘rab, corruption (fasad), lisan, luga.

Introduction

Dans la derniére partie de sa Mugaddima, ¢’est-a-dire dans le chapitre six, nommég, selon
les éditions, al-bab as-sadis ou al-fasl as-sadis, 1bn Haldin (m. 1406) passe en revue les
différentes sciences cultivées par 1’homme, en faisant la distinction entre les sciences
philosophiques et spéculatives (al- ‘ulizm al-hikmiyya al-falsafiyya, également connues
sous le nom de al- ‘uliim al- ‘aqliyya) et les sciences traditionnelles et conventionnelles (al-
‘ulum an-nagliyya al-wad ‘iyya). Les premiéres sont « naturelles » (fab ‘iyya) pour les étres
humains, qui seraient en mesure, grace a leurs perceptions et leur capacité de penser, de
saisir et d’exprimer les objets, les problémes et les méthodes d’étude et d’enseignement de
telles sciences, qui comprennent la logique, la physique, les mathématiques, la médecine,
I’astronomie, etc. Les secondes (les sciences traditionnelles et conventionnelles) ont leur
origine dans la révélation et sont basées sur une forme d’autorité ; elles ne sont donc pas
considérées comme un produit de I’intellect humain, bien que ce dernier soit utilisé, par
exemple, pour relier des données et des problemes spécifiques aux principes généraux
grace a un raisonnement analogique. Ce second groupe comprend les différentes sciences
coraniques, a commencer par 1’exégése (tafsir), celles relatives aux traditions prophétiques

1 Une partie de cet article a été présentée lors de la journée d’études sur la tradition linguistique arabe,

qui s'est tenue au Département d’études humanistes de 1’Université de Turin le 18/12/2014.
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(‘ulam al-hadit), 1a jurisprudence (figh), la théologie spéculative (‘ilm al-kalam), etc., qui
sont d’ailleurs les premiéres a étre traitées dans le sixiéme chapitre de la Mugaddima?. Dans
la section M38 / R37° du méme chapitre, Ibn Hald{in procéde a une deuxiéme subdivision
entre les sciences qui font pour elles-mémes 1’objet de la recherche humaine (‘ulim
magsiida bi-d-dat)* et les sciences auxiliaires, qui sont un outil (‘ala) au service des
premieres et qui, en tant que telles, doivent étre étudiées seulement en fonction de leur
utilité. Les exemples du premier type sont, une fois de plus, ’exégese coranique, les
sciences appliquées aux traditions prophétiques, la jurisprudence et la théologie, mais aussi
la philosophie, dans ses deux branches de la physique et de la métaphysique, elles-mémes
divisées en diverses disciplines. Les sciences relatives a la ‘arabiyya et a ’arithmétique
sont cependant considérées comme instrumentales par rapport a celles du juridico-
religieux, tout comme la logique 1’est par rapport a la philosophie. Jusque-la Ibn Haldan
semble se conformer a la tradition, ce qu’on peut aussi constater — a quelques exceptions
prés — quand quelques pages plus loin il commence a énumérer, en les traitant un par un,
les piliers de la langue arabe (al-lisan al- ‘arabi) . grammaire (nakw), lexicographie (‘ilm
al-luga), éloquence (bayan)® et littérature (‘adab). Des réflexions plus intéressantes et
parfois méme novatrices sur le plan linguistique et sociolinguistique se trouvent dans
certains sections du chapitre six précédant ou suivant la section M45 / R44 spécifiqguement
consacrée aux quatre disciplines mentionnées ci-dessus et, dans certains cas plus rares,
également au sein de celle-ci. C’est notamment le cas dans les sections ou I’historien Ibn
Haldan présente les intentions de la composition littéraire (M35 / R33), traite de la relation
entre 1’étude de la science et les origines arabes ou non arabes des savants (M43 / R42),
établit un lien entre I’apprentissage et la langue maternelle de I’apprenant (M44 / R43),
définit la langue (/uga) comme une habitude (habitus) acquise (M46 / R45), oppose la
langue des populations sédentaires et urbaines a celle des bédouins (M48 / R47), relie
I’acquisition de I’habitude linguistique a la distance géographique (M52 / R51), etc. Ces
pages permettent au lecteur d’avoir une idée assez précise de la fagon dont Ibn Haldtin, qui
n’était pas linguiste, consideére les langues en général et 1’arabe en particulier, saisi
certainement selon sa nature et ses caractéristiques fondamentales, mais surtout mis en
relation avec I’histoire et la société de ses locuteurs. En d’autres termes, nous sommes en
présence d’un érudit qui, 2 sa manicre, semble prendre en compte le changement
diachronique de la langue arabe. En accordant une attention particuliére a I’utilisation et a

2 Cf. Ahmad (2003: 33ss., 74ss.)

8 Comme la division du sixiéme chapitre n’est pas exactement la méme dans toutes les éditions de la
Mugaddima, les références aux différentes sections qui le composent seront désormais indiquées selon
la numérotation de 1’édition 1995 éditée par Darwis al-Gawaydi, abrégée a cet effet en M, et selon celle
de la traduction anglaise de Franz Rosenthal, abrégée en R.

4 Rosenthal (1967 : 298) traduit « wanted per se ».

5 La traduction de ce terme reste problématique au sein de la Mugaddima, ou il recouvre plusieurs
significations selon les cas. La difficulté augmente quand il se trouve en relation avec balaga
(rhétorique) dont il partage le domaine d’étude. Rosenthal propose sur la base du contexte : « syntax
and style », « stylistic precision », « science of style », « literary criticism » (il traduit par contre balaga
par « rhétorique » ou « éloquence »). Cette discipline s’occupe aussi de la relation entre ce qu’on veut
communiquer et la maniére, plus ou moins efficace, de le communiquer, par exemple a travers I’ordre
des mots. En certaine mesure le terme bayan se rapproche donc a ce que les linguistes modernes
appellent la « pragmatique ».
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la récurrence de certains termes, en particulier 1’alternance entre /uga et lisan, et en reliant
les réflexions sur le langage dispersées dans les sections indiquées ci-dessus, j’essaierai
dans cet article de décrire ce qu’on pourrait appeler la perception, sinon la théorie, de la
variation linguistique selon lbn Halddn.

Fonction et caractére (conventionnel) des langues

Parmi les arabisants contemporains, Kees Versteegh (1997a, 1997b), Pierre Larcher (2006 ;
2007)® et Georges Bohas (2007) ont souligné I’intérét suscité par certains fragments du
sixiéme chapitre de la Mugaddima sur le plan historique, linguistique et sociolinguistique.
En particulier Versteegh (1997a : 154 ss.) reconnait I’importance d’Ibn Haldiin comme
témoin de I’attitude des Arabes envers leur propre langue, mais limite le discours a la
question de la corruption de la langue d’origine et de ses conséquences, en premier lieu la
naissance, ou plut6t I’invention, de la grammaire. Un deuxieéme point sur lequel Versteegh
insiste beaucoup est le manque d’intérét manifesté par les grammairiens pour les
différences entre les langues parlées (lugat) des différentes tribus arabes, une lacune qu’il
relie a I’absence du concept de diachronie dans la tradition linguistique arabe (Versteegh
1997a : 158). Larcher, au contraire, met en avant la distinction faite au sein de la
Mugaddima entre la langue originelle, ce que I’historien tunisien appelle la langue de
Mudar, les parlers bédouins de son temps et les parlers des sédentaires, auxquels il
reconnait le statut de langues autonomes et indépendantes (Larcher 2006 ; 2007 : 119-120).
De ce point de vue, le passage de la langue originelle a la langue bédouine contemporaine,
ainsi qu’a la langue sédentaire, ne doit pas étre lu uniquement en termes de corruption de
la premicre, accompagnée d’une incapacité des locuteurs a s’exprimer correctement dans
I’idiome de leurs ancétres. Tout en maintenant 1’idée de la détérioration comme cause
initiale qui a donné lieu au changement linguistique, Ibn Haldtin identifie comme résultat
de ce processus le remplacement d’une syntaxe basée sur la flexion désinentielle par une
syntaxe basée sur la position, évidemment plus rigide, des constituants du discours (Larcher
2006 : 429 ; 2007 : 120).

En prenant comme point de départ les considérations de Versteegh et de Larcher,
jessaierai de les intégrer avec plus de détails et de réflexions, afin que la pensée
linguistique d’Ibn Haldiin émerge dans toute sa complexité. A cette fin, il me semble que
la meilleure facon de commencer le discours est de passer en revue les différentes
définitions de langue qui nous pouvons trouver dans le sixiéme chapitre de la Mugaddima.
Au début de la section consacrée a la grammaire (M45, R44), nous lisons que la langue
(luga) est « I’expression de la part du locuteur de son intention » ( ‘ibaratu I-mutakallim ‘an
magsiidihi) et que cette expression est « un acte linguistique qui trouve son origine dans la
volonté de communiquer le [sens du] discours. La langue devient donc nécessairement une
habitude établie dans I’organe qui la produit, a savoir [I’organe] de la langue (/isan) » (Ibn
Haldin 1995 : 545). En plus de décrire la fonction de toute langue, c’est-a-dire celle

6 Larcher (2006 : 425) souligne que les chapitres « linguistiques » de la Mugaddima ont été portés a
I'attention du lecteur occidental au début du X1Xe siecle, grace a leur publication et traduction partielle
dans I'Anthologie grammaticale arabe d'Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy (1829 : 408-447).
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d’exprimer ce que le locuteur veut communiquer, nous rencontrons ici 1’idée, développée
dans d’autres sections, que les langues sont une habitude (malaka), a comprendre comme
une aptitude ou disposition de la personne, située dans une partie spécifique du corps
humain. Cette habitude, que nous verrons plus tard étre comparée a 1’exercice des arts, doit
étre bien enracinée chez I’individu, afin qu’il puisse exprimer au mieux ses idées a travers
celle-ci. La relation entre ce que le locuteur entend communiquer et son expression
linguistique est évoquée dans la section précédente (M 44, R43), consacrée au probléeme de
I’apprentissage des sciences par ceux qui n’ont pas 1’arabe comme langue maternelle.

Les langues (/ugar) servent simplement d’interpréte des idées contenues dans les
esprits, des idées qui se transmettent les unes aux autres par la communication orale
pendant la discussion et I’enseignement, et par la pratique de la recherche scientifique,
afin d’atteindre leur habitude par la pratique continue. Les mots et les langues sont
des médiateurs et des voiles entre les esprits ; ce sont des liens entre les idées et ce qui
sert & les sceller. Pour saisir les idées & partir des mots qui les expriment, il est
nécessaire de connaitre le sens linguistique de ces mots. Celui qui étudie les idées doit
avoir une excellente habitude [linguistique], sinon il lui sera difficile de les saisir, en
plus des difficultés inhérentes a I’investigation que 1’esprit en fait. Quand son habitude
a ces significations est bien établie, de sorte que les idées viennent a 1’esprit au
moment méme ou les mots sont utilisés, d’une maniére intuitive et naturelle, le voile
entre les idées et la compréhension s’estompe complétement ou devient plus léger.
(Ibn Haldtn 1995 : 544) [1]

Que les langues doivent étre comprises comme une habitude / aptitude de locuteurs
est répété au début de la section (M46 / R45) qui vient apres celle concernant les disciplines
appliquées a 1’étude de I’arabe et qui est intitulée, justement, La langue est une habitude
acquise (F7 ’anna al-luga malaka sind ‘iyya). L’adjectif sina ‘iyya, que Rosenthal traduit
par technical et que je rends avec « acquis », a le sens de « construit », « artificiel », par
opposition a « naturel », une opposition fondamentale dans la pensée linguistique d’Tbn
Haldiin. Comme nous le verrons plus loin, c’est I’un des points cruciaux pour comprendre
I’idée de variation linguistique que notre auteur se fait a propos des différents « types
d’arabe ». Cependant, dans la premiere partie de la section, nous trouvons un certain
nombre d’affirmations générales, valables pour toutes les langues.

Toutes les langues (lugat) sont des habitudes semblables aux arts, étant des habitudes
situées dans 1’organe de la langue pour exprimer les idées. La bonne qualité de
I’expression ou son insuffisance dépend de la perfection ou de I’imperfection de
I’habitude. Cela n’est pas valable pour les mots isolés, mais seulement pour leurs
combinaisons’... Les habitudes ne se forment que par la répétition des actions. En

7 Dans cette affirmation nous voyons un reflet de la théorie du discours formulée par ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Gurgani
(m. 1078), en particulier de ce qu’il appelle nazm al-kalim, c¢’est-a-dire « 1’arrangement des mots ». Pour le
grammairien et thétoricien de Gurgan (Gurgan), le placement des mots et leur organisation en énoncés suivent
I’arrangement des idées dans I’esprit du locuteur. L’efficacité du discours, donc de la communication des
idées, ne repose pas sur le choix de tel ou tel mot considéré séparément, mais sur la combinaison des mots en
unités complexes, de maniére que les sens de ceux-la soient harmonisés a I’intérieur de celles-ci, selon ce que
lesprit exige. Cf. Larkin 1982 et Larkin 1995 : 50 et s.
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effet, ’action se fait une fois et [donc] une qualité revient a I’essence ; puis elle se
répéte et devient une condition, ¢’est-a-dire une qualité non enracinée ; aprés, en la
répétant plusieurs fois, elle devient une habitude, c’est-a-dire une qualité bien
enracinée. (Ibn Haldtin 1995 : 554) [2]

Le discours se poursuit avec une description de la fagon dont le locuteur arabe
apprend et transmet, génération apreés génération, a travers I’écoute quotidienne et la
répétition, sa propre langue. Il est comparé a un enfant qui, dans un environnement peuplé
uniquement de locuteurs de la méme langue, assimile d’abord les mots isolés, puis les
combinaisons complexes. Au fur et & mesure que I’enfant grandit, il devient a tous les
égards comme ces locuteurs. Il en va de méme pour les non-Arabes nés et élevés dans un
environnement arabophone.

Ainsi, les langues (‘alsun) et les parlers (lugar) se sont transmis de génération en
génération et ont été appris par les non-Arabes et les enfants. C’est ce que cela signifie
quand les gens ordinaires disent que les Arabes ont [leur] langue par nature, ¢’est-a-
dire par cette habitude originelle que les autres apprennent d’eux, mais qu’ils
n’apprennent de personne d’autre. (Ibn Haldiin 1995 : 555) [3]

Nous remarquons ici I’utilisation en couple des termes ‘alsun et lugat, qui signifient
dans ce contexte tous les deux « langues parlées », sans distinction entre langues et
dialectes, ou encore entre variantes supra-dialectales et variantes dialectales. Nous y
reviendrons plus loin. Les deux derniers passages révelent le caractére « culturel » des
langues, dont I’acquisition et 1’utilisation correcte sont des processus influencés par
I’environnement. Pouvoir s’exprimer dans une certaine langue, quelle que soit la langue, y
compris celle des Arabes, n’est pas un fait inné ou naturel, mais une faculté qui se construit
et s’apprend au fil du temps. Le cliché d’un peuple qui posséderait et serait capable de
maitriser sa propre langue « par nature » était déja remis en question par lbn Haldiin au
sein de la section M35 / R33 intitulée Les intentions qu’il faut se fixer dans la composition
[d’ouvrages] et qui seules sont considérées comme valables (FT al-maqasid allati yanbagt
i ‘timaduha bi-at-ta’lif wa-"ilga’ ma sawaha), ou il parle de la communication orale et
écrite. Les deux sont rapprochées par le fait qu’elles sont le résultat d’une convention
(tawddu "), et si quelqu’un peut les voir comme des choses naturelles, c’est dii a des causes
extralinguistiques, telles que le prestige culturel ou politique, les origines anciennes, la
diffusion dans I’espace ou le temps. Apres avoir mentionné 1’écriture de Mudar et 1’écriture
himyarite, I’occasion pour ces réflexions est fournie par une troisiéme forme d’écriture :

Souvent, certains ignorants croient que [I’écriture syriaque], en raison de son
ancienneté, est une écriture naturelle, étant [les Nabatéens et les Chaldéens] les nations
les plus anciennes. C’est un fantasme et une fagon grossiére de penser, parce que dans
tous les actes déterminés par un choix il n’y a rien de naturel. C’est seulement que
[[écriture syriaque] a continué a étre utilisée dans 1’antiquité au point de devenir une
habitude bien enracinée, a tel point qu’elle est considérée comme naturelle par
I’observateur. C’est la méme opinion que beaucoup de gens abrutis ont de la langue
arabe quand ils disent que les Arabes s’expriment en arabe et le parlent naturellement.
C’est un fantasme. (Ibn Haldan 1995 : 529). [4]
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L’acte linguistique est le résultat d’un choix, et comme ce choix ne peut étre que
partagé — sinon il n’y aurait pas de communication entre les locuteurs — les langues ont un
caractére conventionnel. Méme si lIbn Haldiin ne I’affirme pas explicitement, son insistance
a définir les langues comme une habitude acquise, une capacité technique similaire a celle
des arts, et le fait qu’il met en paralléle la communication écrite, qui est basée sur un systeme
de signes établi par convention, avec la communication orale, nous améne a cette conclusion.

Or, la question du caractére conventionnel des langues se rattache au débat
philosophique et théologique sur 1’origine divine ou humaine de la langue. Pendant une
période de temps relativement courte a partir du 1X® siécle, la discussion a impliqué, bien
que dans une mesure limitée, des grammairiens et des philologues, surtout de formation
mu‘tazilite, ou provenant d’un milieu mu‘tazilite, ainsi que des philosophes, théologiens,
érudits du figh, commentateurs du Coran (Versteegh 1997 : 101-14). Que I’intérét pour
I’origine de la langue ait mdri au sein du mu‘tazilisme est bien compréhensible, étant donné
I’importance, pour sa théologie rationaliste, que le probléme de la nature créée ou non créée
du Coran recouvre avec ses divers corollaires. Il ne faut pas non plus oublier que, toujours
a travers le mu‘tazilisme, la culture arabo-musulmane a acquis, en la intégrant, la pensée
philosophique grecque avec ses instruments de recherche et, en partie, aussi ses objets
d’étude. L’étendue réelle de I’influence de la philosophie et de la logique grecque, ou plus
généralement de la pensée grecque, dans ce domaine comme dans d’autres sciences
développées par les Arabes a fait I’objet de nombreux débats, qui néanmoins n’ont pas
abouti a une conclusion définitive. Les spécialistes sont divisés entre les partisans de la
« these interne » et les partisans de la « thése externe » : les premiers tendent a identifier
dans la culture arabo-musulmane le terrain sur lequel les sciences linguistiques, la
théologie, la philosophie, etc. sont nées et se sont développées, tout en admettant que la
pensée grecque a fourni les outils intellectuels pour que ces disciplines soient pourvues
d’une véritable épistémologie ; les partisans de la thése externe affirment au contraire une
dépendance presque totale de la science arabe a I’égard de la culture grecque, méme dans
les domaines les plus typiques de la pensée arabo-musulmane, ceux qui se rattachent au
discours religieux®.

Dans la célébre étude d’Henri Loucel sur l’origine de la langue selon les
grammairiens arabes (Loucel 1963-64)°, figure au premier rang Ibn Ginni (m. 1002), qui a
consacré a cette question le sixiéme chapitre de son traité al-Hasa is (Ibn Ginni: 1, 40-47)
en ’intitulant L origine de la langue : inspiration ou convention ? (’Asl al-luga: ’a-’ilham

8  Parmi les nombreuses études menées sur le sujet, nous allons signaler Rundgren 1976 ; Versteegh 1977 ;
Gutas 1998 ; Rosenthal 2007, en particulier pp. 194-239.

®  Une critique a ’étude de Loucel a été faite en 1970 par Muhsin Mahdi (Mahdi 2007 : 137, note 6),
selon lequel aucune grammairien ou philologue qui y est mentionné n’a contribué a 1’étude du probleme
en tant qu’expert en grammaire ou philologie (quoi que cela signifie !), pas méme Ibn Ginni, considéré
par Loucel le grammairien qui plus que tout autre, et de maniére originale, a traité le probléme de
I’origine de la langue (Loucel 1963-64 : 11, 262-63 ; cf. Versteegh 1997a : 113). La critique de Mahdi
n’est que partiellement acceptable, si I’on tient compte du type de formation que les grammairiens
recevaient habituellement, du but des études linguistiques et de leur réle par rapport aux autres
disciplines axées sur le texte canonique. Il est vrai que, d’un point de vue islamique, ce type de
préoccupation, avant méme qu’elle ne soit ressentie par les linguistes, a été ressentie par les théologiens,
les philosophes et les juristes, c’est-a-dire par ceux qui ont essayé de définir la place de ’homme dans
I’univers créé, son essence, ses prérogatives et ses limites face aux autres étres et au Créateur.
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hiya "am istilah), ou les deux termes, 'ilham et istilah, sous-tendent un contraste entre les
sphéres divine et humaine. Prenant comme point de départ le verset 31 de la deuxiéme
sourate du Coran (« Et [Dieu] enseigna a Adam les noms de toutes choses »), Ibn Ginni
tente d’établir par ’action de qui est né le langage humain. Pour ce faire, il utilise différents
arguments, aussi de type linguistique (Ibn Ginni : |, 41, 44-45)1°, partageant des fois la
position des partisans de 1’origine par inspiration (i/ham), ou mieux par révélation (wahy,
tawqif), d’autres fois celle des partisans de 1’origine par accord (istilah) / convention (wad °,
tawadu ‘). Apres avoir examiné les différentes hypotheses et avoir trouvé des éléments
persuasifs dans une partie comme dans 1’autre, il n’exprime finalement pas un jugement
définitif, en attendant qu’une idée lui vienne a 1’esprit et le fasse pencher vers I’une des
deux positions (Ibn Ginni : 1, 47).

Le débat sur I’origine divine ou humaine de la langue n’intéresse pas Ibn Haldiin et
il ne le mentionne pas dans les sections ou il traite de la langue arabe. En tant qu’historien
intéressé par 1’évolution de la société humaine et de ses différentes productions, il le sent
probablement trop €éloigné et stérile. Bien que 1’on puisse supposer qu’il considére la langue
comme le résultat d’une convention humaine, ce qui compte vraiment a ses yeux est la
facon dont elle est concrétisée dans les divers idiomes, comment ceux-ci différent les uns des
autres, quelles stratégies ils adoptent pour parvenir a la communication, comment ils se
perpétuent dans le temps et I’espace et comment ils contribuent a la transmission du savoir.

Les variétés de I’arabe

Dans le cadre de son étude de la langue arabe, lbn Haldon se référe a quatre types
fondamentaux d’arabe : la langue originelle et pure, appelée langue de Mudar (du nom de
I’un des deux fils de Nizar b. Ma‘add b. ‘Adnan, ancétre commun de la plupart des tribus
arabes du Nord) ! ; la langue des anciennes tribus bédouines avec une « habitude
linguistique » différente de celle de Mudar ; la langue parlée par les tribus bédouines de
son temps ; la langue des sociétés sédentaires. Dans cette représentation de la variété
linguistique, on trouve parfois des distinctions secondaires, tant sur le plan géographique
(Maghreb vs Machrek) que sociologique (locuteurs sédentaires des villes vs locuteurs
sédentaires des zones non urbanisées).

D’aprés la vision d’Tbn Haldan, la langue de Mudar (lugat Mudar, al-lisan al-
mudari) n’est pas seulement un modé¢le linguistique abstrait, un archétype idéal, mais a eu
des manifestations concrétes dont les témoignages historiques sont restés. C’est la langue
de certaines tribus bédouines du passé, et pas seulement pour un fait généalogique — leur
origine d’un ancétre commun — comme nous le verrons bientot ; c¢’est aussi la langue du
Coran et de la tradition prophétique (hadit), ainsi que celle des compositions en prose et en
poésie de I’époque préislamique. 1l y a deux caractéristiques principales de cette variété

10" Voir la note précédente.

1 Cf. Kindermann, H., “Rabi‘a and Mudar”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by: P.
Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 01 April
2018 http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.unibg.it:2048/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_COM_0895. First published
online: 2012. Pour ce qui concerne 1’usage de cette appellation, cf. Larcher 2006: 427-8.
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e =

d’arabe : la flexion désinentielle (i ‘rab) et la dérivation lexicale par affixation, qui
permettent d’exprimer certaines significations sans avoir a recourir & de nouveaux mots,
contrairement a ce qui se passerait dans d’autres langues (Ibn Haldiin 1995 : 545). La
flexion désinentielle distinguerait également cette variété d’arabe de toutes les autres. De
ces premiéres considérations, il est clair que pour Ibn Haldiin la langue de Mudar représente
ce que les arabisants appellent 1’arabe classique ou al-‘arabiyya al-fusha, un nom qui,
cependant, n’apparait jamais dans la Mugaddima. C’est aussi la langue utilisée dans
I’enseignement et la compilation des travaux scientifiques, et que tous les chercheurs
doivent connaitre pour pouvoir s’occuper des idées et acquérir le savoir dans n’importe
quel domaine. Enfin, ¢’est la variété d’arabe qui, a partir d’un certain point de 1’histoire, a
fait I’objet d’un processus de codification, devenant ainsi I’objet d’étude de diverses
disciplines linguistigques.

Dans la reconstruction « historique » que notre auteur donne, cette langue aurait été
parlée par certaines tribus, de la partie centre-ouest de la peéninsule arabique (Higaz),
descendantes des Arabes du Nord a travers ’ancétre commun Mudar et ses enfants. Mais
pourquoi seulement par certaines et pas par toutes ? L’explication donnée est celle qui est
traditionnellement adoptée par les grammairiens arabes du passé, c’est-a-dire la corruption
(fasad) par contact (muhalata) et contamination. En raison de 1’expansion islamique, les
Arabes du Higaz ont rencontré des populations d’autres langues qui, dans 1’effort de parler
arabe, ont mélangé leur habitude linguistique avec celle des conquérants, commettant de
nombreux solécismes et donnant naissance a des formes hybrides. Avec le temps, de tels
solécismes et formes hybrides seraient entrés dans 1’usage des Arabes eux-mémes,
provoquant la naissance d’une nouvelle habitude linguistique différente de 1’habitude
d’origine (Ibn Haldiin 1995: 546, 555, 558)'2. Dans une mesure variable, ce phénomene
aurait touché la grande majorité des tribus arabes. Toutefois, le plus grand isolement
géographique d’autres tribus, ainsi que leur mode de vie nomade, aurait en effet constitué
pour certains groupes, en particulier pour les Quraychites, une barriere contre la pénétration
des formes altérées et la détérioration linguistique qui en découle. C’est pourquoi toutes les
anciennes tribus arabes n’ont pas conservé le méme degré de pureté dans leur maniére de
s’exprimer et, par conséquent, elles parlaient différentes lugat.

Pierre Larcher, qui s’est soucié d’identifier la source de cette reconstruction, a
identifié dans le Kitab al-hurif d’al-Farabi (m. 950) I’idée sous-jacente du raisonnement,
et cela aprés avoir écarté I’hypothése qu’Ibn Faris (m. 1004) aurait pu influencer la pensée
d’Ibn Haldin, en particulier avec son traité Sahibi fi figh al-luga al-‘arabiyya (Larcher
2007 : 428)1. En résumé, al-Farabi affirme que, selon le principe que la langue la plus pure

12 Les sections dans lesquelles ce sujet est abordé et repris sont respectivement celles sur la grammaire
(M45, R44), sur la langue comme habitude acquise (M46, R45), sur la langue des locuteurs sédentaires
(M48, R4T7). Dans certains cas, la répétition du méme concept est fonctionnelle au développement du
discours, dans d’autres, elle est juste une répétition. Comme d’autres I’ont déja remarqué, ce fait nous
porte a croire que les pages qui composent la Mugaddima ont été écrites a différentes occasions (cours ?
lectures publiques ?) et rassemblées en volume seulement plus tard.

Le traité d’Ibn Faris est mentionné par Larcher pour une question terminologique sur le nom de la
langue originelle. Ibn Haldin, comme on le sait, ’appelle « lugat Mudar », une expression qui dans le
Sahibr est utilisée au pluriel (lugat Mudar), mais ne lui donne jamais la définition de « al-luga al-
fusha ». Cependant, il utilise une expression similaire que Larcher suppose étre a I’origine de cette

13
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est parlée par les habitants de la partie la plus a I’intérieur d’une nation donnée, et parmi
eux par les habitants des zones non urbanisées, les meilleurs locuteurs de la langue arabe
doivent étre placés au centre de la péninsule arabique (cf. Suleyman 2011: 7 ; al-Farabi.
1990 : 146-7 ;). Cette pensée est reprise par les mots d’Ibn Haldiin, lorsqu’il déclare que
« la distance par rapport a la langue [premiére] n’est due qu’au contact avec les non-Arabes.
Plus on est en contact avec les non-Arabes, plus sa langue sera éloignée de la langue
originelle » (Ibn Haldtin 1995: 558).

Le processus de corruption a la suite du contact avec des peuples étrangers se serait
poursuivi avec 1’annexion de nouveaux territoires au califat. La société islamique devint
plus complexe, avec un nombre croissant de centres urbains agissant comme des poles
politiques, administratifs et culturels, et avec une structure démographique de plus en plus
hétérogene. La langue ancienne de Mudar était en danger d’extinction, et avec elle la
possibilité de comprendre pleinement et correctement le texte de la révélation et de la
tradition prophétique. Il était donc nécessaire de préserver cette variété linguistique en
établissant, une fois pour toutes, son vocabulaire, sa structure et les régles morphologiques
et syntaxiques qui régissaient son fonctionnement. En d’autres termes, il fallait lui fournir
une grammaire, une science qui, selon Ibn Haldin, se développa, dans le cas des Arabes,
pour répondre a ce besoin. En particulier, les premiers grammairiens se concentrérent sur
le fonctionnement de |’i‘rab et ses implications sémantiques® et, pour ainsi dire,
pragmatiques ; les lexicographes se préoccupérent plutdt de préserver 1’utilisation des mots
selon leurs propres significations®®. A ce but, en plus des documents textuels, il leur fallait
interroger des informateurs capables de fournir les réponses dont ils avaient besoin. Pour
les raisons exposées ci-dessus, ces informateurs devaient appartenir a ces tribus, nomades
ou semi-nomades, qui avaient gardé un certain degré d’isolement au fil du temps.

11 est clair qu’une telle attention accordée a cette variété d’arabe a une motivation
idéologique, en raison du prestige social qui lui a été reconnu comme étant la langue des
textes a la base de la civilisation arabo-musulmane. Le sentiment de sa perte ou de son
changement ne se limitait pas a remettre en question la capacité de ceux qui voulaient

derniere, a savoir « kanat lugatu quraysin afsaha |-lugati I- ‘arabiyyati wa-"asrahaha » (Ibn Haldon
1995 : 555). Larcher compare cette expression avec celle qui nous trouvons dans le Sahibi toujours a
propos de la langue de Qurays : « ‘agma ‘a "'ulama ’una bi-\-kalami al- ‘arabi... ‘anna quraysan ’afsahu
I-‘arabi ’alsinatan wa-"asfahum lugatan » (Ibn Faris 1997 : 28).

14 syleyman cite un passage du traité “Iqtirah fi ‘usiil an-nahw par Galal ad-Din as-SuyiitT (m. 1505), ou
celui-ci se référe a al-Farabi et a sa liste des tribus, que les premiéres grammairiens n’auraient pas
considérées une source fiable dans la quéte de données linguistiques, a cause de leur parlers contaminés
par des éléments étrangers (cf. as-Suyiti 2006 : 47-8).

1511 convient de rappeler que pour la tradition grammaticale arabe, la flexion désinentielle n'est pas un
fait purement syntaxique, mais exprime des valeurs sémantiques qui, a travers les marques de cas, se
manifestent lorsqu’un certain élément est inséré dans un énoncé (Bohas-Guillaume-Kouloughli 1990 :
54-5). Sur la relation entre la présence d’un opérateur grammatical, la flexion désinentielle et la
variation de sens, voir Bagatin (2018 : 90-2), ou le discours est abordé sur la base de certaines
affirmations prises du Kitab al-muqtasid fi Sarh al-’idah, le commentaire écrit par ‘Abd al-Qahir al-
Gurgani (m. 1078) sur le Kitab al-Idah de * Abii “Alf al-FarisT (m. 987), maitre d’Ibn Ginni.

16 Au tout début de la section sur la lexicographie, Ibn Haldiin affirme que le processus de contamination et de
corruption de I’habitude linguistique n’a pas seulement affecté le bon fonctionnement de 17 7ab, mais aussi
la capacité d’utiliser les mots et les phrases selon leur significations originales (Ibn Haldtn 1995 : 547).

215



MAURIZIO BAGATIN

continuer a les lire et a les comprendre, mais sapait le systéme de valeurs qui s’y rattachait.
Ibn Haldtin semble étre bien conscient de ce fait :

[...] Cependant ’intérét pour la langue de Mudar est dd a la loi religieuse (sSari ‘a),
comme nous 1’avons dit. Cela a conduit [les érudits] a déduire et a étudier [ses régles]
en détail. Aujourd’hui, nous n’avons rien qui nous amene et nous invite a faire de
méme. (Ibn Haldan 1995 : 557) [5]

L’utilisation méme du terme péjoratif fasad, inventé par les grammairiens arabes des
siécles passés pour décrire la perte progressive de la flexion désinentielle, ainsi que I’idée
d’une langue qui peut mieux exprimer que d’autres I’intention du locuteur, se justifie
davantage par des raisons idéologiques que linguistiques. lbn Haldin, qui développe sa
réflexion a partir de la tradition grammaticale précédente, se montre capable de la critiquer
et de la surmonter, en remplacant le concept de corruption par celui de transformation et de
diversité linguistique. A ce propos, dans la section M47 / R46 intitulée La langue des Arabes
d’aujourd’hui est une langue indépendante et distincte de celle de Mudar et Himyar (FT ‘anna
lugat al-‘arab li-hada al- ‘ahd lugat mustagqilla mugayira li--lugat Mudar wa-lugat Himyar)
il déclare que I’arabe contemporain connait, et par conséquent utilise, les mémes moyens
expressifs que la langue de Mudar (al-/isan al-mudari), a 1’exception des voyelles finales qui
permettent de distinguer le sujet de 1’objet, c’est-a-dire les voyelles de la flexion désinentielle.
A leur place, le locuteur utilise, pour indiquer certaines significations spécifiques, la position
des mots?’ dans la phrase et les relations syntaxiques (lbn Haldiin 1995 : 555).

Certaines clarifications sont immédiatement nécessaires. Tout d’abord, les « Arabes
d’aujourd’hui » auxquels Ibn Haldtin se réfere ne sont pas les habitants des villes, mais les
membres des tribus bédouines. Cette idée devient de plus en plus claire en continuant avec
la lecture, en particulier de la section suivante, consacrée expressément a la langue parlée
par les populations sédentaires et urbaines. Deuxiémement, la référence a la langue de
Himyar, une langue de la région au sud de la péninsule arabique (Yémen) n’appartenant
pas au groupe des langues sudarabiques anciennes, est justifiée par la conviction erronée
qu’entre elle et la langue de Mudar on peut voir la méme relation qui lie cette derniere a
I’arabe bédouin contemporain. Il serait intéressant de découvrir 1’origine d’une telle
conviction, mais au-dela de la comparaison malheureuse (Larcher 2006 : 431), il nous faut
y reconnaitre une nouvelle maniére de voir les choses, a savoir 1’idée d’un changement
temporel qui a provogué la formation de variétés linguistiques distinctes et indépendantes,
une transformation telle qu’il ne serait pas correct, ni possible, d’appliquer les reégles d’une
variété a 1’autre (Ibn Haldtin 1995: 556).

Dans la comparaison entre la langue de Mudar et I’arabe parlé par les tribus nomades
a I’époque de notre auteur, la seule différence pertinente est donc la présence ou I’absence
d’’i’rab. Pour le reste, les deux variétés partagent la capacité d’exprimer ce que le locuteur
veut communiquer avec une exposition claire et appropriée aux besoins*é:

17 Litt. « mettre avant et mettre aprés ». Selon toute probabilité, lbn Haldiin fait simplement allusion a
I’ordre des constituants du discours qui, en 1’absence de flexion des cas, devient nécessairement plus
rigide, et non a la stratégie de la dislocation.

18 Cette déclaration contredit en fait les mots d’Ibn Hald@in au début de la section, lorsqu'il affirme que la
clarté et I’éloquence de la langue de Mudar sont supérieures.
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Cette éloquence et cette clarté font encore aujourd’hui partie de la coutume et de la
méthode arabe. Ne donnez pas d’attention a cet égard aux sornettes des grammairiens,
experts d’’i’rab qui sont incapables de comprendre la réalité des faits. lls affirment
que 1’¢loquence s’est perdue a notre époque et que la langue arabe s’est corrompue,
sur la base du fait que les terminaisons de 1’ i 'rab sont corrompues, dont ils étudient
les régles. [...]. [La possibilité] d’exprimer des significations selon différents degrés
d’exposition est présente dans la fagon dont les Arabes parlent aujourd’hui. [...] De
la langue codifiée, seulement les voyelles dans les désinences de 1’ ’i’rab ont été
perdues.... Peut-étre, si nous devions nous occuper de la langue arabe de notre temps,
en étudiant ses normes, nous trouverions dans d’autres choses et d’autres fagons ce
que les voyelles de I’ i ‘rab, maintenant corrompues, indiquaient ; des facons avec des
régles spécifiques. Peut-étre qu’elles seraient dans les désinences [des mots] de cette
langue d’une maniére différente de celle qui existait a I’origine dans la langue de
Mudar. Les langues et les habitudes [linguistiques] ne sont pas sans fondement. (1bn
Haldtin 1995 : 556) [6]

Le ton polémique envers les grammairiens professionnels met encore plus en
évidence comment la perte de la flexion désinentielle n’a pas entravé ou diminu¢ I’éventail
des possibilités expressives. La corruption progressive de 1’’i rab aurait conduit a la
naissance d’une nouvelle variété d’arabe pourvue de ses propres moyens pour compenser
cette disparition. lbn Haldin va méme jusqu’a émettre 1’hypothése d’un autre type de
flexion désinentielle pour la nouvelle variété, hypothése qui reste cependant non Vérifiée,
simplement parce que les grammairiens ne s’intéressent pas a la situation linguistique de
I’époque. Quoi qu’il en soit, entre les lignes de cette derniére citation, il y a un autre fait
digne de mention en ce qui concerne la vision haldonienne de la variation linguistique.
C’est I’utilisation des termes luga et lisan, en particulier a propos de la « langue codifiée »
(min "ahwali I-lisani I-mudawwani) et de la « langue arabe de notre temps » (bi-hada I-
lisani [-‘arabt li-hada [-‘ahdi). L’utilisation qui en est faite ici, comme dans d’autres
passages du méme chapitre, suggere une connotation sémantique particuliére pour lisan, a
opposer a celle de luga, sur laquelle nous reviendrons dans la conclusion.

La partie finale, assez longue, de cette section concerne une prononciation
particuliéere du phonéme g, qu’Ibn Haldin prend comme trait commun de tout 1’arabe
bédouin parlé de son temps et pour lequel on se réfere a Larcher (2007 : 429-30).

La distance de I’ancienne langue de Mudar est encore plus évidente dans la langue
parlée par les Arabes sédentaires et urbanisés, comme il est bien expliqué dans la section
suivante (M48 / R47), dont le titre est La langue des gens sédentaires et urbanisés est une
langue indépendante et différente de la langue de Mudar (F7 ’anna lugat al-hadar wa-I-
‘amsar lugat qa’ima bi-nafsiha muhalifa li-1-lugat Mudar). Comme les sociétés
sédentaires, surtout les sociétés urbaines, sont plus réceptives aux contaminations qui
découlent de la rencontre de peuples d’origines différentes, il est logique de s’attendre a ce
que la plus grande variation linguistique y soit enregistrée, résultant du méelange
d’habitudes linguistiques différentes. Il s’agit d’un principe général, et la preuve en est que,
contrairement a la section précédente, lbn Haldiin ne limite pas le discours a son temps.
L’arabe sédentaire ne differe pas seulement de la langue de Mudar, mais aussi de celle des
tribus nomades contemporaines, ce qui donne une variété complétement séparée. Nous
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avons vu au contraire comment les deux autres variétés, au-dela des différences dues a la
disparition de la flexion désinentielle, sont liées par une relation d’affinité.

Pour ce qui est de la langue sédentaire, Ibn Haldin souligne enfin un autre type de
variation, qui se manifeste a I’intérieur du parler sédentaire lui-méme. La langue des villes
orientales est différente de celle des villes occidentales et les deux sont différentes de celle
des villes andalouses. Cette différenciation dépend des peuples avec lesquels les Arabes
sont entrés en contact dans les zones géographiques touchées par la conquéte islamique :
Perses et Turcs au Machrek, Berbéres dans I’Ifriqiyya et au Maghreb, Galiciens et Francs
en Andalousie. Les résultats de la contamination linguistique seraient différents selon les
régions ; dans I’Ifrigiyya et au Maghreb, la prédominance de 1’élément berbére a déterminé
la variété la plus éloignée de la langue originelle de Mudar. Malgré les différences, toutes
ces variétés sont placées cependant au méme niveau en ce qui concerne leur capacité a
exprimer ce que le locuteur veut communiquer :

Chacun d’entre eux est capable d’exprimer dans sa propre langue ce qu’il veut dire et
d’expliquer ce qu’il ressent a I’intérieur. C’est ce que 1’on entend par langue et idiome.
(Ibn Haldtin 1995 : 558) [7]

Conclusion

Dans les pages précédentes, j’ai essayé de décrire dans ses lignes essentielles la pensée
linguistique d’Ibn Hald{in, en soulignant les traits de continuité et les points de rupture par
rapport a la tradition linguistique et grammaticale précédente. Partant de la question
fondamentale de ce qu’est une langue et de ses fonctions, avec un bref excursus sur
I’origine du langage humain, j’ai finalement orienté le discours sur le concept de variation
linguistique, tel qu’il apparait dans certaines sections du sixiéme chapitre de la Mugaddima.
La clé pour interpréter tout ce matériel nous est offerte par Ibn Haldain lui-méme : la langue
étant une manifestation de la société humaine, elle est soumise aux mémes lois du
changement historique que toutes ses autres manifestations. L’arabe ne fait pas exception.

Voici, de facon schématique, la reconstruction qu’en fait Ibn Haldtn, observateur
attentif de I’évolution historique et sociale.

1. A D’origine, il y a la langue de Mudar, considérée comme pure, c¢’est-a-dire non
corrompue, parce qu’elle n’a pas encore €té en contact avec des éléments étrangers.

2. Cette langue présente des caractéristiques (flexion désinentielle, dérivation par
affixation) qui la rendent particulierement claire et éloquente. On croit que ses
locuteurs la maitrisent avec une spontanéité extréme, presque comme s’ils avaient
un don inné, mais aussi pour eux, il s’agit d’une habitude / aptitude acquise par une
écoute et une répétition constantes.

3. La langue de Mudar survit avec ses caractéristiques seulement parmi les locuteurs
de certaines tribus nomades, en vertu de I’isolement géographique qui les distingue ;
dans les zones limitrophes commence au contraire un processus de transformation
(corruption de 1’ i ‘rab).

4. Des le VII® siécle, grace aux Quraychites, cette langue, déja moyen d’expression
d’une importante production poétique, a été¢ le véhicule de la révélation coranique et
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de la tradition prophétique, sur lesquelles repose la nouvelle civilisation arabo-
musulmane.

5. Au sein du califat, en particulier dans les zones urbaines, le processus de
transformation de la langue donne naissance a de nouvelles variétés, plus ou moins
¢loignées de ’originelle. Les locuteurs qui peuvent comprendre la langue ancienne
de Mudar, mais surtout donner des informations sur 1’interprétation correcte des
textes canoniques, diminuent de plus en plus au risque d’extinction.

6. Il devient alors urgent d’étudier la structure de la langue coranique et d’établir ses
régles dans une grammaire. Depuis, la tradition linguistique arabe s’est engagée a
étudier et a définir tous les aspects de cette variété, en la préservant des
transformations du devenir historique.

7. Les autres variétés nomades et sédentaires, méme si elles ont développé leurs propres
régles et possibilités expressives, n’ont jamais été prises en considération par les
grammairiens pour en faire I’objet de leur étude.

II'y a une donnée qui est restée implicite dans cette reconstruction. La codification
de la langue de Mudar a lieu @ un moment ou ses locuteurs sont sur le point de disparaitre.
A un moment donné, semble nous dire Ibn Haldan, cette variété n’est plus la langue
maternelle de personne ; elle ne peut s’acquérir que par I’enseignement, comme toutes les
aptitudes comparables aux arts. Son apprentissage est également exigé de quiconque veut
s’occuper du savoir, dans le domaine religieux comme dans d’autres, parce que la
production d’ceuvres littéraires se fait exclusivement dans cette langue. L’écart donc n’est
pas seulement entre les locuteurs de différentes variétés linguistiques (nomades et
sédentaires), mais aussi dans la méme communauté de locuteurs entre langue orale et écrite.

Quelles conclusions pouvons-nous tirer de la lecon haldiinienne ? On pourrait dire,
avec une réponse bréve et seche, que dans la Mugaddima, le discours sur la langue est
présenté comme la reformulation de theses traditionnelles mélangées avec des éléments
innovateurs, ces derniers étant identifiables surtout dans la maniére de décrire la variété
linguistique. Si d’une part Ibn Haldin utilise encore de vieux stéréotypes tels que la
supériorité / infériorité linguistique et la corruption, d’autre part il les relativise et limite
leur applicabilité a des aspects et phénomeénes circonscrits. En derniéere analyse, il voit une
égalité substantielle entre les langues en termes de possibilité d’exprimer correctement ce
que I’on veut communiquer. Le résultat est une réduction du principe de la soi-disant
« sagesse des Arabes » (hikmat al- ‘arab), selon lequel les caractéristiques de la langue sont
transférées a ses locuteurs (1’excellence linguistique expliquerait la supériorité des Arabes
en tant que peuple). Bien qu’il ne soit pas explicitement énoncé (I’expression kikmat al-
‘arab ne se trouve pas dans la Mugaddima), ce principe est lié a 1’idée de pureté et
d’exactitude de la langue, dont Ibn Haldiin parle abondamment. Il s’agit de notions qui ont
joué un role fondamental dans 1’idéologie a la base du processus de codification de la
langue et de création de la grammaire (Suleiman 2011)™. Etant bien conscient des raisons
extralinguistiques qui ont conduit a la codification de la langue de Mudar, Ibn Haldain leur
accorde une valeur limité dans sa vision « sociolinguistique » plus large. Il parvient a cette

19 Dans Darticle de Suleiman, voir en particulier la section intitulée Language standardization: the
theory of causation and the wisdom of Arabs (p. 11lets.).
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réévaluation par deux voies distinctes : en déclarant que la connaissance de la ‘arabiyya et
son utilisation correcte ne sont pas une prérogative des Arabes, mais sont partagées aussi
par les locuteurs d’origine non arabe ; il attribue le statut de langue indépendante (/uga
mustagqilla, luga qa’ima bi-nafsiha) aux variétés traditionnellement considérées comme des
variantes locales ou dialectales (/ugat).

Le statut des différentes variétés linguistiques traitées nous rameéne a une question
terminologique brievement évoquée dans les pages précédentes : le sens attribué aux
termes luga et lisan selon leur récurrence dans les sections du chapitre 6. Le premier est
utilisé de maniére générique pour parler de la langue en tant que habitude / aptitude acquise
et pour indiquer les langues parlées par les Arabes et les non-Arabes, la langue pure et
indigéne (lugat Mudar), qui est toutefois aussi appelée al-lisan al-mudart, les variétés
nomades et sédentaires développées a partir du contact avec les peuples étrangers, les
langues du substrat (ou adstrat) avec lesquelles la langue originelle est entrée en contact ;
enfin, nous le retrouvons dans I’expression ‘ilm al-luga, que nous avons vu comme étant
la lexicographie. Quant a Zisan, il partage parfois les usages de /uga lors qu’on parle de la
langue originelle des Arabes et des langues des non-Arabes (étant utilisé aussi au pluriel) ;
parfois il s’oppose a /uga ; dans d’autres cas il I’accompagne ; il apparait souvent sous la
forme lisan al- ‘arab | al-lisan al- ‘arabrt, par exemple dans ‘ulim al-lisan al- ‘arabi, et dans
un seul cas est suivi du qualificatif al-mudawwan (normalisé, codifié). Il serait évidemment
utile de réaliser une enquéte statistique plus précise, mais ces indications dépouillées sont
déja suffisantes pour suggérer, avec une certaine approximation, la valeur fondamentale
qu’Ibn Haldiin attribue aux deux termes?. Alors que /uga a a voir avec les manifestations
concrétes, au niveau individuel ainsi que collectif, de la langue, saisies a la fois dans leur
potentiel (I’aptitude, la disposition a parler) et leur réalisation (I’expression des
significations a travers le lexique et la structure), lisan fait le plus souvent allusion a la
langue en tant que systeme ou structure, ensemble de stratégies communicatives,
groupement de principes et de régles ordonnés dans un modéle théorique. En 'utilisant
dans cette acception, Ibn Haldin semble se rapprocher davantage du langage des
philosophes que de celui des grammairiens et des érudits concernés par les langues des
siecles antérieurs. Quoi qu’il en soit, si dans /isan le sens de luga n’est pas souvent exclu,
C’est tout a fait rare que ce deuxiéme terme soit utilisé selon 1’acception du premier. Il ne
serait quand méme pas raisonnable de rechercher, dans les pages de la Mugaddima, la
précision et la cohésion du linguiste ; cependant nous pouvons y trouver une réflexion
originale, qui prend en compte différents points de vue et en fait une synthese efficace au
profit du lecteur.

Extraits

Bobliall (8 Aeilially Gany () s Lo el @l o ilaall e Glaa 55 (4 L) il [1]
Op eaay Ll clallly LY, @l e gl Jshy iSle Jaaail o glalls Ganll d jleay calaill g
835 5 clgale Ay salll LW A8 el Ledalall (e ) lls (alidl 820 Y 5 laadl G plis s Loy 5 ) 5 ¢ ilancall

20 Pour les acceptions leur attribuées par la tradition grammaticale arabe, cf. les entrées lisan et luga
dans EALL.
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aile culS 13 5 aliie V) (e il Lgfialue 8 ()5S Le o 330 ) Lpaalii) 4ile (alind V) 5 ¢led Ll d<Lal)
QI3 J1 5 el s el ol dldlanin nie TV Gl e 43ad ) el ol Camy i) ) YAl ells
ad gl agdll ) G dlaally sl

) gl s Lgia g5 Al e 3 kall (lalll & lSle o 3) e lially 4t cilSle LIS el of Al [2]
AL s 188 SIS ) Tl sa Ladl g el iall ) lally lld (al 5 Lgilai ol ASL) ol sy
e o 2SN ey ) Callill sle) oy b guaiall Jlaall e L paeill il LYY a5 8 Al
Judl1 )80 V) Jeand ¥ Sl 5 223 e s 138 5 ¢ aabiall 03 sunifa 520) (pa Zla) 2t olSEA 4y ()
DSy 5 a8 sl ) e A Ll Jladl ira s Vs () 5S38) S5 o3 diua ClAl dia 3 gat 5 Y ol ady dadll O

Aa) ) dia gl dsle o 5Sd

Oioﬂa‘mm}ﬁu@uﬁ\m,duz\z\)aﬂ\‘@,sjdﬁéggﬁoﬂ%uﬂuw‘y‘m)@ 13a [3]
(:A);m:us:us).\;\_\“el)‘MQL\@J\‘_A}\J\M\A@\@HD&_UJM\

i1 Y | ale vl s cad 5138 5 canl) 4l | S agild datil _agdall Jadll aif Jeall Jal ans ae 3 las )5 [4]
Lda 2aliall Lgilad i) HASle juuay ia () pall 5 a2l ey 58 Lail 5 caalally Lia o o Gl LIS A )Y
o138 5 el shait g aalally e S Copall s 58 £ al) ARl d el e S (sl 58 WS

s¢ad) 3] Lixie. (a5 el SN 5 Labisia) o @IS Jan colilf LaS i ) Jal (g ¢ juima ks iiall o ) [5]
A U S Jin e Ulasy Lo

delia dal slaill 48 A ) @l 8 Gl Y g gl 13¢] agadda s oyl o ) s 4231 o8 <l 3 L [6]
olie ] cand gyl Glalll () 5 ccamd 2gall 133 A3 0 () sae 3 G Bl (e 26S Sl B palil) il oY)
ALY iy 4 (gl 5 dealiall o il 5 Al B O g )3 (2 oY) ALl e KU AT B a5 e
i IS ) 6 8l e Y1 S e ) (sl Glalll ) sad (e a8y alg | agadl 13¢] agadS 835 50

& (Al Ayl oY) S all e paling cdalSal Uy jiiul 5 gl 13g] el Gladl) 13g; Ltic) o) Lilad
Wl & Y leial e e o Al sl (8 (s Lelal s Lenad (pl 8 el ()5S 4 B 93 5a (AT ) ey LY
lae LSl o ledll sl ¢ ysan

Al g Glalll e 138 5 A 8 Lae ALY 5 02 guaile pali ) 4l Jeaa e agie IS5 [7]
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GENITIVE MARKERS IN OMANI ARABIC
SIMONE BETTEGA

University of Turin

Abstract. This paper investigates the role of the particles mal, hal, hagg and haqq in the Arabic dialects of
Oman. These particles have often been described as markers of possession in Omani Arabic: however, the data
presented in this article seem to indicate that these elements are employed to express a wide variety of NP-
internal specifications that go well beyond the realm of linguistic possession, and that they can also be used
predicatively outside the boundaries of a NP. zal and hagg, in particular, should probably not be described as
genitive markers at all. The syntactic and pragmatic contexts in which the aforementioned markers can be used
will be discussed, along with the range of meanings and semantic categories they can express.

Keywords: Possession, Genitive, Oman, Arabic dialectology.

1.Introduction

In the course of this paper, | will analyze the use that speakers of Omani Arabic (OA) make
of certain lexical elements mostly connected to the expression of possession. It is important
to keep in mind that OA is not a homogeneous linguistic entity, but rather, it constitutes a
bundle of (more or less tightly) interrelated dialects. All these varieties, at any rate, are at
present gravely under-researched. Due to space constraints it is not possible to offer here a
comprehensive survey of the existing studies on OA. The reader is therefore referred to
Holes (1989 and 2008) and Davey (2016) for an overview. The present article, in particular,
is mostly concerned with the Arabic dialects spoken in the northern half of the Sultanate
(though references to the southern varieties of Dhofar will be included as well, and
integrated with the materials presented in Davey 2012 and 2016).

The article is structured as follows: in § 2 | will circumscribe the scope of my
research by providing a standard definition of linguistic possession. In § 3 | will offer an
overview of the existing literature on the topic of genitive markers in Arabic dialects,
focusing in particular on studies dealing with genitive markers in peninsular varieties. Finally,
in 8 4 I will discuss the results of the analysis that | have carried out on my corpus of data.

2. What is possession?

For the present discussion | will adopt a standard definition of linguistic possession, as
formulated by Basic Linguistic Theory. Dixon (2010: 262) defines possession as a loose
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term «used to cover a wide range of relationships». Table 1% illustrates the main types of
relationships that can be expressed through a possessive construction within a noun phrase
across the world’s languages (the first three elements of the list being the most common
cross-linguistically). As can be seen, most of these relationships are quite dissimilar in nature:

Types of possessive relationships

1) Ownership or temporary possession (John'’s car)

2) Whole-part relationship (The door of the car)

3) Kinship relationship (affinal or consanguineal, as in John’s wife or John's mother)
4) An attribute of a person, animal or thing (John's temper)

5) A statement of orientation or location (The inside of the car)

6) Association (John's dentist)

In many languages that make use of specific elements to mark possession, these same
markers may be employed to signal other kinds of specification such as
quantity/collectivity (two cups of tea, a bunch of bananas) or material (a house of straw,
the crown of gold). Although these structures may, at surface level, resemble the ones
described above, they are to be kept distinct, since they fall outside the boundaries of
“possession”, even in its widest interpretation. This is demonstrated by the fact that they
cannot be rephrased using a predicative (that is, non NP-internal) possessive construction
(for instance, while it is possible to rephrase John'’s car in John has a car?, this cannot be
done in the case of a cup of tea). Markers of possessive constructions can sometimes also
signal the function of a noun phrase within a clause: for instance, many languages employ
the same form for genitive (which marks possessive function within an NP) and dative case
(which marks function within a clause)®. As we will see, all of the above holds true for
several varieties of Arabic, including OA: this is probably the reason that lead to some
inconsistencies in the descriptions of possessive relationships in the existing works on the
subject, which will be examined in the following paragraphs.

3. Genitive Markers in the Arabic dialects of Arabia

In most varieties of spoken Arabic there are normally two ways of expressing an NP-
internal possessive relationship: via a synthetic genitive (SG) structure (called ?idafa in
Arabic, but often referred to as construct in the western literature) or by means of a
periphrasis. While in the case of the ?idafa the possessed and possessor (henceforth PD and
PR) are simply juxtaposed, the analytic structure (AG) requires an explicit marker* (glossed

1 Adapted from Dixon (2010: 262-5), as all the examples presented in this paragraph.

2 Obviously, the syntactic function of the constituents changes. NP-internal possessive constructions

presuppose a relationship, predicative possessive constructions are used to establish one.

This happens because «something that is “for X (dative) is likely soon to be “X’s’ (genitive)» (Dixon 2010: 291).

4 Genitive markers received different labelling from different authors: Belnap (1991) refers to them as possessive
adjectives, Ingham (1994) as possessive particles, Davey (2016) as genitive linkers, Eksell-Harning (1980) and
Brustad (2000) as genitive exponents. | follow Holes (2008) in calling them genitive markers.
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as GEN in the course of this work) to be inserted between PD and PR. Consider for instance
examples (1) and (2), as opposed to (3) and (4):

(1)  disdast-uh
disdasa=PRON.3S.M

—v 9

‘His disdasa’ (typical Omani dress)

2) sot al-welat
sound  ART=wheel-PL.F
‘The sound of the wheels’

(3) oal-gamal mal-uh
ART=camel GEN=PRON.3S.M
‘His camel’

4) oal-magha mal  bur{t
ART=café GEN burSi
‘Bur{z’s café’

Eksell (2009: 35) writes that the SG is still productive in most dialects, and that the
choice that speakers operate between the two alternative constructions (SG or AG) «is a
complex process operative on several levels of speech, with multiple set of factors
involved» (see also Brustad 2000: 74).

The most extensive study of AGs in Arabic dialects existing to date is probably that
of Eksell-Harning. About the geographical area that concerns us here, she writes that «in
the Eastern half of the Peninsula, including the Persian Gulf, Oman and Dhofar, the use of
the AG seems to be more restricted and it is doubtful whether the AG occurs regularly
except at isolated locations. There is also a variety of exponents» (Eksell-Harning, 1980:
69). As we will see, our data appear to confirm both statements.

As far as studies dealing specifically with southern and eastern Arabia are concerned,
Reinhardt (1894: 79) reports the use of boht mal and hal in OA. Holes (1990: 96, 170-1)
notes the two particles zagg and mal for the dialect of the northern Gulf coast plus %al for
OA?®. Johnstone (1967: 69, 90-1) as well reports the use of mal and hagg in the Gulf.
Johnstone’s work in particular contains a number of interesting remarks. First of all, he
notes how hagg is used only with the meaning of ‘for’, while «it does not mean ‘of” as it
does in many other dialects, though the context might sometimes appear to suggest this»°®.
He also observes (as does Brustad, 2000: 72) that the “preposition” mal may agree in gender
and number with the preceding noun, giving the two forms malat (F.SG.) and malot (PL.),
though such agreement is not obligatory and less common than non-agreement. Finally,

5 Holes (2008: 484) lists bu as well for OA. I will not discuss this marker in this paper, since it only rarely
appeared in my data. It would seem that it was once one of the main genitive markers in northern Oman,
but that it is today receding at the expenses of mal. | have very frequently heard it in the towns and
villages of the Hajar massif, such as Bahla or Al-Hamra.

6 Cf. as well Brustad (2000: 72-3). Also Johnstone (1982: 584), in his review of Heksell-Harning’s book,
refuted her claim that zagg could be employed as a genitive marker in Gulf Arabic.
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Johnstone repeatedly insists on the fact that mal «is not used ordinarily where a construct
complex [i.e. an SG] is possible». Eksell-Harning (1980: 70), commenting on examples
drawn from Johnstone’s materials, notes that «apparently, the mal phrase is used not only
to express possession but also qualification».

For southern Oman (Dhofar), Davey (2012: 69) observes that both saqqg and mal are
in use in the local dialect, and that both of them may inflect for gender and number (though,
again, this appears to be an optional feature). Unlike its cognate from the northern Gulf,
Dhofari hagq would seem to fully deserve the title of genitive marker, as mal does, since
«there does not appear to be any functional difference between these elements in everyday
usage». Davey (2012: 71) also gives some interesting information about the definiteness of
the PR and PD within AGs in Dhofari Arabic, commenting that, althought a definite PD
followed by a definite or pronominal PR represents the most common combination,
indefinite PDs and/or PRs are attested as well. This appears to contradict both Eksell-
Harning (1980: 74) and Ingham (1994: 58), according to whom asymmetrically definite
AGs can be constituted by an indefinite PD and a definite PR, but not the other way around’.

Both Davey and Eksell-Harning discuss the type of semantic relationships that can
be expressed through an AG: this will be analyzed in more depth in 8 4.2.2. One last point
which is worth considering here is the motivation behind the use of AGs (rather than SGs).
According to Eksell-Harning (1980: 79-81), these motivations are rarely semantic in nature
(e.g. connected to the distinction between alienable and inalienable possession), but rather
“stylistic” (e.g. the contrast between two or more concepts, the introduction of a new theme,
or the climax in a chain of events). Brustad (2000: 76) apparently agrees with this when
she writes that «the genitive exponents fulfill specific pragmatic functions that the construct
phrase does not. [They place] a focus on the possessing noun (in linear terms, the second
noun) not conveyed by the construct phrase».

4. Data Analysis

The analysis that | present in this paragraph is based on a heterogeneous corpus of data,
which includes both original interviews that | have recorded in Oman during several
fieldwork periods in the years from 2014 to 20168, and material drawn from popular Omani
TV shows®. In particular, my own recordings consist of one-to-one interviews, elicited
examples®® and voice messages recorded via instant messaging applications such as

7 Here Eksell-Harning is referring to western Arabian dialect, while Ingham to central Arabian ones.

8 My informants were mostly males with university-level education in their 20s or 30s. They were all
from the northern towns of Muscat, Nizwa and Ibri, or their immediate surroundings.

®  Though I have never carried out fieldwork research in Dhofar, the television material | have employed
included a limited amount of Dhofari speech. Dhofari Arabic genitive markers present a number of
lexical and morphological peculiarities that set them apart from those used in the north of Oman. Some
examples of Dhofari AGs are discussed in the following paragraphs.

10 Direct elicitation was only sparingly used during the data-gathering phase. It was only after careful
examination of my material that | resorted to elicitation, in order to confirm or dismiss some of the
hypotheses that | had formulated. | have clearly signaled the few examples that appear in this article
that were obtained by means of elicitation.
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WhatsApp or Viber. The latter are of particular interest because, although not dialogical in
the proper sense of the term, they closely approximate the style of intimate and informal
communication between friends (especially among young users)*. In general, I tried to
include in my dataset as many text-types as possible, in order to be able to examine the use
of AGs in a wide variety of communicative situations and pragmatic contexts.

A cursory survey of this dataset reveals three fundamental facts: the first one is that,
especially when compared to other dialects, AGs in OA appear to be extremely uncommon,
and vastly outnumbered by SGs. This is consistent with the tentative classification provided
by Eksell-Harning (1980: 158). The second fact that emerges from a preliminary analysis
of the data is that mal is by far the most commonly employed marker, followed by hal.
hagg is almost entirely absent, with the exception of its variant zaqq, which appears to be
well-estabished in Dhofari speech (again, this is consistent with Davey 2012 and 2016).
Finally, it appears that the semantic scope of all these elements goes well beyond the
boundaries of possession or even genitive case. In fact, some of them should probably not
be classified as genitive/possessive markers at all. For this reason, in the next subsections
I will analyze hal and hagg separately from mal and kaqq.

4.1 The markers hal and hagg

The particle hagg does never occur in my data, with one exception: one occurrence appears
in the speech of a character from a sit-com whom my informants immediately identified as
“a Bedouin from the Batinah” (Oman’s north-eastern coast). As we have seen, both
Johnstone (1976) and Brustad (2000) remarked how %agg is employed in the dialects of
the Gulf coast as a preposition meaning ‘to” or ‘for’. The dialects of the Batinah bear strong
similarities with those of the northern Gulf due prolonged contact, and the presence of zagg
in this area is therefore unsurprising. Note how, in (5), kagg appears to mark dative case
rather than genitive!?:

(B) da agall ratob  hagg  al-marrixiyat
DEM minimum wage PREP ART=martian.PL.F
“This is the minimum wage for the martians’

As opposed to hagg, the particle kal appears to be fairly common in my texts.
Interestingly, it is never used in an NP-internal construction. More often than not, it is
employed to introduce verbless copula complements in verbless copula clauses, as in
examples from (6) to (8), or indirect objects of finite verbs or active participles (examples
9to 11). It appears to always express a relation of benefaction, where the beneficiary is the
complement it introduces:

1 These voice notes were not addressed at me, but had been sent or received by some of my informants,
who have later been kind enough to share them with me.

12 This is why, in this and the following examples, both 4al and hagg are glossed simply as PREP(osition)
rather than GEN.
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al-wazifa la hal-ak u-la hal-uh
ART=job NEG PREP=PRON.2SG.M CONJ=NEG GEN=PRON.3SG.M
‘Neither you nor him will get the job’ (lit. ‘the job [is] not for you and not for him”)

intu Matakkidin as-siyyara hal-ya
PRON.2PL.M  be certain.AP-PL.M  ART=car PREP=PRON.1SG
‘Are you sure [that] the car [is] for me?’

al-fasabiyya ma ht zén-a hal-ak
ART=anger NEG PRON.3SG.F good-SG.F PREP=PRON.25G.M
‘The anger [is] not good for you’

{eb tgiil hal-brek ha-I-karya
shame PRES.25G.M-say PREP=brek DEM=ART=speech
‘Shame [on you, that] you say these things to Brék!’

halba hal talat  ayyam
holba  PREP three day.PL
‘halba’® for three days’ (i.e. an amount of /olba that will last for three days)

bagr a-sobb hal-1 yasni sahla
want. AP PRES.1SG-pour PREP=PRON.1SG INTERJ bowl
‘I want to pour myself, I mean, a cup’
Only one example of non-predicative use of /al appears in my data. This is shown in (12):
gihaz  hal sidt
device PREP CD
‘CD-reader’ (lit. ‘a device for the CDs’)

Examples such as this one are probably the reason why this particle has been

repeatedly reported to be a genitive or possessive marker in OA. Even in this last example,
however, it is clear that hal expresses dative case (again expressing a relation of
benefaction: the device is conceived for CD-reading), and not genitive. As already said,
genitive and dative are to be kept distinct, since they mark phrasal and clausal relations
respectively. | maintain, in conclusion, that both sagg and kal are not markers of NP-
internal functions in OA, but rather of clausal relations, and — as such — should not be
included in a discussion of genitive markers.

13 A traditional sweet soup made of fenugreek (Trigonella foenum-graecum).
14 Obviously, the distinction between genitive and dative is often a tenuous one. | cannot rule out,

therefore, the possibility that genuine genitive relations are sometimes expressed by this marker. No
such occurrence, however, was present in my material, and the only example of zal Holes (2008: 484)
provides is again of the kind exemplified in (12): gasmar hal hiwan ‘sorghum [feed] for farm animals’.
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4.2 The markers mal and haqq

As was the case for kal, the particle mal appears to be relatively common in my corpus of
texts. haqg, on the contrary, only appears in the television material, and only in the speech
of characters from Dhofar. This is consistent with all the existing literature on the subject:
no study on Gulf Arabic or northern OA has ever reported the use of haqq in these areas,
while according to Davey (2012 and 2016), this marker is fairly common in southern Oman
(though not as common as mal: again, my data would seem to confirm this).

It is also interesting to note that, while saqq does always inflect for gender and
number in my material (4 occurrences out of 4), | have found no occurrence of inflected
mal (be it in the television material or in the other texts, neither in the speech of the Dhofari
characters nor in that of the other ones, or that of my informants). This contradicts both
Davey’s Dhofari data and the accounts of the almost pan-peninsular mal discussed in 8 3.
One possible explanation for this fact is that the effects of the process of
grammaticalization, which turned the noun mal into a purely syntactic linker, are becoming
more evident with the passing of time, thus rendering the already infrequent inflected form
less and less common (for further confirmation of this point see Rubin, 2004: 330).

Apart from this discrepancy, Dhofari hagq appears to be used in the same
syntactical contexts and with the same functions of mal. Again, this is consistent with
Davey’s (2012: 69) findings®.

4.2.1 Definiteness of the PR/PD and implicit PDs

As far as the definiteness of both PD and PR is concerned, the vast majority of the
occurrences of saqq and mal which appear in my data follow a definite PD and precede a
definite PR (examples 13 to 15). Both pronominal and non-pronominal PRs appear to be
very common, though the former are almost always associated with definite PDs (13 and
14; note the occurrence of inflected #aqq in the latter):

(13) giddam al-maqha mal-ah
in front of ART=café GEN=PRON.3SG.M
‘In front of his café’

(14) oas-siura haqqt-uh
ART=picture-SG.F GEN-SG.F=PRON.3SG.M
‘Its picture’ (lit. ‘The picture of it”)

(15) oal-awrag mal  aS-sandwikat
ART=paper.PL GEN ART=sandwich-PL.F
“The wraps of the sanwiches’

15 Admittedly, Davey hints at the possibility that, among older generations of Dhofari speakers, a
distinction still exists between a more specific zaqq and a more general mal. However, he himself notes
how «given the infrequency of the AGC within C[oastal] D[hofari] A[rabic], it is difficult to advance
an analysis of this contrastive use of saqq and mal further» (Davey 2012: 80) and that «the collection
of a much larger corpus of data would be required to further the analysis of such features».
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Symmetrically indefinite PD/PR couplets appear as well, although more rarely. As
can be clearly seen in examples (16) and (17), in these cases mal does not express
possession as we have defined it in § 2, but rather a specification of quantity:

(16) sahan mal  tamar
tray GEN date.COLL
‘A tray of dates’

an s noss glas  aqul-1-ak mal  say
EXS half  glass PRES.1SG-tell=PREP=PRON.2SG GEN tea
‘There’s half a glass of tea, I'm telling you’

Even rarer are asymmetrical pairs. Indefinite PDs with a definite PR do sometimes
occur, as in (18) and (19). Note that (inflected) zaqq in (18), as well, does not express
possession, but rather a different kind of NP-internal specification:

(18) mgall-at haqg-ot at-rabax u-t-tagmil
magazine-PL.F GEN-PL ART=cooking CONJ=ART=make-up
‘Magazines about cooking and make-up’

(19) qsaym mal  as-sahab
coupon.PL GEN  ART=owner

‘Coupons from (of) the owner’

It would seem that the definiteness/indefiniteness of the PR can have important
repercussions on the semantics of the whole construction. When | asked my informants to
disambiguate for me the meaning of the sentence qas{a mal dxiin (example 32 below), they
translated it for me as “a box of frankincense” (as in “a boxful of frankincense”), and
contrasted it with qas{a mal ad-dxin, with definite PR, which on the contrary would be
used to refer to a box for frankincense (that is, a box which is used to contain frankincense).
Finally, neither Ingham nor Eksell-Harning admit the possibility of an indefinite PD with
a definite PR. In my data, however, this combination occurs once (example 20). My
informants maintain that this use is acceptable, and provided me with another (elicited)
example (21). It would seem that, at least in the context of an NP expressing quantification,
this construction is possible in OA:

(20) I-magas mal xamsa Suhiir
ART=salary GEN five month.PL
‘Five month’s worth of salary’ (lit. ‘The salary of five months’)
(21) ot-tamar mal  talata nxil
ART=date.COLL GEN three palm.tree.PL

‘Three palm-tree’s worth of dates’ (lit. ‘The dates of/from three palm trees)
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One last structure that is worth discussing in this paragraph is not related to the
definiteness/indefiniteness of the PD, but rather to its utter absence. The data show
quite clearly that possessive constructions involving mal do sometimes feature
“implicit” PDs, the PD being omitted when the speaker reckons that no ambiguity could
possibly arise from this omission.

(22) aba-k t-xabbar mal  al-amanat
PRES.1SG-want=PRON.2SG.M PRES.2SG.M-inform GEN ART=security-PL
‘I want you to inform the security’ (lit. ‘I want you to inform [the people or the
office] of the security’)

(23) axrat-ha ralast mal  al-muxaddirat
end-PRON.3SG.F turn out-PAST.2SG.M GEN  drug-PL.F
‘In the end you turned out to be a drug-dealer’ (lit. ‘In the end of it you turned out to
be [a dealer] of drugs’)

Note that, in these examples, mal cannot in any way be interpreted as a preposition
introducing an indirect object (also because both xabbar and rala$ in these sentences are
transitive verbs). On the contrary, an implied maktab, ‘office’, and an implied tagir,
‘dealer’, are to be assumed preceding mal in the first and second example respectively. This
construction is probably to be regarded as a means of speeding up the flux of words in
dialogical interaction, since the genitive marker would not be there should the omitted noun
be restored in its place (but a SG would rather be used, i.e. tagir al-muxaddirat, not *tagir
mal muxaddirat). This construction appears to be quite common in OA, and my informants
spontaneously provided more examples when | questioned them on the subject:

(24) rah t-saf mal barid
go.IMP PRES.25G.M-see GEN  post
‘Go and check at the post office!” (lit. ‘Go see at [the office] of the post’)

Compare, also, the following two examples (25 has been elicited), where the PD is
formally mentioned without, however, being specified:

(25) gib hadak mal  hammam
bring.IMP DEM.DIST GEN bathroom
‘Make the plumber come!” (lit. ‘Bring that of the bathroom”)
(26) hada mal mahattat al-betrol
DEM  GEN station ART=gas

‘The guy from the gas station’ (lit. ‘That of the gas station’)
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4.2.2 Functions and meaning of the markers

In general terms, mal and haqq can be said to be most commonly used to express possession
as defined in 8 2. This is valid for around two thirds of the occurrences. Concrete possession
is by far the most common type of possession expressed by the markers (examples 27 and
28), followed by abstract possession (29 and 14 above), association (30 and 31) and whole-
part relationship (15 above)®:

(27)

(28)

(29)

(30)

(1)

baga yistart S-siyyara mal-ak
want.PAST.3SG PRES.3SG.M-buy ART=car GEN=PRON.2SG.M
‘He wants to buy your car’

I-ay bad mal-t

ART=i-pad GEN=PRON.1SG

‘My i-pad’

ida ¢and-ak an-namra haqqt-uh

COND PREP=PRON.2SG.M ART=number GEN=PRON.3SG.M
attsal  fi-h

call.IMP PREP=PRON.3SG.M
‘If you have his number, call him!’

anta l-arbab'’ mal-uh
PRON.2SG.M  ART=employer GEN=PRON.3SG.M
“You are his employer’

al-musaSidin mal-t

ART=helper-PL.M GEN=PRON.1SG

‘My helpers’

16

17

This neatly matches Eksell-Harning’s (1980: 75-6) and Davey’s (2012:74-7) lists of the different
semantic relationships that the AG can express, except for the fact that both these authors include human
relationships among them. In my data, this specific semantic field is scarcely represented, and it never
involves kinship relationships. In the rare cases where mal is used to denote the relationship which
exists between two human beings, this is always hierarchical in nature (examples (30) and (31), see
also Brustad 2000: 80), and is better described as association. Note also that both Eksell-Harning and
Davey include in their lists items which cannot be considered examples of proper possession. Brustad
and Davey group these under the rather vague heading of “classification” and “qualification”,
respectively, without however discriminating clearly between what can be considered linguistic
possession and what not.

arbab is the (Arabic) word that Asian workers in the Gulf commonly employ to refer to their employer.
Although the example in (30) comes from a conversation between two native speakers of OA, an
influence of Gulf Pidgin Arabic in this context cannot be excluded (mal being extensively used in GPA
to mark possession, see Naess 2008: 61).
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As far as examples of mal and kaqq not expressing possession are concerned, these
normally involve other kinds of NP-internal qualification, such as quantity (32)*8, material
(33) or, less specifically, some category the preceding PD belongs to (see example 34, but
also 18, 23 and 25 above).

(32) qasfa mal  dxin
jar GEN frankincense
‘A jar of frankincense’

(33) ilat shan mal  fuxar
three dish.PL GEN clay
‘Three clay dishes’

(34) barnamag mal  hawadit
program GEN accident.PL

‘A TV-show about car accidents’

Very few examples of mal not expressing possession nor any kind of NP-internal
specification appear in my corpus. These are also the only examples of mal being used
outside of the boundaries of a NP, In the next two examples we see mal being used to
introduce a verbless copula complement:

(35) ontaw ma mal  al-musabagat
PRON.2PLM NEG GEN ART=competition-PL.F
“You’re not [made] for the competitions’

(36) holwa  bas ma mal  rahlat
beautiful CONJ NEG GEN trip-PL.F
‘Nice [car], but it’s not [made] for the long trips’

As can be seen, in (35) and (36) mal does not express possession, but rather a relation
of benefaction (which can also be interpreted as some type of partitive: an X which is made
for Y, thus distinguishing it from other Xs of the same kind that, however, are not suitable
for that specific purpose/activity). It seems possible, then, that also mal is, to an extent,
used to express the dative case, as hal and hagg are. The difference is that, while in the case
of the latter this appears to be the only use of the particle, in the case of mal only a minority
of examples of it carrying such a value were found (and all non-NP-internal).

One last remark is due on the categories of alienable and inalienable possession. All
instances of zaqq and mal which occur in my data are examples of the former. In particular,
in my material kinship relationships and ownership over a specific part of the body are
always expressed through an SG. It has to be noted that, although both Davey and Eksell-
Harning have reported the use of genitive markers in association with body parts, their

18 On example (32), see also the discussion in § 4.2.1 above.
19 No such use of kagq occurs in my data. Davey (2012 and 2016), however, provides several examples of it.
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examples are not entirely convincing: Davey (2012: 75) specifies that a marker can be used
in such a context only with reference to a limb which has been detached from the body,
while Eksell-Harning (1980: 76) provides two examples of a dialect from Hadramawt, the
first of which refers to the hump of a bull (a body part, then, but not of a human body), and
the second to a portion of a body part (the toe of a foot). Both Davey and Eksell-Harning,
on the other hand, concord on the fact that in the Dhofari and Yemeni dialects genitive
markers can be used to refer to a parent-child relationship (when the reference is to an
absent third party). | found no such example in my data, and my informants almost
categorically rejected the possibility of such a use, with three possible exceptions: a) if the
intended use is openly depreciative; b) in reference to a newborn or an infant; c) in baby-
talk, to convey intimacy and affection (this last point being obviously connected to the
previous one). In light of all this, while I agree with Brustad’s and Eksell-Harning’s view
that the specific will of expressing alienable possession is not what prompts a speaker to
use an AG, it seems to me that the expression of true inalienable possession is honetheless
precluded to AGs, at least as far as northern OA is concerned.

4.2.3 Motivatations for the use of the AG

Motivations for the use of the AG in OA can be formal or pragmatic. Several authors?® have
highlighted how an AG is often employed in place of a SG in order to avoid excessively
cumbersome or possibly ambiguous constructions: this is often the case when more than three
nouns are involved in the construct, or when the PR and/or PD are either accompanied by a
modifier (example 33 above) or constituted by a chain of conjoined elements (examples 18
and 26 and above). Overall, however, these syntactically heavy constructions are often
avoided in the spoken language, and it seems to me that formal reasons such as the ones just
listed can rarely be held responsible for the presence of an AG in my texts?.

A different formal factor appears to exert a stronger influence on the use of genitive
markers. Brustad (2000: 74) has noted how, when the PD is either a loanword or a word
ending in a long vowel, then the AG tends to be preferred over the SG. This is probably
because such elements «in general cannot take pronoun suffixes and do not readily fit into
Arabic morphosyntactic patterns». Eksell-Harning (1980: 70) seems to agree with this.
Examples of this phenomenon abound in my material: see for instance examples (37) to
(39), and also (28) and (29) above:

(37) oal-kafitirya mal  mwassasa
ART=café GEN company
‘The company’s cafeteria’

(38) oal-magha mal-ah
ART=café GEN=PRON.3SG.M
‘His café’

20 Eksell-Harning (1980: 78-9), Ingham (1994: 58), Brustad (2000: 74).
21 Davey (2012: 71-3) as well noted how these complex constructions appeared rarely in his Dhofari data.
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(39) karan-ni sapérman mal-ha
CONJ=PRON.1SG superman GEN=PRON.3SG.F
‘[It is] like [I am] her superman’

Pragmatic factors also seem to play an important role in determining whether or not, in a
given context, a speaker will opt for using an AG. In particular, a specific
DEMONSTRATIVE + PD + GEN + PR structure appears to exists in OA which closely
mirrors the English “DEM + PD + of + PR” (e.g. “This house of yours”, “that dog of his”,
etc.). As its English counterpart, this expression conveys a sense of mild contempt or
sarcasm on the part of the speaker, mostly directed at the PD. Consider for instance the
following examples, both drawn from an Omani sit-com. In (40), a husband is angry at his
wife because she believes all the fictitious news she reads on her BlackBerry. In (41), a
man has been injured by a ram he has been raising, which proved to be aggressive and
dangerous on more than an occasion: his friend, then, urges him to get rid of the animal by
selling it on Facebook.

(40) kall hada min  foq ha-1-bibr mal-is
all DEM PREP over DEM=ART=bb GEN=PRON.2SG.F
‘All of that [comes] from that BlackBerry of yours!’

(41) thug i¢lan fan hada t-tes
PRES.2S5G.M-put advertisement PREP DEM ART=ram
mal-ak fi-1-fesbiik

GEN=PRON.2SG.M PREP=ART=facebook
‘Put an advertisement for that ram of yours on Facebook!’

As we have seen, among the reasons which might prompt speakers to employ an AG
construction Brustad and Eksell-Harning note textual prominence and contrastive focus.
This as well might be the reason that lies behind the presence of the marker in certain
sentences that appear in my data. Consider yet another example drawn from the same TV
show: here, an employee is puzzled by the fact that, after all the phone numbers in the
company where he works have been re-assigned to the various offices and sub-sections, the
director of the company ended up with the number which was once that of the cafeteria. Thus,
the man exclaims: «I can understand that they changed the numbers, but they gave the director
the number of the cafeterial?». Here, the contrastive focus that the speaker wants to put on
the last word (cafeteria) is evident, and the use of the AG appears clearly motivated:

(42) yasti r-rays ragm #? mal  \-kafitirya
PRES.3-give-PL.M ART=director number GEN cafeteria

‘They gave the director the number of the cafeteria!?’

22 Note that the word ragm in this sentence is not preceded by a definite article, though in theory it should
be. This is not an isolated example in my data, which include a number of AGs whose definite PDs are
however formally indefinite. Due to space constraints it is not possible to discuss the phenomenon here,
though it would clearly deserve further investigation.
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Before moving on to the concluding paragraph of this paper, one last reason which
can prompt the use of genitive markers in OA has to be mentioned. The particle mal is
commonly used by speakers whenever the need to ascertain the ownership of an object
arises. In such a situation, a construction is employed which involves only a deictic element
followed by the marker plus a suffix pronoun, such as sada mal-ak?, ‘Is this yours?” (lit.
“[is] this GEN your”; note that possessive pronouns such as “yours” or “ours” do not exist
in OA). This type of structure is of extremely common use?, although it is highly unlikely
that it is ever recorded in the course of an interview (purely deictic reference being rare
outside the context of dialogic interaction).

5. Concluding remarks

Summing up all that has been said in the preceding paragraphs, a number of conclusions
emerge from the data presented.

Firstly, mal appears to be the real genitive marker in OA (along with the competing
form haqq in southern Oman). zagg and Aal, on the contrary, are to be regarded as markers
of dative case. While hal appears to be specifically Omani, mal and hagg/haqq seem to
have almost pan-Peninsular diffusion. In my data, Dhofari saqq does always show gender
and number agreement with its PD, while mal never does (despite the fact that several
authors admit this possibility: this is probably the consequence of an ongoing process of
grammaticalization). Dative hagg, finally, can only appear in a single, invariable form.
Why is it that the same (or etymologically related) particles appear, in different parts of the
Peninsula, with markedly different morphological and syntactical properties, is an
interesting question which awaits further research, and which might help to shed light on
the evolution and diffusion of the Arabic dialects of Arabia.

As we have seen, though AGs are commonly employed in OA, they remain overall
much less common than SGs. Several reasons can prompt a speaker to use a genitive marker
rather than a synthetic construct. Some are formal in nature, and span from the avoidance
of syntactically cumbersome structures to the systematic association of genitive markers
with PDs consisting of a loanword or a word ending in an etymological long vowel. Other
reasons can be connected to pragmatic factors, such as the will to place a special focus on
the PR, or to express a non-neutral (negative) attitude towards the PD.

In general, the markers can appear in a wide varieties of syntactic contexts. They are
more commonly employed when both the PD and PR are definite, but all combinations of
definite/indefinite PDs and PRs are actually possible. With a definite PD, the markers
normally express actual possession, while indefinite PDs are normally connected to other
NP-internal specifications such as quantity, material, or qualification. An interesting
structure which has not been described in previous studies on the subject is the use of a

23 Cf. Johnstone (1967: 90) for Kuwaiti: “mal is used [...] in a genitival complex where the thing owned
is not explicitly mentioned, having been already specified or understood», and Johnstone (1967: 106)
about Bahraini: «mal is not frequent in occurrence in comparison with a construct phrase except where
the object owned is not specified, as hada mai-, ‘this is mine’»” (transcription adapted).
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genitive marker with an implicit (omitted) PD. This omission is only possible when the
speaker presumes that the reference will be unambiguously understood by the hearer.
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Abstract. Romania’s various historical legacies provide rich sources for the study of minority communities.
While only the Transylvania region was part of the Habsburg State and only the Dobrudja region was under
Ottoman rule, the Danube island of Ada-Kaleh was successively under the sovereignty of the two empires. Our
study will scrutinize the legacies of Dobrudja and this island, the only territories of twentieth-century Romania
with a sizable Muslim population. We will take a brief look into the historical background of Muslims in
Dobrudja, as well as into their demographic dynamics. Further, a special consideration will be given to the
island of Ada-Kaleh as a bridge between the Ottoman and Habsburg empires.
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The Presence of Muslims in Dobrudja: A Historical Background

The Muslim population in contemporary Romania traditionally lives together with the
Romanian majority (Christian Orthodox) in Dobrudja, a region bordered to the east by the
Black Sea, to the west and north by the Danube River, and to the south by Bulgaria.? At the
beginning of the twentieth century, the Swiss anthropologist Eugéne Pittard (1867-1962)
described the unique mix of people in Dobrudja as an extraordinary composite picture:

La Dobroudja est une extraordinaire mosaique de races. Les Turcs et les Tartares y
coudoient les Roumains et les Bulgares et, tous, ils sont groupés en villages
ethniquement compacts. Point de rencontre de 1I’Asie antérieure et de 1I’Europe
orientale, la Dobroudja pQt &tre pour les uns une escale et pour les autres un abri. Les
premiers y rencontrérent la large vallée du Danube, qui laisse apparaitre, sur la rive
gauche, les terres basses de la Valachie orientale, et leurs désirs purent se donner
carriére. Les seconds, aprés avoir passé le fleuve ou abordé par la mer, se sont arrétés
dans cette presqu’ile qui assurait leur vie et ils y sont demeurés. Lazes, Kurdes,
Arméniens, Tcherkesses, Tartares, colons allemands et colons russes. Roumains de

L This paper is based on an earlier project idea of the year 2013.
2 For more on the Muslim minority in Romania, see Vainovski-Mihai, Irina. 2018. “Romania”, Scharbrodt,
Oliver. et al. (eds.) Yearbook of Muslims in Europe, vol. 10. Leiden-Boston: Brill. 545-558.
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Transylvanie ou du royaume, Bulgares, Serbes, Turcs, Grecs, Albanais, Tziganes
nomades, et combien d’autres: ceux qui disparaissent petit a petit, comme les Arabes,
les Tcherkesses et les Négres, et ceux qui ont prospéré, ayant tous gardé leurs meeurs,
leurs costumes et leurs langues, ils constituent le microcosme eurasique, le magnifique
laboratoire d’ethnologie comparative dans lequel, pendant cinq années de recherches
assidues, j’ai tendu mon effort anthropologique. (Pittard 1912: 207-208)

Almost half of the ethnic groups listed by Pittard made up the Muslim population in
Dobrudja. Some of them died out, either as the result of assimilation, emigration, or both,
while others still live in this area. Among these, the Tatars and the Turks still form the two
main ethnic groups of the Muslim community in Dobrudja (compounded by the counties
of Constanta and Tulcea), which is Sunni of the Hanafi school. Currently, Muslims from
Dobrudja, or from foreign countries, live in all the major Romanian cities, structured in
more or less stable communities. According to the official census of 2011, 90% of the Turks
live in Constanta county (21,000), Tulcea county (1,900), and Bucharest (2,400), while
96.4% of the Tatars are inhabitants of Constanta county (19,700). Thus, they represent a
small percentage of Romania’s 19,042,936 population.®

The chronicler Ali Yazicizade traced the beginning of Muslim settlement in
Dobrudja to the mid thirteenth century. In his Tevarih-i Al-i Sel¢uk (The Chronicles of the
Seljugid Dynasty)* he mentions that in 1263-1264 a group of 10-12,000 Anatolian
Turkomans, known as Seljuqid Turks, led by Baba Sar1 Saltik, settled in Dobrudja. They
migrated there to protect the Byzantine Empire from foreign invasions at the request of the
ruler of the territory, the Byzantine Emperor Michael VIII Palaiologos (reigned between
1259 and 1282). (Decei 1978: 169-192) The tomb of the legendary Baba Saltik — who
passed away around the year 1300 — is alleged to be in the town of Babadag, situated in
Tulcea county. The name of the town is in itself a historical reminder, as it has the meaning
of “Baba [Saltik]’s Mountain”.

According to archaeological evidence, mainly numismatic (Vasari 2005: 90-91;
Oberlander-Tarnoveanu 1993) the first groups of Tatars, as part of the empire of the Golden
Horde, seem to have settled here during the time of the Tatar leader Noghai (1280-1310).
Noghai founded a Tatar state — independent de facto from the Golden Horde — with its
center at Isaccea, a small town on the right bank of the Danube, 35 km north-west of the
city of Tulcea. This state comprised the north of present-day Bulgaria, Dobrudja, the
northern part of the Danube up to the Iron Gates, and the steppes from the north of the
Black Sea to the Don River (Oberldnder-Tarnoveanu 2003). The name ‘“Noghai”, adopted
by a part of the Dobrudjan Tatars (i.e., they call themselves “Noghai Tatars”), must have
its origins in the colonization of that time.

8 Comisia Centralid pentru Recensdmantul Populatiei si al Locuintelor, Comunicat de presd 2 februarie

2012 privind rezultatele provizorii ale Recensamdntului Populatiei si Locuingelor — 2011 [The Central
Commission of the Population and Housing Census, Press release on the the provisional results of the
Population and Housing Census issued on 2 February 2011], available at
http://www.recensamantromania.ro/wp-
content/uploads/2012/02/Comunicat DATE_PROVIZORII_RPL_ 2011 .pdf
(accessed on 20 February 2019).

4 The chronicle, commissioned by the Ottoman sultan Murad Il Khoja (June 1404, Amasya — 3 February
1451, Edirne), was completed in 1424.
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Some documents dating back to the second half of the fourteenth century indicate the
presence of another Tatar state in the same region, with its center at Enisala (Turkish: Yenisala,
meaning “New Prayer”), now one of five villages that compose the rural commune of Sarichioi
(Turkish Sarikéy, meaning “Yellow Village”) located in Tulcea County. Historians refer to this
state by the name of one of its rulers, Demetrius (Tatar: Te[y]mur), who was mentioned in a
Latin text as Demetrius princeps Tartarorum (Gemil 2012: 9-10).

In the second half of the fourteenth century, as the Golden Horde’s supremacy
waned, its role was immediately taken over by the Ottoman state, another emergent power
of the same Turkic origin. (Gemil 2012: 9) The Ottoman advance into Dobrudja towards
the end of the fourteenth century was facilitated by the historical tradition of these Tatar
state organizations, as well as by the existence of an older Turkish-speaking Muslim
community. (Decei 1978: 171) The Muslim population living in Dobrudja before the arrival
of the Ottomans is considered autochthonous to this region, as opposed to the population
colonized there and in the Balkans by the Ottomans. As Giuseppe Cossuto, has pointed out:

Tra la specificita che contraddistinguono questi Turco-tatari rispetto ad altri
musulmani dei Balcani vi € il dato di fatto che sia i Turchi che i Tatari dobrugiani si
considerano autoctoni in Dobrugia e non parvenus arrivati dal XIV secolo in poi con
gli Ottomani. (Cossuto 1996: 114)

The Ottomans conquered Dobrudja in several stages. The first one was the takeover
of the strategic points of Enisala and Isaccea by Sultan Bayezid | (1389-1402), who
colonized a large number of Tatars in the area of Babadag. After a short re-conquest of
these territories by the voivode of Wallachia Mircea the Elder (d. 1418), most of Dobrudja
was seized between 1419 and 1420 by Sultan Mehmet I. The Sultan brought Tatars and
Turkomans to Dobrudja from Asia Minor. This marks the second stage in the process of
the Ottoman settlement in the region. The third and last stage took place in 1484, when
Sultan Bayezid 1l (1481-1512) conquered Cetatea Chilia (the “Granary Fortress”) and
Cetatea Alba (the “White Fortress”). He invited Volga Tatars to settle in southern
Bessarabia (Budjak) and northern Dobrudja. Consequently, Dobrudja became part of the
Ottoman Empire, belonging to the great beylirbeylik of Rumelia. (Grigore 1999: 34)

Gradually, Anatolian Turks were colonized in Dobrudja. The Crimean Tatars
continually migrated to Dobrudja during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
especially after 1783, when entire Crimea was annexed by the Russian Empire. After the
Crimean Tatar emigrants established themselves in Bessarabia, as a first step of the
emigration process they crossed the Danube and settled down in Dobrudja in 1812. In any
case, during the entire Ottoman period the Tatars formed the majority of the population in
Dobrudja and Budjak, which also explains the names “Tartar Steppe”, “Tartaria”, and
“Terra Tartarorum” given to these regions in sixteenth-eighteenth century European
sources. (Holban 1972: 88, 568; Holban 1980: 365; Holban 1997: 247, 274-277, 295, 299,
306, 317, 371, 513)
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The Crimean War, which destroyed the economic and social infrastructure of the
Crimean Peninsula, caused another wave of Crimean Tatar emigration to Dobrudja.® The
region was under unceasing Ottoman domination until 1877, when, after the Russian-
Romanian-Ottoman War, Romania obtained the independence as a state. Thus Romania
gained Dobrudja the following year, as part of the Treaty of Berlin (1878).

Demographic Dynamics

As historians and anthropologists maintain, among them Eugéne Pittard, the Ottomans
brought people from all over the Empire with the intent of increasing the Islamic population
of Dobrudja. Some of them had a sporadic existence on Dobrudjan ground, leaving their
traces only in the names of some villages, as the Circassians in Slava Cercheza, or the
Lazes in Lazu. Others disappeared without visible marks, such as the Arabs (who consisted
of 150 Syrian families of fellahs brought to Dobrudja between 1831 and 1833), the Kurds,
which either emigrated to other parts of the Ottoman Empire, or mingled with the Turks
and Tatars, and were assimilated within a short period of time.

The Muslim Roma are another ethnic group belonging to the Muslim Dobrudjan
community. They are local Roma who converted to Islam during the Ottoman domination, or
Muslim Roma who emigrated from other parts of the Ottoman Empire. Some of them seem to
have mixed with vagrant Anatolian Turks who were present in Dobrudja, becoming an ethnic
group now called khorakhane, or “Turkish Gypsies”. Their exact number is unknown, as they
generally declare themselves Turks in the census. (Grigore & Oprisan 2001: 32)

At the beginning of the twentieth century, as a result of the deterioration of economic
conditions, Turkish and Tatar populations massively migrated to Turkey and, therefore, many
villages were left entirely abandoned. The decline in the number of worship places also
illustrates the decrease of the Muslim population. Whereas in 1900 there were 260 mosques
in Dobrudja, at the end of World War |1 there were only 151 left. And this process of decline
continued, with the number of functional mosques diminishing, as well as the number of
Muslim graveyards. Despite this situation, Muslims preserved their identity (the languages,
Turkish and Tatar with two dialects, the folklore, the specific names, etc.).®

Ada-Kaleh, the Link between the Austro-Hungarian and the Ottoman Empires
Until 1970, an important Turkish community lived on the island of Ada-Kaleh’ (“The

Island Fortress”). The island was located 18 km from the city of Drobeta Turnu-Severin,
until it was submerged by the waters of the reservoir lake formed after a power station dam

5 For more details regarding the history of Turko-Tatars in Romania, see Ulkisal, Mustecib. 1966.
Dobruca ve Tirkler [Dobrudja and the Turks]. Ankara: Turk KaltirinG Arastirma.

6 For more on the demographic dynamics of the Muslims in Romania and an incursion to the history of
their legal status see Vainovski-Mihai, Irina. 2017. “Romania”, Racius, Egdiinas. & Zhelyazkova,
Antonina. Islamic Leadership in the European Lands of the Former Ottoman and Russian Empires.
Leiden-Boston: Brill. 162-178.

" In his novel Az aranyember [The Golden Man], first published in 1872, Hungarian writer Mor Jokai
offers a thorough description of this island.
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had been built on the Danube, at the Iron Gates gorge. Some of the Austrian and Turkish
monuments from the island were moved to the island of Ostrovul Simian and, on
governmental decision, the inhabitants were relocated to other places.? Still, on their own
option, 70 families went to Turkey, 60 families settled in Constanta, 10 in Orsova, 5 in
Turnu Severin, and 4 in Bucharest. (Tutui 2010: 38).

The history of Muslim presence on Ada-Kaleh dates to the early fifteenth century,
when the Ottomans occupied the island. In 1718, following the treaty of Passarowitz, the
Habsburg Empire annexed Ada-Kaleh, as well as the regions of northern Serbia, Banat, and
Oltenia. After the Treaty of Belgrad (1739), Austria yielded Serbia and Oltenia, along with
Ada-Kaleh, to the Ottoman Empire. At the Peace Congress in Berlin (1878), the status of
the island was not specifically discussed in the negotiations. According to Emil Lengyel,
“the island belonged to Turkey, but the peacemakers forgot about it at the Berlin Congress
in 1878”. (Lengyel 1939: 303) Therefore, its future was interpreted in the light of the
articles of the Berlin Treaty, which provided for the neutrality of the Danube, its
demilitarization, and the management, by Austria Hungary, of unobstructed navigation.®
The inferred understanding of the document led to an immediate Austro-Hungarian
presence on Ada-Kaleh, followed soon by requests voiced in the Parliament of Hungary
for legal clarification aimed at ending the island’s status as a no man’s land de jure. In
December of the same year, a Hungarian MP addressed an interpellation to the Prime
Minister asking, among other things: what was the legal basis for the annexation of the
island and the hoisting of the monarchy flag on Hungarian territory; did the Sublime Porte
consent or not to the annexation and, if so, did the Ottomans sought compensation or not;
did Article 52 of the Berlin Treaty also imply the demolition of the Ada-Kaleh citadel and,
if so, did the demolition begun or not; and last, but not least, to whom would the inhabitants
of the island pay their oath of allegiance and taxes. (Thaly 1878) With all the occasional
debates and behind-the-scenes diplomacy, an ambiguous situation lingered until the end of
1918: Ada-Kaleh had both Austrian troops and a Turkish civil administrator who
represented the Turkish state. (Balla 1999: 19) As Emil Lengyel muses, the situation of an
“island floating in the air” was, in a way, to the inhabitants’ benefit:

This was an ideal arrangement for the inhabitants because the tax-collectors of the
river States lacked jurisdiction over them, and it did not pay the High Porte of Turkey
to send a tax-collector all the way. The islanders brought in Turkish tobacco which
they smuggled to their neighbors. So skillfully did they conduct their operations that
for some time it was suspected that they had built a tunnel under the river bed.
(Lengyel 1939: 304)

8  Decision 2147/1967 issued by the Council of Ministers of Romania, and Decree 1008/1967.

“With the aim to reinforce the measures for ensuring the free navigation on the Danube, which is
recognized to be of European interest, the high contracting powers decide that all the fortresses and
fortifications found on the course of the river from the Iron Gates to its mouths shall be razed and no
new ones shall be erected. No warship shall be allowed to navigate downstream the Danube from the
Iron Gates (...)” Article 51. “The execution of the works aimed to remove the obstacles for navigation
caused by the Iron Gates and whirlpools is entrusted to Austria-Hungary (...).” Article 57. (Brunswik
1878: 157, 159) Unless otherwise stated, all translations of the Romanian, Hungarian, and French texts
quoted are by Irina Vainovski-Mihai.
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Following numerous Romanian diplomatic claims “demanding the island of Ada-
Kaleh, which protected the Rumanian river-port of Orsova and the Iron Gates” (Spector
1962: 220), Ada-Kaleh was formally awarded to Romania under the Treaty of Trianon.
Turkey agreed to it in 1923, as part of the Treaty of Lausanne.

The technological progress of the early twentieth century significantly affected the
residents of Ada-Kaleh. A motorboat shuttle to and from the mainland, launched on 26
May 1912, facilitated the transportation of locals and tourists (Balla 1999: 18) in search of
an experience described by travel guides or previous travelers in Orientalist terms: a place
where one is mesmerized by the berries of grapes as big as plums, a place with corridors
“swayed by Egyptian darkness” (“Ada Kale” 1878: 349), with narrow streets,
coffeehouses, and a bazar which sells “Eastern knick-knacks™” (“Ada Kale” 1878: 349), an
island “taken by the Austrians in 1878, with an interesting Turkish colony” to which one
can embark on an “interesting expedition by boat” (Baedeker 1905: 384).

Ada-Kaleh probably inspired the imaginary geography of “The No Man’s Island” in
Jokai Mor’s novel The Man with a Golden Touch (in the original: Az Aranyember, first
published in 1872). Suddenly discovering the scenery of the island, one of the main
characters in the novel stops in admiration: “What he saw before him was a paradise.”
(Jokai 1899: 31). Later, the island was described as “having the real distinction” of being
suspended in time and having a flavor of the East:

The village on the island consists of mud-plastered houses, such as one sees only in
the Near East. At the appointed times the muezzin climbs the minaret of the mosque
and his wailing voice summons the faithful to devotion as if this were the heart of the
distant East. Old gates and neglected moats recall the time when this was a Turkish
stronghold of the Danube. The population of about 500 wears turbans and veils, as if
Mustapha Kemal [Atatlirk] had never lived. (Lengyel 1939: 303)

Conclusion to the Paper and an Open End to the Story

Our study has offered a glimpse on the Muslim presence in Romania in the light of different
historical legacies and of the current visibility in the public sphere. A question which
intrigued us throughout writing this was whether the island of Ada-Kaleh substantially
inherited from the Ottoman legacy and indistinguishably from the Habsburg one. The likely
answer to come to a reader’s mind is a categorical “yes.” Still, we cannot conclude our
study without adding another factor of visibility which will nuance the categorical “yes”
with a halftone: a metanarrative of Paradise Lost.

Ada-Kaleh, the link between the Austro-Hungarian and the Ottoman empires, is
still present in the public sphere more than four decades after its physical disappearance,
submerged by the waters of a reservoir lake. Popular culture, scholarly researches,
exhibitions, documentary and docufiction films keep its name, heritage, and symbolic
narrative alive, dubbing it “The submerged Orient”, “The Paradise lost”, “The lost pearl of
Banat”, and “The island of the soul”. The latter is the title of an exhibition and a series of
events organized by the Museum of the Romanian Peasant between 3 August and 31
October 2012, which, after its launching, was depicted in one of the main journals as more
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than a mere exhibition of photographs. “There were people present who lived on the island,
who were born there, or at least had a brief journey through the Paradise. Because all those
who attended the launching of the exhibition described the Isle of Ada-Kaleh as a
paradise.”®® The article goes on to describe Ada-Kaleh as an island with roses, fig trees,
and cypress, with coffee and Turkish delight, a mosque, a centuries-old fortress, and
tourists strolling around.

The mosque mentioned by most of these narratives was blown up before being
covered by the waters. As for the fortress, part of the structure was moved to the island of
Simian and a governmental decree of 1970 mandated its rebuilding. The project remains
on the wish list of architects and in the metanarratives of Paradise Lost.

References

*** 1878. “Ada Kale”, Vasarnapi ujsag 25, no. 22.

*** 2009. “Refacerea cetatii Ada Kaleh, o intentie de 40 de ani” [The reconstruction of Ada Kaleh island, 40
years of an intention], adevarul.ro, 11 June, available at
http://www.adevarul.ro/life/sanatate/medicina_alternativa/VIDEO-Refacerea-Kaleh-Ada-
intentie 0 59394075.html (accessed on 21 February 2019).

Anghel, Carmen. 2012. “Ada Kaleh. Paradisul pierdut” [Ada Kaleh. The Paradise lost], jurnalul.ro, 18
August, available at http://www.jurnalul.ro/special/ada-kaleh-paradisul-pierdut-621377.htm
(accessed on 21 February 2019).

Baedeker, Karl. 1905. Austria-Hungary: Including Dalmatia and Bosnia; Handbook for Travellers. Leipzig:
Karl Baedeker.

Balla, Tibor. 1999. “Ada-Kaleh szigete osztrak fennhatdsag alatt, 1878-1918” [The Island of Ada-Kaleh under
Austrian Suzerainty, 1878-1918], Turkologischer Anzeiger/Turkology Annual 26, no. 1315.

Brunswik, Benoit. 1878. Le Traité de Berlin annoté et commenté. Paris: Plon.

CCRPL = Comisia Centrala pentru Recensamantul Populatiei si al Locuintelor [The Central Commission of the
Population and Housing Census]. 2012. Comunicat de presa 2 februarie 2012 privind rezultatele provizorii
ale  Recensamdntului Populatiei si Locuintelor [Press Release on the the Provisional Results of the
Population and Housing Census Issued on 2  February 2011], available at
http://www.recensamantromania.ro/wp-
content/uploads/2012/02/Comunicat DATE_PROVIZORII_RPL_2011_.pdf, (accessed 20 February 2019).

Cossuto, Giuseppe. 1996. Il senso d’identita dei turco-tatari di Romania dal 1878 ad oggi [The Sense of
Identity among the Turko-Tatars of Romania since 1878 until Today], Oriente Moderno 3, no. XV
(LXXVI). 113-166.

Decei, Aurel. 1978. “Problema colonizarii turcilor selgiucizi in Dobrogea secolului al XIl1-lea” [The Case of
Colonization of the Seljugid Turks in Thirteenth-century Dobrudja], Decei, Aurel. (ed.), Relatii
romano-orientale. Culegere de studii [Romanian-Eastern Relations. A Collection of Research Papers].
Bucharest: Editura stiintifica si enciclopedica. 169-192.

Gemil, Tasin. 2012. “Peste un mileniu de existenta a populatiei turco-titare pe teritoriul Romaniei” [Over
a Millennium of Existence of the Turko-Tatar Population on the Territory of Romania], Gemil, Tasin.
& Pienaru, Nagy. (eds.), Mostenirea istorica a tatarilor [The Historical Heritage of the Tatars], vol. 2.
Bucharest: Editura Academiei Romane.

Grigore, George. & Omer, Sevghin. 2009. “Phonetic Changes in the Arabic Islamic Names of the Dobrujan
Tatars”. Annals of University of Bucharest Foreign Languages and Literatures, no. LVIII. 49-61.

Grigore, George. & Oprisan, Ana. 2001. “The Muslim Gypsies in Romania”, ISIM Newsletter, no. 8. 32.

10 See the on-line edition: Anghel, Carmen. 2012. “Ada Kaleh. Paradisul pierdut” [Ada Kaleh. The Paradise
lost], jurnalul.ro, 18 August, available at http://www.jurnalul.ro/special/ada-kaleh-paradisul-pierdut-
621377.htm (accessed on 21 February 2019).

245


http://www.adevarul.ro/life/sanatate/medicina_alternativa/VIDEO-Refacerea-Kaleh-Ada-intentie_0_59394075.html
http://www.adevarul.ro/life/sanatate/medicina_alternativa/VIDEO-Refacerea-Kaleh-Ada-intentie_0_59394075.html
http://www.jurnalul.ro/special/ada-kaleh-paradisul-pierdut-621377.htm
http://www.recensamantromania.ro/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Comunicat_DATE_PROVIZORII_RPL_2011_.pdf
http://www.recensamantromania.ro/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Comunicat_DATE_PROVIZORII_RPL_2011_.pdf
http://www.jurnalul.ro/special/ada-kaleh-paradisul-pierdut-621377.htm
http://www.jurnalul.ro/special/ada-kaleh-paradisul-pierdut-621377.htm

IRINA VAINOVSKI-MIHAI. GEORGE GRIGORE

Grigore, George. 1999. “Muslims in Romania”, ISIM Newsletter, no. 3. 34.

Holban, Maria. et al. (eds). 1972. Caldatori strdini despre tarile romdne [Foreign Travelers about the Romanian
Principalities], vol. 4. Bucharest: Editura Stiintifica.

Holban, Maria. et al. (eds). 1980. Calatori strdini despre tarile romdne [Foreign Travelers about the Romanian
Principalities], vol. 7. Bucharest: Editura Stiintifica.

Holban, Maria. et al. (eds). 1997. Calatori strdini despre tarile romdne [Foreign Travelers about the Romanian
Principalities], vol. 9. Bucharest: Editura Stiintifica.

Jokai, Mor. 1899. Az Arany ember [The Golden Man/The Man with a Golden Touch], published as Maurus
Jokai, Timar’s two worlds, translation by Mrs. Hegan Kennard. New York: M. J. Ivers & Co.

Lengyel, Emil. 1939. The Danube. New York: Random House.

Oberlénder-Tarnoveanu, Ernest. 1993. “Un atelier monétaire inconnu de la Horde d’Or sur le Danube: Saq¢y-
Isaccea (Xllle — XIVe siécles)”, Hackens, Tony. & Moucharte, Ghislaine. (eds.), Actes du XI® Congreés
International du Numismatique, vol. 3. Louvain-la-Neuve. 291-304.

Oberlénder-Tarnoveanu, Ernest. 2003. “Inceputurile prezentei tatarilor in zona gurilor Dundrii Tn lumina
documentelor numismatice” [The Beginnings of the Tatar Presence in the Area of the Mouths of the
Danube in the Light of the Numismatic Evidence], Gemil, Tasin. (ed.), Tatarii in istorie si in lume [The
Tatars in History and the World], Bucharest: Editura Kriterion. 67-102.

Pittard, Eugéne. 1912. La Roumanie. Valachie, Moldave, Dobroudja. Paris: Editions Rossard.

Spector, Sherman David. 1962. Rumania at the Paris Peace Conference: A Study of the Diplomacy of loan I.
C. Bratianu. New York: Bookman Associates.

Thaly Kalmén. 1878. Thaly Kalmén interpellatidja Spizza s Uj-Orsova bekebelezése irant. Orszagos ulés
deczember 14, 1878 [Thaly K4lman’s interpellation on Spizza and Uj-Orsova. Parliament meeting of
14 December 1878]. Available at
http://www3.arcanum.hu/onap/pics/a.pdf?v=pdf&a=pdf&p=PDF&id=kn-1878 2/kn-

1878 2%20113&n0=0 (accessed 21 Febuary 2019).

Tutui, Marian. 2010. Ada-kaleh sau Orientul scufundat [Ada-Kaleh or the Submerged Orient]. Bucharest: NOI Media.

Ulkisal, Miistecib. 1966. Dobruca ve Turkler [Dobrudja and the Turks]. Ankara: Tirk Kiltiriini Arastirma.

Vainovski-Mihai, Irina. 2018. “Romania”, Scharbrodt, Oliver. et al. (eds.) Yearbook of Muslims in Europe, vol.
10. Leiden-Boston: Brill. 545-558.

Vainovski-Mihai, Irina. 2017. “Romania”, Racius, Egdunas & Zhelyazkova, Antonina. Islamic Leadership in
the European Lands of the Former Ottoman and Russian Empires. Leiden-Boston: Brill. 162-178.

Véséry, Istvan. 2005. Cumans and Tatars: Oriental Military in the Pre-Ottoman Balkans, 1185-1365.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

246


http://www3.arcanum.hu/onap/pics/a.pdf?v=pdf&a=pdf&p=PDF&id=kn-1878_2/kn-1878_2%20113&no=0
http://www3.arcanum.hu/onap/pics/a.pdf?v=pdf&a=pdf&p=PDF&id=kn-1878_2/kn-1878_2%20113&no=0

I11: BOOK REVIEWS






Luca D’Anna. 2017. Italiano, siciliano e arabo in contatto. Profilo sociolinguistico
della comunita tunisina di Mazara del Vallo. Centro di Studi Filologici e Linguistici
siciliani, Palermo. 160 p. ISBN : 978-88-96312-78-0.
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In his introduction to Italiano, siciliano e arabo in contatto. Profilo sociolinguistico della
comunita tunisina di Mazara del Vallo (ltalian, Sicilian, and Arabic in contact. A
sociolinguistic profile of the Tunisian community of Mazara del Vallo), D’ Anna claims
that, although literature on language contact in Arab diaspora in the last decades has
devoted a great deal of attention to the Arab-speaking communities in Europe and the U.S.,
Italy has been surprisingly neglected. The book represents a successful attempt to fill this
gap as it provides an interesting case study of the Tunisians of Mazara del Vallo (Sicily),
the oldest Arabic-speaking community in Italy. The main thrust is to shed light on the
salient features and dynamics of this particular language contact setting, with the aim of
outlining the complex sociolinguistic profile of the community involved. The author’s
point of departure in the analysis of data, most of which are drawn from sociolinguistic
fieldwork, is the use of an approach combining issues from contact linguistics,
sociolinguistics, and dialectology.

The book consists of five chapters, the first of which, “Mazara del Vallo, un citta di
confine” (Mazara del Vallo: a border town), has an introductory character and aims, firstly,
at setting out the theoretical-methodological framework of the study, and secondly, at
placing the work in the wider context of previous research. After providing a brief but
precise sketch of the historical and geographical background of Mazara del Vallo, the
author reviews the-state-of-the-art literature, and then goes on to outline the research
design, methods and methodology. Here, one aspect is particularly notable: the use of the
Libyan Arabic of Tripoli as the language of the interview, which reflects the author’s
background as well as his scientific interest in Arabic (socio)linguistics and dialectology.
Chapter 2 “La comunita tunisina di Mazara del Vallo” (The Tunisian community of Mazara
del Vallo) gives an overview of the Tunisians migration process to Mazara del Vallo, from
its origins to the current trends, by drawing attention to the historical framework, the socio-
economic dynamics, and the geographic and demographic context(s). In retracing the most
salient steps of the “unhappy return”® of the Tunisians to Mazara del Vallo, the author
points out the factors triggering migration between the two poles: Tunisia, on one side, in

1 In Cusumano’s words, see Cusumano (1976).
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the midst of the decolonization process, and Sicily, on the other side, in a situation of
“dramatic contradiction” (p. 23) due to the economic boom. The nature and origin of the
migratory project emerge clearly: the availability of jobs in the fishing sector, coupled with
the proximity between the two shores. The chapter then focuses on the role of the Tunisians
within the whole community of Mazara del Vallo, describing their geographical origin and
composition, the incidence on the population, and the dynamics of settlement—uwhich revolves
around the Kasbah, a symbol of their ethnolinguistic identity. Furthermore, D’ Anna compares
their specific experience with some current trends in migration. Two key points are highlighted
and then addressed throughout the book: (1) the importance of considering the character of the
Tunisian migration to Mazara del Vallo as ‘transnational’ rather than ‘diasporic’?; and (2) the
polycentric nature of the Tunisian community, which projects Mazara del Vallo into the
perspective of future trajectories, both internal and international.

Chapter 3 “Profilo sociolinguistico della comunita tunisina” (A sociolinguistic
profile of the Tunisian speech community) draws the sociolinguistic profile of the Tunisian
community of Mazara del Vallo, beginning with the description of the multilayered and
complex nature of its linguistic repertoire. For each language, the author defines the role,
function and distribution within the repertoire, and highlights the speaker’s competence
and perception as well. Core and peripheral languages are explored through an
intergenerational comparison, in addition to being approached from a language-contact
perspective. Exemplary in this respect is the case of the Tunisian, of which the author
describes, on one hand, the phenomena of language attrition from an intergenerational
viewpoint, and, on the other hand, the phases of its evolution from an inter/intra-dialectal
perspective based on Trudgill’s model (Trudgill 2004). Similarly, D’Anna interestingly
shows that French occupies a peculiar cross-generational place in the community in that it
is regarded as a language of prestige, also employed as a bridging language by first-
generation speakers, and, at the same time, it is perceived to some extent as a distinctive
feature of the repertoire of the Tunisians (of Mazara del VVallo) by the younger generations.
The second part of the chapter is devoted to some aspects related to the diasporic,
transnational dimension of the migration experience. After discussing the strategies of
intergenerational L1 transmission and the L2 acquisition models, and after touching briefly
on the role that the ‘dormant’ Sicilian plays intergenerationally, the author dwells on some
peculiarities of the community, where, for instance, the Arab school—a contradictory
attempt of the first-generation immigrants to preserve their ethnic and linguistic identity
driven by “the illusion of return” (p. 75)—is a case in point. Finally, the chapter analyses
the current sociolinguistic situation of Tunisians in Mazara del Vallo as a whole. In this
regard, by taking into account the Blommaert (2010) theory of “sociolinguistics of
globalization”, D’Anna stresses that, despite the community is characterized, besides a
second-generation of “semi-speakers™, by ‘truncated repertoires’*, a striking fact emerges,
becoming its distinctive feature: the maintenance of (Tunisian) Arabic beyond the second-
generation speakers, in contrast with the language shift observed in most diasporic

Following Schiller et al. (1992: 1-2).
8 Dorian (1982: 26).
4 See Blommaert (2010).
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communities (see Canagarajah 2008). In this framework, the ethnolinguistic vitality of the
group plays a part.

In Chapter 4, “Italiano, siciliano e arabo in contatto” (Italian, Sicilian, and Arabic in
contact), D’Anna provides an account of the linguistic outcomes resulting from the
prolonged, intensive contact between Italian, Sicilian and (Tunisian) Arabic, with particular
emphasis on interference, borrowing, morphological hybrids, and code-switching. The key
point in describing the nature and scope of the examined phenomena is, once again, the
intergenerational comparison. In fact, the difference in the degree of input exposure—in
addition to the type and nature of the input itself—between the two generations of Tunisians
is considered as one of the main factors affecting the direction of interference, where L1 to
L2 transfer prevails in first-generation speakers, while “a two-way route” (p. 82) influence
is observed mostly among young people. Interference is scrutinized at all levels of
language, from phonetic attrition and loss to morphological reanalysis, including an
original survey of the less investigated morphosyntactic dimension. In this regard, the
author presents an interesting analysis of the impact of the fundamental typological
differences between Italian-Sicilian and (Tunisian) Arabic on morphosyntactic processing,
placing emphasis on those concerning the tense-aspect systems. The treatment of the
transfer in subordinate clauses in first-generation speakers is particularly noteworthy. The
chapter goes on to examine lexical and phraseological interference, by analyzing lexical
borrowings from Italian and Sicilian, morphological hybrids reflecting the Tunisian-
Sicilian contact®, and “ad hoc calques” such as the idiosyncratic use of the adverb Say (<
Classical Arabic say” ‘(no)thing’) as filler like the Italian “(¢) niente” (pp. 100-101). Based
on Myers-Scotton’s Matrix Language Frame Model®, the chapter concludes with an in-
depth study of code-switching which lays stress on both formal and functional aspects.
Taking into consideration the three different levels outlined by Alfonzetti (2012: 51),
D’ Anna explores the distribution across generations of code-switching, and points out that
inter-sentential and tag code-switching occur more frequently among first-generation
speakers, while intra-sentential code-switching alongside composite Matrix Language’ is
more widespread among the young. Finally, the functional analysis dwells on the
sociolinguistic motivations behind code-switching, and therefore identifies the
communicative functions achieved, such as the ludic, playful one.

The last chapter “Lingue e identita” (Languages and identity) addresses some issues
related to the interplay between language and identity, especially regarding the role of
prestige in language choice, and the speaker’s attitude towards: the ethnic language; the
varieties of the repertoire; and the high and low varieties, from the perspective of both
diglossia and dilalia®. Overall, two trends are seen. First, concerning the connection
between language attitudes and language ideology, D’ Anna finds that, despite its relatively
high degree of preservation, the ethnic language (viz. Tunisian Arabic) is not considered

5 Here, D’ Anna interestingly gives an example of morpheme induction by making a parallelism between

the Sicilian diminutive suffix -add(r)u attached to Arabic names used by young Tunisians, and the
diminutive suffix —€l resulting from the Romance-Arabic contact dating back to the Arab-Islamic
conquest of the Iberian Peninsula (see Corriente 2013: 60).

6 See Myers-Scotton (1993), and the revised version in Myers-Scotton (2002).

7 See Jake and Myers-Scotton (2002).

8  See Berruto (1987).
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or at least perceived as the most important factor in shaping and preserving the Tunisian
identity, which has a complex and composite nature. Second, with respect to the languages
of the repertoire, he observes that a pragmatic, utilitarian attitude prevails over ideology.
In fact, due to the need for greater integration in the host country, speakers tend to prefer
Italian (the national language and prestige variety) and Tunisian (mostly used for intra-
community communication) to Classical Arabic and Sicilian, being the former
diaphasically and diamesically restricted—to formal and written domain, respectively, and
the latter limited diatopically. The chapter ends with a case study on polylanguaging®
among young speakers, with a focus on the creative use of the dialectal components of the
repertoire. In particular, the author highlights the functions® performed by Sicilian and
Tunisian in the specific context of social media.

To conclude, with this book D’Anna adds a new tile to the mosaic of studies on
language contact in Arab-speaking communities of diaspora. The main strength of the work
lies in the fact that the description, analysis, and interpretation of the phenomena are
achieved by bringing together their local dimension with the global character of the issues,
models, and perspectives considered. Also, evidences are foregrounded by a large amount
of examples, which, in addition to put the speakers’ viewpoint center stage, are crucial in
understanding the facets and dynamics of a diasporic/transnational, multilingual, and
diglossic community, such as the one in this study. Because of the richness of fieldwork
data, and the combination of different approaches and methods, this book will prove of
interest to scholars and researchers of contact linguistics, sociolinguistics, and dialectology,
particularly to those who focus on the Arabic and broader Semitic context.
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The concise yet comprehensive treatise of the VI"/XII™" century grammarian Ibn al-> Anbari
titled Mizan al-‘arabiyya is presented by Arik Sadan and Almog Kasher in an edition
headed by a series of introductory chapters designed to help the reader contextualize the
text in different respects relevant for both an external and an internal approach and thus
ranging from the life, academic affiliations and works of the author to a number of matters
having to do with the method and principles he adhered to in writing the treatise. The first
chapter, “Ibn al-’Anbari and his Mizan al-‘arabiyya” (pp. 1-8), begins with a brief
presentation of the main biographical data concerning the author, including the names and
scientific background of his teachers and the disciplines he studied under their guidance,
then it goes on to mention the works he is known for and the data about them available in
pre-modern and modern sources. The manuscripts on which this edition is based (one at
the British Library and the other at Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya) are presented in a detailed
manner, and by the end of the chapter we are already introduced to the main topic
approached in the following one — the relationship between Mizan al-°arabiyya and another
treatise of lbn al-’ Anbari, 'Asrar al- “arabiyya, singled out by the similarities it shares with
Mizan (in this context, it is pointed to the significant fact that one copyist goes so far as to
deem it a Sarh of Mizan, an idea refuted by the editors, who argue instead that there is an
overarching explanation that can shed light on what both unites the two treatises and sets
them apart, namely that, while sharing a great deal of material, Mizan is mainly
pedagogically oriented, while "Asrar has a predominantly theoretical orientation).

The chapter “Mizan al-‘arabiyya and 'Asrar al- “arabiyya” (pp. 9-34), in which the
contention of the editors about the two treatises is illustrated at length, is divided into nine
subchapters dealing with particular aspects of the problem at hand. They adopt as a starting
point in their analysis the classification of “linguistic causes™ (“ilal) that is to be found in
Al-Idap fi “ilal an-nahw by az-Zaggagt (IVI"/X™ century), according to which there are three
types of causes, each of them belonging to a different level of sophistication and complexity
in the discourse on language: ‘ilal ta‘limiyya (“didactic causes™), Silal gqiyasiyya
(“analogous causes”), “ilal gadaliyya nazariyya (“dialectic and speculative causes”). As a
practical illustration of how Ibn al-’ AnbarT navigates between these types of causes in his
two treatises, we are presented with their respective chapters on ’inna and its “sisters”
arranged in two parallel columns (pp.10-16), followed by a commentary emphasizing the
alignment of each of the two chapters with the general level of the treatise that contains it



OVIDIU PIETRAREANU

and highlighting concrete examples of this alignment: basic information like, for example,
the listing of the six particles making up the category is extant in Mizan but absent from
"Asrar (which means that such knowledge is assumed to have been previously acquired by
the readership of such a treatise), where the question of why these particles work as
operators is tackled from the beginning, etc. (pp. 16-17). This introductory part is followed
by the aforementioned nine subchapters, each of which approaches a particular set of
distinctions between the two treatises. The first subchapter, “Rules, Lists and Illustrations”
(pp. 18-19), points to other situations where lists of specific words, rules governing their
use and examples meant to illustrate them are more consistently and more systematically
used in Mizan, whereas their occurrence in ‘Asrar is dictated mainly by the necessities of
discussing different theoretical aspects. In “Discussions of ‘amal” (pp. 19-22), the editors
bring forth cases in which matters pertaining to government are mostly avoided in Mizan
while featuring very prominently in ‘Asrar, where there are even some instances of
confronting divergent positions embraced by different grammarians or by the Basran and
Kifan schools. The avoidance of this kind of topic in Mizan is, in the editors’ view, to be
correlated with the rather modest pedagogical value of such discussions, stemming from
their complexity and intricacy. The subchapter “High Order Theoretical Discussions” (pp.
22-25) further clarifies, by adducing concrete examples, how Mizan favors an approach
based on tackling first-level, i.e. “didactic”, linguistic causes, unlike 'Asrar, which covers
the second and third levels (it is also stated that Ibn al-’ AnbarT sometimes refrains from
approachable within a first-level discussion, which suggests he may endorse a somewhat
more restrictive understanding of the area covered by first-level causes than az-Zaggagi
himself). At the same time, the subchapter presents some inroads made by Mizan into the
higher levels, including explanations involving the use of the method known as taqdir, i.e.
the reconstruction of “underlying”, generally more expanded structures meant to explain
the actual ones. The subchapters “Topics Dealt with in ’Asrar but not in Mizan” and
“Topics Dealt with in Mizan but not in "Asrar” (pp. 25-27), which mention, as the titles
themselves clearly indicate, information that is to be found in only one treatise to the
exclusion of the other, reveal that each one of such cases seems to reflect the concern, or
the lack thereof, for pedagogical relevance (if, for instance, there are elements included in
Mizan and omitted from ’Asrar, the apparent reason for such a choice is that they do not
entail lengthy theoretical digressions). The same concern appears to be at work when it
comes to dealing with definitions, which (as it is shown in the subchapter bearing the very
same name — “Definitions”, pp. 27-28) are generally included in ’4srar (where one can
even find different opinions on the proper way to define a certain concept) and, while not
being totally absent from Mizan either, in the case of parts of speech are omitted in favor
of mentioning the sets of markers by means of which they are to be identified. In “Division
into Chapters” (pp. 28-31), the editors state that the two treatises divide their matter into
chapters in a generally similar way, and yet there are discrepancies (on which the
subchapter is understandably focused) that are again explained by the different goals that
they seek to achieve: if, for example, the dual and the sound masculine plural are included
in the same chapter in ’Asrar, it is for the sake of a detailed discussion based on their
common morphological features, whereas placing both the subject and the predicate of the
nominal sentence in one chapter in Mizan is explained by the fact that they are more easily
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described and exemplified together. The subchapter “Contradictions” (pp. 31-34) lists a
series of discrepancies between the two treatises, that are not ascribed by the authors to
pedagogical motivations or the lack thereof (in one case, where Ibn al-’ Anbari espouses
the Kafan view about whether it is admissible for the predicate of laysa to be preposed to
it in ’Asrar and the Basran view about the same question in Mizan, such a possibility is
indeed mentioned, only to be refuted). Lastly, the ninth and very short subchapter
“Pedagogical Tools Presented in 'Asrar but not in Mizan” (p. 34) signals two cases where
"Asrar, and not Mizan, provides the reader with practical means of learning (a test for
differentiating between hamzat al-wasl and hamzat al-gas® and a mnemonic phrase).

These observations amply contribute to enhance the reader’s awareness of the type
of work he is faced with; the systematic and, at the same time, nuanced and balanced
highlighting of the pedagogical and practical ends pursued by Ibn al-> AnbarT in this treatise
helps one fully realize its significance as a valuable source for the study of pre-modern
Arabic grammatical thought from this particular angle that the editors are focusing on.

The text of the treatise itself (pp. 37-108) is made up of relatively small chapters; as
it is stated in the “Principles of the Edition” (pp. 35-36), vocalization is used for examples,
Qur’anic quotations and poetic verses, and the orthography is brought closer to
contemporary norms and usages. One can also add that, except for the marks used for
indicating the siras and numbers of Qur’aniC verses, the meters of poetic verses and
conjectural additions, signaled as such in the “Principles”, and the full stops used at the end
of chapters, no modern punctuation is added to the text. The technical apparatus contains
notes mainly signaling differences between the two manuscripts used for the edition, in
addition to references provided for the poetic verses and conjectures, formulated in Arabic,
about the form of the text wherever there appears to be an intervention at the hands of the
copyists. The book ends with a bibliography containing primary and secondary sources,
followed by two indexes of Qur’anic and, respectively, poetic verses.
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Une reconstitution chronologique inédite, ou Hela OQuardi oppose aux mémoires
idéologisées le portrait d’'un homme rendu a son historicité et a sa dimension tragique est
la phrase par laquelle I’éditeur frangais introduit ce livre surprenant par son contenu et
I’approche analytique d’un sujet trés délicat. Dés le début, il faut préciser que le lecteur se
trouve en face d’une investigation historique poursuite avec les méthodes spécifiques du
domaine et que seul le titre peut nous tromper et faire penser a une prose historique
littérarisée. Les derniers jours du prophéte de I’islam sur la terre réveillent une série de
guestions que Hela Ouardi étale devant le lecteur sur le fond des confusions et des silences
de la Tradition islamique classique « si bavarde d’habitude » (p. 14) qu’elle analyse avec
minutie. Un véritable «trou noir », c’est ainsi que Hela Ouardi décrit la Tradition
questionnée a 1’égard des derniers temps de Muhammad.

Plusieurs idées doivent étre mises en évidence pour bien comprendre la démarche de
I’historienne tunisienne. Le livre s’inscrit dans le débat assez ample sur la nécessaire
réforme esthétique de I’islam qui regarde en premier lieu la représentation, tous sens
compris, du prophete : « Le probléme des musulmans n’est-il pas que leur Prophete est
devenu un homme sans ombre, un étre déshumanisé, écarté de I’Histoire et de la
représentation ? Et si la réforme de I’islam devait étre non pas théologique mais
esthétique ? » (p. 17). Ensuite, c’est la question trés épineuse des sources que I’historienne
met en relief : la postérité de plus d’un siecle aux événements dont elles se font témoin et,
surtout, leur variété déconcertante sur le méme sujet ou situation. Le volume des sources
gue Hela Ouardi a consulté est vraiment impressionnant — Traditions sunnites et shiites,
traités de 1’historiographie de I’islam classique, mais aussi des sources appartenant a
I’espace chrétien plus au moins contemporaines aux évenements. L’autrice fait, par
conséquence, une option comparatiste, tout en essayant de trouver la vérité historique par
la confrontation des sources différentes, méme antagonistes : « Certains détails (parfois
sordides), aujourd’hui passés sous silence, n’ont visiblement pas subi d’arrangement, ce
qui serait la preuve de leur haut degré d’authenticité. La fiabilité de telles informations se
trouve confirmée par une étonnante convergence entre les sources sunnites et shiites
réputées antagonistes. C’est précisément dans ces lieux de convergence qu’on se sent étre
au plus prés d’un noyau de vérité historique » (p. 21).

Une panoplie de personnages historiques prend vie dans les pages du livre et, de
temps en temps, leur jeu est arrété par le metteur en scéne qui intervient par des didascalies
élaborées destinées a faire plus de lumiére dans leurs gesta parfois insensés. C’est la
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sensation que j’ai eue a la fin de la lecture. Les didascalies sont vitales pour comprendre la
nébuleuse du va et viens des personnages de I’entourage prophétique et surtout de leurs
intéréts spécifiques. L’agitation autour du prophéte gravit dés le moment ou il devient clair
que la fin de ’homme Muhammad approche : compagnons, commandants militaires,
épouses se frottent les uns aux autres, se disputent I’amour du prophéte et, sur le chemin,
ils sont capables a quoi que ce soit (méme a I’invention des versets coraniques qu’ils
auraient retenus en bons compagnons du prophéte). Le groupe des hypocrites (al-
mundfiqina) dont on ne parvient pas a en savoir la composition, mais qu’on soupgonne
toujours Abt Bakr et ‘Umar d’en faire partie, commence a contester plus ou moins
ouvertement les décisions du prophéte. L’expédition de Tabilk, le dernier fait militaire de
Muhammad, est vivement contesté par ses collaborateurs les plus proches et, selon les
sources, représente un vrai échec, sinon la dimension commerciale qui a pris le dessus et a
apporté une autre sorte de satisfaction aux troupes musulmanes (p. 31). L’esprit de querelle
et contestation qui traverse les rangs des Compagnons se matérialise dans la conjuration
d’al-‘Aqgaba évoquée, dans une parfaite coordination, par les sources sunnites et shiites
comme « la tentative d’assassinat d’al-‘Aqaba » qui vise le prophéte (p. 34). Les sources
sont imprécises quant aux conspirateurs, mais on soupconne de nouveau les proches du
prophete — « des hypocrites parmi les Compagnons ». Aprés le pélerinage d’adieu et le
discours fait a la Mecque, tout le monde comprit qu’il ne lui reste que trés peu a vivre, ce
qui a exacerbé les disputes et les plans de succession. Pas de surprise, donc, qu’on lui fait
subir une deuxiéme tentative d’assassinat sur le chemin du retour a la Médine (p. 56-61).
Le tableau des derniers jours du prophéte dont les sources (traditions sunnites et shiites a
la fois) se font I’écho est celui d’un prisonnier malade attentivement censuré par I’acerbe
Aicha qui bloque I’acces a son mari de tous les ennemis, pour mieux dire, ses ennemis (p.
65). La maladie de Muhammad est simultanée de la menace politico-religieuse représentée
par les faux prophetes (Musaylima et Tulayha) qui sont incité par la gloire de Muhammad
et encouragés par son agonie (76-77). 1l semble que la « recette de Muhammad est reprise
par d’autres chefs de tribus » qui espérent le méme succes. D’ailleurs, les sources retiennent
la correspondance entre le prophéte de 1’islam et Musaylima, 1’un de ses imitateurs le plus
influent dans la Péninsule (p. 80-81).

D’un trés fort dramatisme est la scéne du testament ot 1’on voit le prophéte boycotté
par ses proches dans la tentative d’écrire ses derniéres recommandations : « Je vais rédiger
pour vous un document qui vous préservera de 1’égarement pour 1’éternité » (p. 130) et
demande de lui apporter une omoplate et un encrier (katif wa dawar). « Les sources sont
unanimes pour affirmer que le prophéte au moment ou il s’appréte a dicter —ou a écrire lui-
méme — un testament, se heurte au refus des siens » (p. 131). Un personnage prend contour
au milieu de cette scene honteuse — il s’agit de ‘Umar ibn al-Hattab qui fait du tout pour
empécher le prophéte d’écrire ses derniéres volontés : galabahu I-waga ‘u (la douleur lui a
fait dessus), dit ‘Umar en guise de motivation pour son refus. Le portrait de ‘Umar ibn al-
Hattab est celui d’'un homme rude, violent, trés misogyne, mais aussi tres craint par les
autres. Il semble étre I’homme fort de Médine qui impose sans difficulté la candidature de
son ami Abii Bakr en successeur du prophéte. Le prophéte, victime d’un acte manqué,
conscient des pressions faites par ‘Umar, montre ouvertement son hostilité envers son
Compagnon. Il ne lui permet de conduire la priére et devient furieux chaque fois que ‘Umar
entre dans sa chambre. Certaines sources sunnites que Hela Ouardi crédite de plus crédibles
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que d’autres notent que le prophéte est, en effet, totalement désintéressé de la succession a
la priére — parce qu’il considére la révélation achevée et transmise. Ainsi, Muhammad
semble-t-il plus préoccupé par la transmission du Message (ballagtu) que par le succes de
sa réception : il est d’ailleurs trés sceptique a 1’égard du futur de la communauté et
surtout de son unité (p. 181).

Le livre de Hela Ouardi qui récupére aussi I’image du prophéte de quelques dizaines
de sources chrétiennes contemporaines aux événements analysés est un instrument
précieux pour les historiens, mais surtout une démarche analytique profonde qui étudie
avec les outils de I’historien moderne une période d’une importance capitale pour 1’islam
et de permanente inspiration pour les courants de pensée de la culture islamique.
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