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I dedicate this work on my mother tongue to my first teachers, my loving late parents. I also
dedicate it to my wife, to the following generations, my children and grandchildren, as well as
to all Palestinians in particular and Arabs in general living outside their homelands.

FOREWORD

The purpose of this textbook is to provide a collection of texts and a plethora of exercises
(over five hundred) on the Palestinian dialect of Kufir Yasif, a village situated twelve
kilometres northeast of the coastal city of Acre in western Galilee. The text is intended for
teachers, dialectologists and advanced students of Arabic dialectology as well as all people
interested in spoken and written Arabic and particularly Palestinians living outside their
homeland. The textbook consists of four main parts. The first part opens with various groups
of similar words in pairs or more for training in Arabic phonetics with particular emphasis on
the gutturals and the emphatics. It is useful and important for students to make an effort from
the very beginning to differentiate the pronunciation between Arabic words whose meanings
in English are, for example: ‘he fried’ and ‘above, he went up’; ‘a maternal uncle’ and ‘a
situation’; ‘a tree’ and ‘a carrot’; ‘figs’ and ‘mud’; ‘he cut’, ‘he pressed’ and ‘he felt’; ‘a
female cat’ and ‘my breast’, and ‘he shaved’ and ‘he created’. Correct and clear
pronunciation, as far as possible, is a necessary step on the path to successful learning of a
living language such as Arabic, which is a phonetic language. Unfortunately, Arabs in general
are indulgent with foreigners, allowing erroneous pronunciations of their dialects in general
and of Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) in particular.

The second part of the textbook consists of representative samples of verbs and adjectives
from the dialect of Kufir Yasif. The various groups of trilateral verbs, strong and weak, as
well as quadrilaterals and quinqueliterals and their conjugations present one of the most
serious obstacles to learning Arabic as a whole. Over three thousand verbs and over two
thousand adjectives accompanied by conjugations are offered in these pages. It is an open
secret that numerous verbs used in both written Arabic and spoken Arabic have different
meanings and usages. Two examples will suffice here. The verb gatala in literary Arabic
means ‘to kill’, whereas in colloquial Arabic °atal means ‘to beat, spank’. Hakim in literary
Arabic means ‘wise man, philosopher’, whereas in spoken Arabic it means ‘physician,
medical doctor’. Two examples of the difference between the dialect of Kufir Yasif and those
of several other villages and towns in Israel and Palestine are in order here as well. The words
issa (‘now’) and baddi (‘I want’) are used in Kufir Yasif, whereas in other places, such as
Jerusalem and the Triangle, we find halla’, hassa, hassa<yyat (and other terms) and biddi. A
few exercises conclude this part.

The book’s third part includes fifty eight texts of different lengths, including stories, a play,
anecdotes, a memoir of my father, and one hundred and fifty six proverbs. I have written
these texts, which deal mainly with aspects related to village life in Kufir Yasif. Short and
relatively simple texts are given first followed by longer and more advanced and difficult
ones. All are given in Latin transliteration. In the transliteration readers will notice that the
vowels [i] and [e] as well as [u] and [o] are allophones and may be used as substitutes for one
another.

As a rule, the texts present the dialect of Kufir Yasif as preserved in my memory and life
experiences. Yet memory alone is not enough. I was born in Kufir Yasif in 1944, studied in its
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elementary and secondary schools and lived there for my first nineteen years. Thus, the
dialect of Kufir Yasif is my mother tongue. During the academic year 1967-68, I served as a
teacher of Arabic, Hebrew and English in Kufir Yasif’s secondary school where Arab students
from over forty villages and towns came to study. Although I have taught other dialects, in
particular the Jerusalemite dialect, I have always done my utmost to preserve the Kufir Yasif
dialect: I have taught it to my wife and our children and grandchildren, and it has become the
alternate vernacular in our family. I am proud of this achievement, especially given that I
have been living in the Palestinian diaspora for more than three decades. Although after the
age of nineteen [ have lived geographically far away from Kufir Yasif - first in Jerusalem,
then in Berlin and finally in Finland - my connection with my birthplace and home country
have continued apace. Our family has visited the Holy Land on a near-annual basis. We also
stay in touch with relatives and friends through modern technology such as Skype, e mail and
WhatsApp; we listen to broadcasts from Nazareth; and we stay up-to-date via electronic
papers. In sum, my active knowledge of my mother tongue has grown and been enriched over
time. Today Arabic is often heard even here in Finland, especially after the recent waves of
immigration from Iraq and Syria. Everyone usually keeps his own dialect in conversations,
while learning new words and usages from one another.

One characteristic feature of my idiolect as well as the idiolects of members of the same age
and older is the absence of Hebrew loan words and expressions. Today the overwhelming
Hebrew elements in the Arabic of Kufir Yasif as well as in other areas of the Green Line (the
[pre-]1967 border or the 1949 Armistice border) make up one of my dialect’s central traits.
Here, unusual or difficult words and expressions included in the texts are explained in
footnotes in English. An attempt is made to give the English equivalent for the original
Arabic, and in several cases the literary meaning is also given. Several exercises follow each
text.

In the year 2022 Kufir Yasif is an Arab village of more than ten thousand inhabitants, among
whom are Christians, Muslims and Druze (in 1877 the number was 500 inhabitants: 300
Christians, 150 Muslims and 50 Druze, whereas in 1922 the number was 870: 665 Christians,
172 Muslims, and 33 Druze). I prepared some of this material many decades ago in Jerusalem
and used it for teaching the spoken Arabic of Galilee to students of various nationalities from
around the world.

The fourth part of the textbook includes more than fifty examples of rhymed popular poetry,
some of which deal with occasions of joy and some with occasions of sorrow. These texts and
others are given in the Arabic script in which they were written or published several decades
ago. The few remaining texts, namely those in popular poetry, were authored by other
inhabitants of Kufir Yasif who are indicated with each piece.

No modifications have been made with regard to the texts that appear in Arabic script. Words
and expressions deemed to be unusual and difficult have been explained in footnotes in MSA.
It is obvious that, to some extent, written Arabic and spoken Arabic co-exist and affect each
other. Thanks to modern cultural and educational diffusion, technology and globalisation, the
gap between literary Arabic and colloquial Arabic continues to diminish. There is thus an
urgent need to record, transliterate and investigate this rich and authentic linguistic heritage
before it is lost. The textbook ends with four articles I have written on various aspects of
Kufir Yasif’s dialect and published in 1983, 1995, 2020, and 2021 respectively. The first two
are in English whereas the third and fourth are in MSA.

5



It should be noted that spoken Arabic in its endless dialects - and the mother tongue of more
than four hundred and twenty million people - appears in columns in many daily newspapers
and periodicals as well as in the various social communication media and in comments in
electronic articles. It is not unusual to find some of these texts in Hebrew script.

The main three criteria for dividing Arabic dialects into groups are geographical, social and
communal. This important manifestation of Arabic is reflected in the two main forms of
language: prose and poetry. This poetry, called al-si# al-sa<bT (popular poetry), is flourishing
in the Arab world in various degrees and is enthusiastically welcomed by all native speakers
of Arabic. This is no great surprise because Arabic culture is mainly a verbal one. On happy
occasions, such as weddings, and on sad ones, such as funerals, one can hear samples of this
rich, lively and verbal folklore, which speaks straight to the minds and hearts of all native
speakers. Needless to say, it differs from the daily spoken language, which is employed
mainly as a tool of communication.

In writing poetry, language is far from being just a tool; it is a special kind of energy and a
substantial part of the dynamics of creativity and originality. In fact, the usage of language,
any living language, as a tool of communication is the lowest level of mastery. On the other
hand, at its highest level a language is an organic part of national identity, tradition, a way of
being and a philosophy of life.

It is an established fact that MSA plays its own significant role throughout the Arab world as
the language of written culture in which literature, the sciences, school textbooks and
newspapers are written. MSA 1is also heard on radio and television news, as well as in formal
speeches and religious preaching in mosques and churches. On the other hand, spoken Arabic
is the usual daily tool of communication and often creeps into different literary works,
especially in dialogues. Some plays have been written completely in spoken Arabic, such as
Bethun by the Palestinian writer Tawfiq M<ammar (1914-1988) and al/-Bahlawan by the
Egyptian writer Yasuf Idris (1927-1991). Spoken Arabic, as a rule, is used in movies and
caricatures, and it enriches many aspects of the written language. In some Arab countries and
particularly in Lebanon, spoken Arabic is utilised in political, social and cultural discussions
onTV.

Along with MSA and spoken Arabic, the third significant type of Modern Arabic is the so-
called educated Arabic or common Arabic or lughatu baina bain. This manifestation of
Arabic, which is neither written nor spoken in the ordinary sense, functions as the tool of
communication and thinking among educated Arabs on formal occasions and is the tool of
understanding among native speakers of different Arabic dialects, such as the Moroccan
dialect in general, among the western Arabic idioms and the Palestinian vernacular among the
eastern dialects. A specific modern Arabic dialect is the mother tongue of every Arab in which
that individual feels and thinks, and it is connected in a complicated and subconscious
manner with MSA, which a person acquires systematically at school from the age of six until
the end of secondary school, as well as by reading and listening.

Generally, a student of any language, whether the language be alive or dead, needs reliable
grammar books, dictionaries and texts. Texts are essential because they provide examples of
grammar and vocabulary. Original and authentic texts are the foundation of grammar and
vocabulary.

There still seems to be a remarkable paucity of Palestinian Arabic texts in general for students
and scholars, in particular in Kufir Yasif’s dialect. As far as I know, this textbook is the first
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of its kind. Reading, speaking, understanding, thinking and writing are essential steps and
conditions for a profound acquisition of living languages and dialects. A comprehensive
bibliography on Palestinian dialects will be found at the end of the book.

It is my duty and pleasure to extend my sincere thanks to my fellows and friends for their
contribution. Professor Heikki Palva wrote the preface. Dr. Glenda Goss and Mr. <Atif
Khreish worked assiduously to improve my English and assisted me in finding the closest
English equivalents to many Arabic idioms and proverbs. Dr. Ulrich Seeger reviewed the
German bibliography and turned my attention to some errors. As for the beginning of the
fourth part, I extend my gratitude to those who helped me with regard to the poetic Arabic
texts. Needless to say all remaining errors are mine alone.

PREFACE

Until the present day, in textbooks of Spoken Arabic the dialect of the dominant population of
the capital cities has, admittedly with good reason, been taken as the norm. Thus, for
example, Palestinian Arabic is represented by the dialect spoken in Jerusalem (Frank A. Rice
& Majed F. Said, Jerusalem Arabic, 1953; Moshe Piamenta, Dabber ‘Arvit, 1968), Syrian
Arabic by the dialect of Damascus (Jean Cantineau & Youssef Helbaoui, Manuel élémentaire
d’arabe oriental (Parler de Damas), 1953; Charles Ferguson & Moukhtar Ani a.o., Damascus
Arabic, 1961), and Moroccan Arabic by that of Rabat (Francisco Moscoso Garcia, Curso de
Arabe Marroqui, 2006). Sometimes a greater area is comprised, e.g., Jean Kassab, Manuel du
parler arabe moderne au Moyen-Orient, 1970; T. F. Mitchell, An Introduction to Egyptian
Colloquial Arabic, 1956; Frank A. Rice & Majed F. Said, Eastern Arabic. An Introduction to
the Spoken Arabic of Palestine, Syria and Lebanon, 1960; Clive Holes, Colloquial Arabic of
the Gulf and Saudi Arabia, 1984.

As to the dialects of smaller towns and villages as well as those spoken by Bedouin tribes,
lots of descriptions have been published. Thus, in the Galilee, a systematic description of the
dialect(s) spoken in Nazareth was in 2000 published as a Ph.D. dissertation at Haifa
University. For Kufir Yasif, the village now concerned, four articles that deal with various
linguistic aspects have been published (Bassal 2008, Shehadeh 1983, 1995a, 2020a). Yet only
one sample of three pages has been included in these studies (Bassal 2008, Shehadeh
2016/2017).

However, to my knowledge no textbooks of Arabic spoken in smaller towns and villages have
been published so far. Thus, Shehadeh’s textbook can with good reason be characterized as a
pioneering work. But one may actually wonder in whose interest it is to learn to speak the
dialect of a village with just ten thousand inhabitants, instead of some more well-known
urban one. In this particular case this is, however, absolutely no problem: a speaker of the
Kufir Yasif dialect can very well converse with speakers of all other Palestinian sedentary
dialects, as well as actually with the great majority of urban and rural Arabic speakers in
Lebanon, Syria and Jordan, and, after some familiarizing, in greatest part of the Arabic-
speaking world. Consequently, Shehadeh’s textbook makes relevant material for the study of
Spoken Arabic serviceable in a vast area.

I have also personally experienced the positive reactions of my interlocutors when they are
met by a foreigner like me speaking Arabic with local colour, not one taught in the most
commonly attended language classes. In my case, the starting point was a Lower Galilean

7



rural dialect, and later on, my linguistically most important contacts were those with
Jordanian and Saudi Arabian Bedouin tribes as well as towns with speakers of sedentary or
semi-sedentary dialects in Jordan, and my Lower Galilean Arabic served very well as the
linguistic basis of my conversations everywhere, after some experience even in the Maghreb.
The first part of Shehadeh’s textbook contains exercises in correct and clear pronunciation,
which in learning a language having a phonetic range substantially differing from, e.g., all
Indo-European ones, such as the pharyngeal consonants © and /4, the phonemic contrasts
between so-called emphatic and non-emphatic (velarized vs. unvelarized) consonants, as well
as their influence on the allophones of the adjacent consonants, the three phonemic
vowels /a/, /i/, and /u/, or even on longer segments of the word.

In the second part of the book, over three thousand verbs and over five hundred adjectives are
offered, all accompanied with conjugations. In this chapter, frequently occurrent examples of
some lexical differences between local dialects spoken in Israel and Palestine are given.
Among these are the words for ‘now’ and ‘want’, which in Kufir Yasif are issa and baddi vs.
halla’, hassa and biddi in Jerusalem and the Triangle. In Lower Galilee, I learned them in the
forms issa and biddi, in Jordan mainly hassa®, halhin, and wuddi, actually rather different but
yet well understood in the Arabic speaking world.

The book’s third part includes fifty eight texts of different lengths, including interesting
stories, a play, anecdotes, a memoir by the author’s father, as well as proverbs. The texts have
been skillfully selected as to reflect the history and culture of Kufir Yasif. The texts start with
linguistically relatively simple ones, written by the author himself, keeping an eye on the
level the reader is expected to have achieved. All texts are given in well working semi-
phonemic transliteration, with explanations when needed. This system includes the main
allophones [0] and [e], and certain cases in which a non-phonemic vowel is inserted in order
to form a syllable, e.g. mina [-maktab.

The fourth part of the book exceeds the conventional limits of a textbook. It includes about
fifty examples of rhymed popular poetry, given strictly in their original form. Words and
expressions deemed to be unusual are carefully, sometimes almost exhaustively, explained in
footnotes. All the poems and songs included in the samples are connected with different
social connections, such as wedding processions and other ceremonies, as well as praying for
rain. Characteristic of the well-considered method used in the book, these texts are given in
the Arabic script exactly in the form they were written or published several decades ago. The
few remaining texts, namely samples of popular poetry, were composed by other inhabitants
of Kufir Yasif and are indicated with each piece. The verses and phrases written in Arabic and
deemed to be unusual and difficult are carefully explained in footnotes in Modern Standard
Arabic.

It is a well-known fact that written and spoken Arabic co-exist and affect each other. Thanks
to modern cultural and educational diffusion, technology and globalization, the gap between
literary Arabic and colloquial Arabic continues to diminish. In itself, this is no negative
development. But this also leads to an urgent need to record, transliterate and investigate the
rich and authentic linguistic heritage before it is lost.

The textbook ends with four articles written by the author on various aspects of Kufir Yasif
dialect, published in 1983, 1995, 2020 and 2021 respectively. The first two are in English,
whereas the third and the fourth are in MSA.
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As stated by the author in the Foreword, “the text is intended for teachers and students of
Arabic dialectology as well as all people interested in spoken and written Arabic”. Anyway,
the book can be expected to serve as material for classroom studies, preferably led by a native
speaker, but it can also be used on private basis. For self-study, an accompanying tape-
recording would naturally be helpful in striving for a “reasonably accurate” pronunciation of
Arabic, as Clive Holes in his textbook of Gulf Arabic realistically formulates the goal.
Judging from the Foreword, it seems that Shehadeh wants to put the aim - at least as far as
correct pronunciation is concerned - somewhat higher.

The fourth chapter of the book adds fascinating material for those already mastering Arabic
above the elementary level, and the Bibliography is rich enough for all pursuing academic
studies in Palestinian Arabic.

Methodologically innovative and authentically documented, Shehadeh’s book is a most
valuable addition to the textbooks of Spoken Arabic. Faithfully following the genuine dialect
of Kufir Yasif and at the same time serving as a textbook fit for use in the whole Arabic-
speaking area in the Middle East, it can with good reason also be characterized as a
pioneering work. However, it is not only a textbook of Spoken Arabic. It is also a
praiseworthy collection of different aspects of the traditional local culture in the author’s
original home village, and a nice homage to it.

Helsinki, December 13, 2020
Professor Heikki Palva
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