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A pdf of this post for pretty printing can be found here.

This grammar is under construction. The
following topics are planned to be added:

- syllable structure

- exclamations(?)

- imperative

- gender

- adverbs

- the possessive exponent
- participles

- verbal noun

1 Introduction

This is a short pedagogical summary of the variety of Arabic spoken in the Damascus area in Syria. It is
intended to be used for quick reference and overview for beginner to intermediate language learners. It
is partially based on A Reference Grammar of Syrian Arabic (Cowell 2005 [1964], Georgetown University
Press!) and Arabisch-syrische grammatik (Grotzfeld 1965, Harrasowitz), to which the reader is referred
for detailed and comprehensive grammatical descriptions.

This grammar uses a Library of Congress’ system of transcription (see Phonology). Words and examples
are presented in transcription, translation, and, space permitting, also in Arabic script.? The Arabic
script represents written vernacular as used in text messaging, advertisement, etc. There is considerable
variation in vernacular Arabic orthography, especially in the extent to which Standard Arabic spelling
is followed, and forms that differ from those presented here are therefore common.

Comparisons with Standard Arabic are made where relevant.

For corrections or suggestions on improvements, please contact the author at andreas.hallberg@sprak.gu.se.

2 Phonology

IPA symbols in square brackets are hyper-linked to sound samples from Wikipedia. Click on them to
hear an example of the pronunciation.

2.1 Consonants

Compared to Standard Arabic, several consonants are missing in Syrian Arabic, namely the dentals th <,
dh s, and z &; as well as g 5. Furthermore, j ¢ is in Syrian Arabic pronounced [3], as opposed to the
Standard Arabic affricate [dz].

! Available as pdf on https://ia801609.us.archive.org/31/items/AReferenceGrammarOfSyrianArabic_201704/A_Reference_Gr
ammar_of_Syrian_Arabic_text.pdf.

ZFor an overview of the Arabic script, see The Arabic Writing System (available for download at http://andreasmhallberg.githu
b.io/documents)).
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2.1.1 Place and manner of articulation®

Labial Alveolar Palatal Velar/Uvular ~ Pharyngal Glottal

Fricative

- j gh ‘
voiced

— f kh h h
voiceless
Plosive

— b d d
voiced

— £t k >
voiceless
Lateral I
Trill r
Nasal m n
Sibilant

— z
voiced

_ )
voiceless
Semi- w y
vowel

The following consonants are used only in a few words:

« emphatic m (mama ‘mum’)
« emphatic b (baba ‘dad’)

- emphatic [ (alla ‘God’)

o g (ergile ‘water pipe’)

The emphasis distinction in m, b, and [ is not reflected in the transcription employed here.

3Images (modified) created by User:ish shwar (original .png deleted), .svg by Rohieb, CC BY-SA 3.0 http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/, via Wikimedia Commons

Andreas Hallberg ©@® 2020, 2021. This document is available for download at http://andreasmhallberg.github.io.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://andreasmhallberg.github.io

February 24, 2025 4

2.1.2 Pointers on pronunciation

r 5 [r] Rolled r, as in Spanish. Pronounced emphatically [r'] when adjacent to a or
another emphatic consonant (mara ‘wife’, rsas ‘led’).
j z [3] As in French journal.
h c [h] Hissing h formed by tensioning the throat.
kh ¢ [x]/[x] As the German ach or (Castilian) Spanish jota.
gh ¢ [v]/[] As the French or German throaty r.
¢ ¢ [7] Produced by using swolloing muscles to restrict the air flow. It is one of the

most difficult sounds for language learners to produce. Learners often
wrongly percieved as a vowel a.
’ : [7] A stop and quick release of the air pressure by the vocal-cords, as the t in
colloquial British better.
o [s']  Emphatic s.
d ) [d']  Emphatic d.
b [t Empbhatic t.

2.1.3 Emphatic consonants

Emphatic consonants (technically “pharyngalized”) are pronounced as their non-emphatic equivalents
but with the back of the tongue raised, giving a darker, thicker sound. This affects the quality of sur-
rounding vowels, most clearly heard in a [e:] (as English bad) becoming a backed [a:] (as in English

far).

2.1.4 Consonant length

All consonants have a short and a long variant. The long variant is transcribed as a doubled letter. Con-
sonant length is a central part of Arabic phonology, often changing the meaning of a word (daras ‘he
studied’ vs. darras ‘he taught’, hakat ‘she talked’ vs. hakkat ‘she scratched’).

For plosives (>, b, d, d, t, t, k) the long variant is produced by briefly holding the air pressure before
releasing it and producing the sound.

Consonant length is not indicated in the Arabic script. Only very rarely is it marked with the diacritic:
(shadda).

2.2 Vowels
Long
Short
i [i] i (i:] $
e [e]/[3] e [e:] ¢
u [u] U [u:] 3
0 [0] 0 [o] 3
a [a]/[a] a [ee:]/[a] [
Note:

« The Arabic letters only represent long vowels. Short vowels are normally not indicated.
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« iand u occur primarily in word final position as part of inflections (bét-i ‘my house’, bye‘mel-u
‘they do’).

« The vowel here transcribes as e is pronounced

— [8] schwa (as in English the) before or at word stress
— [e] (as in English when) after word stress

Short and long a is pronounced backed [a] when adjacent to an emphatic consonant.

« There are no diphthongs in Syrian Arabic. The Standard Arabic diphthongs ay and aw correspond
in Syrian Arabic to the long vowels € and o0 respectively.

2.3 Word stress

Word stress in Syrian Arabic is largely predictable and corresponds with the rules of word stress in
Standard Arabic. Word stress occurs on

« the last
- long vowel followed by consonant (darrasiiu-na ‘they taught us’)
- short vowel followed by two consonants or a long consonant (dardsna ‘we studied’, byeddrres
‘he studies’)
« or else on the first vowel (darasu ‘they studied’), excluding any prefix (u-ddrasu ‘and they studied’).

2.4 Standard to Syrian Arabic phonological conversion rules

aw — 0 yawm —  yom day s
sawt sot sound/voice Sy
ay — € bayn —  ben between o
sabah al-khayr sbah el-kher Good morning i ple
q - daqiqa — daTa minute s
qalb *alb heart s
tariq tare’ Tariq (name) 5L
z — d zuhr —  duhr noon oS
’ — g masa’ —  masa eavening [
th — t thalatha —  tlate three Vs
(s) mathalan —  masalan for example Yo
dh — d dhahab —  dahab gold s
(z) idha —  iza if 131

Loans from Standard Arabic, including foreign Arabic place names, often retain the Standard Arabic
pronunciation. In such words, th and dh are pronounced s and z respectively. Some examples are:

Syrian Arabic  Standard Arabic

saqafe thaqafa culture et
ustaz ustadh teacher sled
demugratiyye  dimuqratiyya democracy  iblies
el-qur’an al-qur’an the Quran R
el-qahira al-qahira Cairo RG]
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3 Pronouns

3.1 Personal pronouns

Independent  Attached Jan i
I ana -i (-ya) - ul
you (m.s.) enta -ak (-k) o el
you (fis)  enti -ik (-ki) (9 ey i
he huwwe -0 (-h) (W 5 e
she hiyye -a (-ha) e -
we nehna -na o e
you (pl.) intu -kon oS sl
they honnen -on (-hon) (&) o e

5

Forms in parenthesis are used with words with final vowel: a‘ta-ki ‘he gave you (f.)

Attached pronouns are used for:

possession ktab-o his book s
prepositional complements  ma“o with-him o
direct objects katabt-o  Iwrote it =S
indirect objects katabt-l-o Iwrote for him  Juxs

The connective -I- ‘for’ for indirect objects may take the form -el- to prevent consonant clusters:
katabt-el-kon ‘T wrote for you (pl.)”. A direct object may then be added with the word ya-: katabt-I-ak
ya-ha ‘T wrote it (fem.) for you’.

3.2 Demonstrative pronouns

Close Distant L e
m.s. hada hadak(e) s b
fs hay hadik(e) dus gl

pl. hadol(e) hadoltk  dds s
Note:
« Several forms have a stylistic variant with final e.
« hada has a shortened form, had, used only at the end of phrases: shi had? ‘What is this?’.

« The distant plural has several variants not listed above, including hadok, hadenk, and hadenken.

3.3 Indefinite pronouns

hada someone/anyone 1>
shi something/anything =
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4 Nouns

Nouns are inflected for number and definiteness, and most animate nouns (referring to humans or ani-
mals) are also inflected for gender.

4.1 Plural

There are four ways to form plural: irregular, regular masculine, regular feminine, and general human:

Singular  Plural [
Irrergula bet buyut house Sy
Regular masculine  -in muslem  muslemin  muslim = gos  des
Regular feminine  -at sheghle  sheghlat  thing oYai s
General human -(iyy)e  ‘eraqi ‘eraqiyye  Iraqi e e

4.2 Dual

The noun has three forms of number inflection: singular, plural, and dual. (The adjective, verb, and
pronoun have no dual forms.) The dual form is used to indicate specifically two of something. It is
formed by adding the ending -én to the singular (-tén for feminine formed with -e/-a).

Singular Dual N I
Masculine -én  walad waladén  boy s s
Feminine -tén sa‘a sa‘attn  hour =l Ll

The dual is used only in contexts where the precise number is important:

‘inna sa‘aten bas We only have two hours.
ash-sha“a fi-ha ghurfatén u-matbakh  The apartment has two rooms and a kitchen.

Otherwise the plural is used:

rahu ahmad u-rafi‘u ‘a-buyut-un Ahmad and his friend went home [to their houses (pl.)]
ma ‘inna wlad, bas banat, rim w-raniya we don’t have any boys, only girls (pl.), Rim and Rania

The dual is avoided on nouns with attached pronouns, except for pairwise occurring body parts. The
plural follow by an explicit itnén ‘two’ is used instead:

akhwat-i l-itnén  my two sisters oYl 5!
sayarat-u l-itnen  his two cars ) W
ghassili ide-ki wash your hands sl Jo

Note:

« When used with an attached pronoun, the n in the dual ending is dropped.
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id ‘hand’ — iden ‘two hands’ — ideék ‘your two hands’.

5 Prepositions

‘a-/‘ale- to (place) Selp
‘ala/‘ale- on e/ e
‘and with, at fers
barrat outside oy
ben between ot
béen/benat-  among o/
bi-/fr- in, at /s
fo above G
hadd next to -
Juwwat inside ol
la-/el- for (ownership) Jf
le‘and to (person) ol
ma‘ with =
men/menn- from e
taht below e
‘uddam in front of olas
wara behind Ls
Note:
« For the prepositions with two alternate forms, the first is used with nouns and the second with
pronouns:
bi-I-bét  in the house .
fi-h in it e
6 Verbs

6.1 Inflection

Non-past  Past pladl ol
I e-ktob katab-t S| oS
you (ms.) t(e)-ktob katab-t S5 s
you (fs.)  t(e)-ktob-i  katab-ti PO 4
he ye-ktob katab S s
she t(e)-ktob katab-et <SS s
we n(e)-ktob katab-na S s
you (pl.)  t(e)-ktob-u  katab-tu 5SS S
they ye-ktob-u  katab-u 35Sy S
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The pronoun is often omitted. The e in parenthesis is omitted on stems beginning with a single consonant
t-shaf-i ‘you (fs.) see’.

The non-past verb form is preceded by one of the following:

b- habitual, generalities -
‘am ongoing (progressive) s
ha-/rah future ol
lazim ‘have to’ Y

auxiliary verb
Note:
« For 1s, the initial letter alif | is normally omitted when preceded by b: bektob ..

« For 1pl. the b- prefix is partially assimilated and pronounced as m: mnektob. This is often reflected
in orthography: casu.

« Some speakers combine b- and ‘am: ‘am b-yektob.

6.1.1 Hollow verbs

Hollow verbs have a long vowel in the middle of the stem. They are of three types, each with different
middle vowel in non-past tense: 1) @, 2) 7, and 3) a. The inflection of the three types does not differ in past
tense, where the middle long vowel is invariably @, reduced to e in past tense in forms with consonantal
suffixes (1s, 2ms, 2mf,1pl, and 2pl).

1. Middle u (rah ‘went’):

Non-Past Past plad ol

I e-rith reh-t oo oy
you (ms.) t-rih reh-t & oy
you (fs)  t-rah-i reh-ti TS
he ye-rith rah ox b
she t-rith rah-et X o,
we n-rith reh-na Cos Loy
you (pl)  t-rih-u reh-tu sy s
they yeruh-u  rah-u  psn el

Some other frequent verbs of this type are kan ‘was’, ’al ‘said’, rah ‘went’, shaf ‘saw’/‘met’, ’am
‘stood up’, and mat ‘died’.

2. Middle 7 (sar ‘became’):
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Non-Past Past plad ol

I e-sir sert ol S0
you (ms.)  t-sir sert s S
you (fs.) t-sir-i sert-i 3 )
he ye-sir sar 2y ) o
she t-sir sar-et OO0 SO O
we n-sir ser-na oy Upo
you (pl.)  t-sir-u ser-tu S o
they ye-sir-u sar-u s slo

Some other frequent verbs of this type are ‘ash ‘lived’, jab ‘fetched’, ba“ ‘sold’. and dar ‘turned’.

3. Middle a (nam ‘slept’):

Non-Past  Past plad ol
I e-nam nem-t ALl O]
you (ms.) t-nam nem-t A Caod
you (fs.)  t-nam-i nemt-i e X
he ye-nam nam o oL
she t-nam nam-et o cwls
we n-nam nem-na N s
you (pl.)  t-nam-u nem-tu ol e
they ye-nam-u  nam-u sy b

Some other frequent verbs of this type are khaf ‘was frightened” and ghar ‘was jealous’.

6.1.2 Doubled verbs

Doubled verbs have a stem ending in a lengthened (doubled) consonant. In past tense forms with con-
sonantal suffixes, € is added.

Hass ‘felt’:

Non-Past  Past plad ol
I e-hess hasse-t ool s
you (ms.) t-hess hasse-t 2 G
you (fs.)  t-hess-i hasse-ti e .
he y-hess hass o o
she t-hess hass-et o e
we n-hess hassé-na o s
you (pl.)  t-hess-u hasse-tu U
they ye-hess-u  hass-u sy s

Some other frequent verbs of this type are radd ‘answered’ and dall ‘remained’.

6.2 Auxiliary verbs

The main verb may be preceded by an auxiliary verb. Both the auxiliary and the main verb are inflected
for person:
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beddo yektob ‘he wants to write’ S s
byehebb yektob  ‘he likes to write’ S
kan yektob ‘he was writing’ Sy oS
sar yektob ‘he began to write’ sl

6.3 kan ‘was’
The verb kan ‘was’ is used

1. to make a verb-less clause past or future tense:

ahmad kan taleb Ahmad was a student
ahmad ha-yekun taleb Ahmad will be a student

2. to express a past ongoing (progressive) event:

ahmad kan (‘am) yedros Ahmed was studying

It is a hollow verb with middle # in non-past tense:

Non-past Past plad ol
I e-kun ken-t o] s
you (ms.) t-kin ken-t o559 oS
you (fs.)  t-kun-i kent-i S S
he ye-kiin kan x5 o
she t-kin kan-et Y els
we n-kin ken-na 555 s
you (pl.)  t-kin-u ken-tu 35559 S
they ye-kiun-u  kan-u Sy JRICs
6.4 Pseudo-verbs

bedd- want .

‘and-  has L

fi thereis s

The pseudo-verbs are negated as verbs with ma (see Negation) but do not follow verbal person and tense
inflection. bedd- and ‘and- are inflected for person with attached pronouns, like nouns, while fi is not
inflected:

bedd-a ktab  she wants a book [her wish is a book] s by
‘and-a ktab  she has a book [with her is a book] oS e
fiktab there is a book EN
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Pseudo-verbs are inflected for tense with an auxiliary kan:

kan ‘and-a ktab She had a book. SS bae o8
ha-yekin ‘and-a ktab ~ She will have a book. oS bue ¢ 55

7 Question words

shu what 54
min who o
emta when N
kif/shlon  how ok /S
wen where ol
minnen from where s
lawen whereto s
lesh why i
addésh how much Ol
kam how many o
ayyi/anu  which sl

Question words are normally clause-inital, and may be preceded by a preposition:

ma‘ min ‘am tehki? “Who are you talking to?”  § o5 tus g

Wen and kif may take attached pronouns:

wen-ak? Where are you? S,
kif-ak? ~ How are you? Selas

Yes/no-question are formed with rising intonation. The Standard Arabic particle hal is in Syrian only
used for rhetoric questions.

8 Negation

Syrian Arabic has three main forms of negation:

ma W verbs
mi s non-verbal clauses
la ¥y imperative

For declarative clauses, in effect, mi is only used to negate a verbless clauses in present tense, otherwise
the ma is used:
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Verbal clause Verbless (“is”) clause
Ahmed is studying. Ahmed is a student.
Past ahmad ma daras ahmad ma kan taleb
o Lo el A 5 b s
Present ahmad ma byedrus ahmad mai taleb
ok b ool ORI onl
Future = ahmad ma ha-/rah yedrus ahmad ma ha-/rah yekun taleb
Q‘J'L.EC)/-’l-‘-'\“’i %Jw«;‘:s‘-:@/-’ Ut

8.1 ma-n-

ma- followed by a connecting -n- and an attached pronoun (man-i, man-ak, man-ik, etc.) may be used
to reply in the negative to a statement, question, or implication. For example,

ma-n-i ju‘an Iam not hungry s, Jb

can be used to answer someone saying that you are hungry, asking whether you are hungry, or urging
you to eat.

9 Numerals 1-100
The independent form of the numeral in the table below is used when the numeral stands by itself and

is not followed by a noun, and the counting-form is used when the numeral is followed by counted a
noun: tlate ‘three’, but tlatt ewlad ‘three boys.
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Independent Counting Slas  Clas i
1 wahed (m.)/wahde (f.) Saoms/ il
2 etnén (m.)/tentén (f.) i el
3 tlate tlatt Y LYs
4 arba‘a arba‘ el Gl
5 khamse khams e fas
6 sette sett o dzw
7 sab‘a sab* o™ L
8 tmane tman oled Ly
9 tes‘a tes* = das
10 ‘ashara ‘ashar g TS
11 edda‘sh edda‘shar ey el
12 etna‘sh etna‘shar il il
13 tlata‘sh tlata‘shar Siabs b5
14 arba‘ta‘sh arba‘ta‘shar O S W S
15  khamasta‘sh khamstashar — jishess  jisheos
16 setta‘sh setta‘shar JER Lialan
17 sab‘ata‘sh sab‘ata‘shar U PO
18 tmanta‘sh tmanta‘shar sialls alsls
19 tes‘ata‘sh tes‘ata‘shar sralaas e
20 ‘eshrin s
30 tlatin oYs
40  arba‘n o)
50  khamsin e
60 settin O
70  sabin et
80 tmanin owled
90 tesin s
100  miyye mit O

Note:
« Except for 1 and 2, numerals are not inflected for gender, as opposed to Standard Arabic.

« 1-2 are used only for emphasis or contrast, or when ordering in restaurants and the like (etnén
shay ‘two tea’, see also Dual). Otherwise, the lone noun in singular or dual is used (ktab ‘[a/one]
book’; ktabén ‘two books’). 1 and 2 are the only numerals that inflect for gender.

+ 3-10 have a special form with a final -t when used with one of three following nouns:

eyyam days
eshhur  months
alaf thousands

(khamst eyyam five days)
(khamst eshhur ‘five months’)
(‘ashart alaf ‘ten thousand’)

« For 3-10, the counted noun is in the plural: tlatt kutub ‘three books’, and for numerals above 10,
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it is in the singular: idda‘ashar ktab ‘eleven book[s]’.

+ 11—19 are constructed from the counting form of the unit number and the ending -ta‘sh, with
irregularities in 11, 12, and 15.

« Decades (20, 30, etc.) are constructed from the counting form of the unit number and the ending
-in, with only 20 having an irregular form. In complex numbers, the unit in independent form
appears before the decades with the two parts connected with u- ‘and’: sab‘a u-tlatin, ‘thirty-six’.

« For numbers above one hundred there is no counting form for 100: miyye u-tlate kelime
‘103 words’.
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