Egyptian Arabic Pronunciation

Egyptian Colloquial Arabic is a spoken dialect with no official status or rules of orthography.
Egyptians tend to borrow spelling conventions from MSA with some accommodations to account
for ECA pronunciation. Arabic script, however, is ill suited to show the actual pronunciation of
ECA and the sound changes that occur when words are inflected. Even if you are comfortable
with Arabic script, it is advised that you pay close attention to the phonemic transcription to
determine the exact pronunciation of words and phrases.

CONSONANTS
The following sounds are also found in English and should pose no difficulties for learners:
examples
b o [b] as in bed bdna _is (build)

d s [d] asin dog, but with the tongue touching the back of ddras gays (study)
the upper teeth

f w [flasinfour faz 3\ (win)
g z [g] asin gas giri sy (run)
h o [h]asinhouse hdgam s=w (attack)
k ¢ [k] asin kid kal Js (eat)
/ J [lalightlasin love; butin the word 4l [+] a dark, libis yuy (get dressed)
velarized I as in yell.
m 5 [m]asinmoon mat ol (die)
n o [nlasinnice nisi s (forget)
s oo [Slasinsun s@b vl (leave)
W]
§ b [8lasinshow Sakk &Ly (doubt)
t o [t] as in tie, but with the tongue touching the back of taff G (spit)
the upper teeth
w 9 [w]asinword wdrra sys (show)
y s [llasinyes yiktib o, (he writes)
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z 35 [z] as in zoo zar yly (visit)

zZ z [3] as in pleasure and beige; used in foreign borrowings  Zim = (gym)
and sometimes written g to distinguish it from & [g].

V. & [v](sometimes spelled &) and [p] (o) appear in some seven ap ol viw (7 Up)

p foreign borrowings, but may also be pronounced [f] and
[b], respectively, by many speakers

The following sounds have no equivalent in English and require special attention. However,
some exist in other languages you may be familiar with.

r y [r]tapped (flapped) as in the Spanish cara, or the rdma ) (throw)
Scottish pronunciation of tree

Y ¢ [y] very similar to a guttural r as in the French Paris, or yab o (be absent)
the German rot

X & [x] as in the German doch, Spanish rojo, or Scottish loch  xad a5 (take)

q & la]like k but further back, almost in the throat, with the  gad s6 (lead)
tongue touching the uvula

h z [h] like a strong, breathy h, as if you were trying to fog hdfar s> (dig)
up a window

3 & [¢] a voiced glottal stop, as if you had opened your 3irif Gye (know)
mouth under water and constricted your throat to
prevent choking and then released the constriction with
a sigh

? . [?] an unvoiced glottal stop, as [¢] above, but with a ?ibil J3 (accept)
wispy, unvoiced sigh; or more simply put, like the

?d3lan o<l (announce
constriction separating the vowels in uh-oh olel ( 4

G:
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The following sounds also have no equivalent in English but are emphatic versions of otherwise
familiar sounds. An emphatic consonant is produced by pulling the tongue back toward the
pharynx (throat), spreading the sides of the tongue wide as if you wanted to bite down on both
sides of your tongue, and producing a good puff of air from the lungs.

[d] emphaticd ddrab wys (hit)

=)
S ve [s1emphatics samm “ao (memorize)
t b [t] emphatic t tawa sgb (fold)
Z b [z] emphaticz zann 5k (believe)
VOWELS
examples
a _ [a] normally as in cat (but with the jaw not quite as kdtab s (write)
lowered as in Er?gllsh); [a] as. in stock when in the ma-bai33 ble (he didn’t sell)
same syllable with f or 3 (with the tongue lower than
[a]); usually [a] as in father (but shorter) when inthe  ddrab wye (hit)
samewordasgq, d s, t z or, in most cases, r ydisab s (force)
a ( [e:]/[a:]/[a:] aswith a above but longer nam st (sleep)
ga3s gl> (get hungry)
qgad 6 (lead)
€ - [e:] as in play (but without the glide to [j]) malét cia (! filled)
? [3] as in ticket. In ECA, ? is inserted to avoid three kunt® hina La &3S (1 was here)
adjacent consonants.
i _ [1] asin kid; [€] as in bed when in the same syllable

with  or 3; when in the samewordasq,d, s, t orz 3ilim e (know)

[#] with the tongue pulled back a bit
biyihsib u_m‘_; (he calculates)

itzahir ,o\E3 (protest)
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-

[i:] as in ski; [e:] and [#:] as with i above (but longer) biygib cuzy (he brings)

biybi3 g« (he sells)

3aqib Cd\e (punish)
o _91 [0:] as with o above but longer ném »g (sleep)
u ° [ov]asinbook; [0] as in know (but shorter and without  yutlub ks (he orders)
the glide to [w]) when in the same syllable with f or 3 inba3u \ssl) (they sold)
u _91 [u:] as in moon; [0:] as in know (but without the glide bitgafk.és.&é (you see)

to [w]) when in the same syllable with f or 3 maba3is gsebe (they didn’t

sell)

SOUND CHANGES

A lot of the changes which occur in conjugated ECA verbs are due to the rules of syllable structure
and stress. The rules are summarized here using phonemic transcription only, as the Arabic script
does not reflect these changes.

Vowel Shortening

When a suffix beginning in a consonant is added immediately after a syllable containing a long
vowel, or when a suffix causes the stressed syllable to move, the long vowel is shortened. This is
because a long vowel can only exist in a stressed syllable and cannot be followed by two
consonants.

bagib + ha = bagibha - bagibha | bring it

ma + nam + $ = ma-n@ms > ma-nadms he didn’t sleep
safir + t = safirt 2 safirt you traveled
nisit + ni = nisitni = nisitni you forgot me

Along e is shortened to i.

ma + habbét + s = ma-habbéts - ma-habbits | didn’t love
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Vowel Lengthening

A final vowel is lengthened when certain suffixes are added to a word ending in a short vowel.

ma + rdma + $ = ma-rdmas = ma-ramas he didn’t throw
3dmalu + u = 3dmaluu 2 3amalii they did it

nisi + t = nisit = nisit you forgot

Vowel Elision

A short, unstressed i (or u) is elided (that is, omitted) from a word when its omission would not
result in a series of three adjacent consonants, in other words, when the vowel is both preceded
and followed by a single consonant only. This does not happen in a final syllable, and it only
happens in the first syllable if the preceding word ends in a vowel.

Vowel omission occurs when -it (the third person feminine singular (hiyya) suffix of the perfect
tense) or -u (the third person plural (himma) suffix of the perfect tense) is added to a sound
measure | verb containing i:

Sirib + it = $iribit = Sirbit she drank

Notice that the elision may create two adjacent consonants following a long vowel, in which case
the long vowel must be shortened. In the second example, it is the feminine form of an active
participle in which elision occurs.

safir + it = safirit =2 safrit > sdfrit  she traveled

katib + a = katiba 2 katba 2 kdtba writing

Elision can also take place with the addition of a prefix. That is, the i of the imperfect prefixes ni-,
ti-, and yi- is elided when the imperfect prefix bi-, the negative prefix ma-, or the future prefix
ha- is added, as long as the elision would not result in three adjacent consonants.

ha + nifdkkar = hanifakkar = hanfdakkar we'll think

ma + yisafir + § = ma-yisafirs 2 ma-ysafirs he doesn’t travel
bi + yitdrgim = biyitargim = biytdrgim he translates

ha + ti?al = hati?al = hat?al you’ll speak
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bi + tihibb = bitihibb = bithibb she loves

An originally long vowel is normally not elided, even after it has become short because of a shift
in stress. An exception occurs in the following verb:

ma + tigi + $ = ma-tigis 2 ma-tigis = ma-tgi§ she doesn’t come

Elision can occur in the first syllable of a word if the preceding word ends in a vowel, as long as
this would not result in three adjacent consonants (as in the second example below).

hiyya bitiskun =2 hiyya btuskun she lives
huwwa biyhibb - hiwwa biyhibb he loves

Vowel Insertion (Epenthesis)

A short vowel is inserted when a suffix or a following word would create a situation with three
adjacent consonants. iis inserted between two consonants and the negative suffix -8 or indirect
object pronouns. Direct object pronouns may take a, i, or u.

ma + ?ult + $ = ma-?ults 2> ma-?ultis | didn’t say

gibt + li = gibtli =2 gibtili you brought (to) me
Suft + ni = Suftni 2 suftini you saw me

suft + ha = Suftha 2 Suftaha | saw her

suft + ku = suftku = Suftuku | saw you (pl.)

Vowel insertion can also occur between word boundaries. When a word ends in two consonants
and the next word begins with a consonant, a is inserted to avoid three adjacent consonants.

biyhibb bint = biyhibb?® bint He loves a girl.
2ult ?é 2 ?ult® ?e What did you say?
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Once a is inserted, the vowel of the first syllable of the following word may be a candidate for
elision.

kunt® misit = kant® msit | had walked

kunt? bituskun =2 kunt® btuskun you were living

Consonant Assimilation

A voiced consonant immediately preceding an unvoiced consonant tends to become unvoiced.
The table below shows such consonants in pairs—voiced consonants in the left column and their
voiceless counterparts on the right. The change is not reflected in writing, either in Arabic script
or the phonemic transcription used in this book.

b p b 2 p: katabt /katdapt/

d t d 2 t: rafadku /rafdtku/

d t d 2 t: ma-farads /-rats/

v f -

g k g 2 k: nahadgti
/nahdkti/

Y X y 2 x: ballayt / ballaxt/

z s z 2s: hagazt /hagdst/

Z s Z 2 s: hafazt /hafast/

The reverse is also true, so that a voiceless consonant followed by a voiced consonant may
become voiced. Listen for such sound changes in the accompanying MP3s.

The prefix it- of many verbs is not only affected by the following consonant’s voicing, but, in
relaxed speech, it may be totally assimilated by a followingd, d, g, k, s, s, 5,1 2z or z.

itdara = /iddara/ be hidden
itdarr = /iddarr/ be damaged
itgdmma3 2 /idgdmma3 / 2 /iggdmma3/  come together
itkatab =2 /ikkatab/ be written
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itsallim =2 Jissdllim/ receive

itsahib =2 /issahib/ become friends
itsagrab =2 /issdarab/ be drunk
ittdbax 2 /ittabax/ cook

itzahla? > /idzahla?/ > fizzahla?/ slip

itzabat 2 /idzdbat/ 2 /izzdbat/ be adjusted

Assimilation in the Definite Article

In addition to natural assimilation through influence of adjacent consonants, Arabic also has
special rules that govern whether the / (laam) of the definite article (J! il-) is pronounced or
assimilated.

The default is to pronounce the I before consonants, including 7, and vowels. These consonants
are collectively known as ‘moon letters,” as the word moon ;8 ?dmar begins with a letter from
this group:

il- + 7dmar =2 il?dmar the moon

il- + bét 2 ilbét the house

In the examples above, the definite article is simply added to a noun without any special sound
change. However, when the definite article is added to a ‘sun letter,” the / is not pronounced;
instead, the initial consonant of that word is doubled (pronounced long/twice):

il- + Sams 2 issdms the sun

il-+ nar =2 innar the light

The sun letters are: & & 335 ) oo ob ve vo b b J 0. Additionally, in Egypt Arabic, the definite
article optionally assimilates before z g, z Z, ¢ k, and & g (when pronounced g and not ?). This

happens in casual, natural speech, but is often avoided in more careful, enunciated
pronunciation:

il- + gum3a 2 iggum3a (or ilgim3a) Friday
il- + kitab =2 ikkitab (or ilkitab) the light
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Vowel Assimilation

Two vowels cannot occur together. When the addition of a prefix or preceding word would result
in such a case, one vowel is assimilated into the other. As seen in the last example below, this
also applies across word boundaries in some cases.

ma- + itkdtab + S = ma-itkdtabs - ma-tkatdabs it wasn’t written
ma- + dktib + § = ma-dktibs = ma-ktibs | don’t write

ha- + dktib = hadktib = hdktib | will write

yi- + istaxdim = yiistdxdim =2 yistaxdim he uses

dna + istaxdimt = dna istaxdimt = dna -staxdimt | used

Vowel assimilation also occurs with the final vowel a verb ends in a or u. Thi vowel is dropped
when a suffix beginning with a vowel is added.

yimsi + -u = yimsiu 2 yimsu they walk
tinsa + -i = tinsai > tinsi you (f.) forget
rdma + -u = rdmau > rdmu they threw
mdla + -it = mdlait = madlit she filled

When -it and -u are added to a verb ending in i, the i changes into a y.

nisi + -it = nisiit = nisyit she forgot

misi + -u = miSiu > misyu they walked
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