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Neo-Lebanese

A Lebanese alphabet.
“What is literature? It is the entrapment of
eternity in a word, a sip of wine, a mere drop

that intoxicates the mind.” - Said Akl

What is the number 7? A weird question to ask, but most Leba-
nese, as well as other ‘Arabophones’ (Arabic speakers), will
think of the Arabic letter “.”. This is due to our de facto
use of Arabizi script; a composition of Latin letters and Ara-
bic numerals to communicate through text for casual matters.
That being said, not Arabic nor Arabizi are neither standard-
ised nor capable of incorporating the versatility of the Leba-
nese vernacular. This is where my proposal for a Latin-based
Lebanese alphabet comes in to remedy the faults of the afore-
mentioned scripts; inspired by the orthographic work of Leba-
nese poet and visionary, Said Akl, as well as thinkers such as

Hsen Andil, Henri Zaqg, and Roger Makhlouf. I based the alpha-

bet itself on the Maltese, Berber-Latin, and Kurdish-Latin

(Kurmanji) models.
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Skip to The Neo-Lebanese Orthography section for the al-

phabet.
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I. Introduction

The Lebanese vernacular has been around for a very long
time. During that period, we've witnessed a multitude of
scripts, script adaptations, and alterations in spelling in
order to accommodate our country's unique language and ac-
cents. Even in recent years, pioneers such as Said Akl at-
tempted to Romanise Lebanese. Unfortunately, his ideas were
too early - or perhaps too late - for his time. Whether it is
by employing the Latin alphabet with extra letters to account
for vowels and our unique phonology, or by utilizing
'Arabizi'; the Arabic-Latin informal hybrid Internet alphabet,
the debate must be sparked regarding the question of the Leba-
nese language & script. Shying away from the political view-
point of it all, a language is the main vehicle of culture,
social interactions, and even the entire outlook of a society,
and that’s why, as many groups from our region have done, this
piece will attempt to address each of these queries and offer
an outline or an alternative way towards writing down our col-
loquial speech. I'll add that this is just a template or a way
for us to advance forwards in solving these problems and in no
ways an end all proposal. What matters is that it is discussed
so that we, the Lebanese people, can solve this problem - as

one.
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a. The Faults of Current Scripts.

It is due to the flaws of current scripts that we resort
to making new ones. Arabic and Arabizi may have once served
their purpose as our de facto scripts at different times
throughout history, but now, if they don’t reform to expedite
communication, they are going to stall our progression as a

society back.

A. Arabic:

Arabic script is believed to have been in use in Lebanon
since around the 7t century CE when the Arabic language itself
was first introduced to the Levant. However, because of Arab-
ism and Arabic traditionalists, the script has resisted accus-
toming to the Arabic vernaculars, unlike the Persian and the
Sorani Kurdish Arabic orthographies, for example. This makes
it a burden to read; “written Arabic is problematic”, says LAU
professor of Arabic Literature Latif Zeitouni. He claims that
Arabic script is being replaced by Arabizi as improvisation

that keeps the language active online.?

Vowels:
Arabic short vowels, like the vowels of most Semitic lan-
guages, are not written except in the form of diacritics

(harakat)3. This is considered tedious, and is ignored by most

2 (Zeitouni)
3 (Freiha)
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people on most occasions, even in formal matters. This causes
ambiguity and confusion. An example would be an English speak-
er writing like this;

‘f T wrt ths ‘rtcl 1k ths,

If T wrote this article like this, you’ll probably under-
stand most of it, but if you’re not as skilled at the script
it’s going to be very gruelling.

A study conducted by Abu-Rabia and Salfeety? challenged
this. The 2 chosen Arabic speaking groups, one skilled at
reading Arabic and one that isn’t, were tested for their read-
ing comprehension of Arabic words and texts when they’re vow-
eled (with harakat) and unvoweled (without harakat). The re-
sults showed that the differences between normal and poor
readers were consistent in all of the aforementioned reading
conditions, and that both types of readers improved their
reading if the words were voweled. Ergo, the interactions of
readers by vowels were significant, showing the importance of
vowels for all readers in Arabic orthography. The uncontextual
and unvoweled words in it are taxing, even for proficient
readers. “Their failure in this reading situation shows that
unvowelising isolated Arabic words greatly reduce reading ac-

curacy, in contrast to languages written in the Latin alpha-

bet.”?

4 (Abu-Rabia and Salfeety)
5 (Abu-Rabia and Salfeety)
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Arabic also doesn’t represent Lebanese vowels properly.
Lebanese Imala, where the long ‘a’ vowels turn into long ‘e’
vowels®, is still shown as an Alif “I1” in Arabic. It also adds
ambiguity in some words ending with suffix -4 that are an
[e/1] in Lebanese, or in the Tah Marboutah “3” which is some-

times an [e/1] as well.

e /wéde/ 'valley': Written /wady/ <sos!s> in Arabic

e /béle/ ‘my mind’: Written /baly/ <_JLo> in Arabic

e /birriyye/ ‘wilderness’: Written /birriyya/ <isj}> in Ar-
abic

Moreover, there is a lack of a decent distinction between
the letter W, a long o, a long u, an o, and a u; all being

portrayed as a Damma “”, or Waw “4”, or a combination of the

two. This only makes unvoweled texts even harder to read.

Consonants:

Arabic letters have contextual letterforms. This means
that most letters have four different forms depending on where
they are in the word. You need to learn around 100 letter
forms to perfect it!

Furthermore, the Arabic consonants “&”, “3”, and “3§” are
regularly pronounced differently in Lebanese than they are in

Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), yet they are written the same.’

6 (Levin)
7 (Lebanese Arabic Institute)
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For “o”:
In Lebanese Arabic, “&” 1s pronounced as an /s/ (e.g.
Sawra for <3,43>) or in some cases a /t/ (e.g. Tléte for

<i5Y5>) instead of a /6/.

For “7:
In Lebanese Arabic, “3” is pronounced as a /z/ (e.g. Ki-
zib for <uis>) or in some cases /d/ (e.g. D&l for <Jod>) in-

stead of a /&/.

For “Lé":
In Lebanese Arabic, “3” is pronounced as a /?/ which is
the glottal stop i.e. Hamza “+” (e.g. ?2ala? for <zl s>) instead

of a /q/. An exception, however, is Druze speech, where it

tends to conserve the literary Arabic /g/.8

B. Arabizi:

Arabizi is a combination of English/French letters with
Arabic numerals to compensate for the lack of some Arabic
sounds in the Latin alphabet. This quasi-alphabet is widely
used online, especially amongst the younger generations in Ar-
abic countries. This style of text, however, is incredibly
susceptible to capriciousness as a result of orthographic var-

iation due to accents, dialects, and personal writing styles.?

8 (Versteegh and Eid)
9 (Grenoble and Whaley) pg. 141
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Vowels:

In Arabizi, there is no clear indication of what the vow-
els are without context. There is no distinction between e, 1,
long i and long e. For example, “kerse” can be interpreted as
either ‘catastrophe’ <ij,Ls> or ‘chair’ < w,s$>.

Also, long a vowels tend to not be represented at all,
with words like “khaf” that can be interpreted as ‘he got

scared’ <d4ls> with a long a, or ‘lessened’ <u3> with a short

Generally, Arabizi vowels lack much-needed standardisa-

tion to be considered concise and accurate orthography.

Consonants:

Arabizi famously uses numbers to compensate for the lack
of some Arabic consonants in the English/French keyboard. The
usage of numbers is not only unaesthetic and impractical, but
also inconsistent, since some users tend to avoid using num-
bers altogether, which results in yet more heteronyms and con-
fusion.

Arabizi script also can't differentiate between a sh (@),
gh (¢), or kh (¢) sound and the sounds of s (w), g (), k (),

and h (o) separately.

e Ashal: Confused as <Ju!> instead of <Jgw!>.
e FEshar: Confused as <, &!> instead of <, gul>.

There is no uniform distinction with Arabizi. Users must

F 3
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rely on context clues to decipher the script’s erraticism.

IT. The Neo-Lebanese Orthography.

The main driver behind proposing a new orthography, put
simply, is the inability of the current orthographies to
properly survive the modern era. At this time, the Lebanese
use two scripts to communicate through text; the Arabic and
the Latin scripts. While traditionalists and progressionists
alike may have a bias towards one or the other, it is more im-
portant to have a standard Lebanese script to fully encompass
the Lebanese vernacular, regardless of which script we base it
upon.

This means that for Lebanese to be written as it’s pro-
nounced, a coherent orthography is required. Uniformity of
writing also helps the Lebanese language gain more prestige
and functional domains.!® This can mean that Lebanese can as-
sume the role of official use like in schools and books, or
even in legal matters in the future perhaps. For this reason,
I propose the following Latin alphabet. Note that the ortho-
graphic rules may not be worth the time or effort for some, so
I suggest using just the letters at the very least! (How to

download keyboard at the end).

10 (Grenoble and Whaley) pg. 140
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A. The Alphabet:

Aa Ad Bb Cc C& Dd Dd Ee Eé €¢

a long a be hamze ta de da e long e £a
[a,a] [a3] [b]  [7] U1 [ [l [ [ [5]
] 15 — Bors g 3 sa o 12 &

Ff Gg Gg Hh Hh Ii Jj Kk L1 Mm

fa ge ga he ha long 1 je ke la mim
({1 [el [x1 [b] [h] @ BB [k (] [m]
—a £ E 5 T S dl e Jd A

Nn Oo 06 Pp Qq Rr Ss Ss Tt Tt

mm o long o pe qa re se sa te ta
[n] [v] [o] [p] [a] [r] [s] [s] [t] [t°]
O & 5 - 3 J o o = b

Uu Vv Ww Xx Yy Zz Zz

37 Letters:
long u Ve wa xa ¥a ze za 2% Consonants
[ﬁ] [V] [W] [X] [_]] [z] [ZT] 8 Vowels

P — 3 « $ J s

B. The Vowels:

In Neo-Lebanese, there are 3 short vowels (a, e, & o), and
5 long ones (&4, &, 6, i, & u). The choice of the diacritic
(circumflex «7) is inspired by the vowels from the Kurdish-

Latin alphabet (used by Kurmanjis). As Rodrigue Risk once sug-

gested, this diacritic is to be called a “Lebbéde” in Neo-
Lebanese, referencing the traditional Phoenician-Lebanese

headwear.
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The Short Vowels:

The short vowels are equivalent to the Harakat (diacrit-
ics) in Arabic, but with Lebanese phonetics (refer to alphabet
figure). They are inclusive to allophonic variance between
Lebanese accents.

The letters i1 & u are long vowels in Neo-Lebanese and
thus must be used accordingly. An exception to this, however,
are the shortened suffixes.!?

e Min: Who <gue>

e Cufo: Look! (to multiple people) <I gigi>
e Men: From <>

e Ruho: His soul <og>4y>

e MecCe: He walked <_d.o>

e Mé&ce: OK or Was walking <_ubl.o>

e Ma/Wala ¢&i: Nothing <_ & Y,/ Le>
e Club/Qlub: Hearts <ogl &>

The Long Vowels:
The long vowels in Neo-Lebanese are the Arabic Alf (long
a), Waw (long u), and Ya’ (long i) in addition to a Iong o and

long e that don’t exist in current Arabic writing.

11 Picture adapted from World LEBANESE DABKE Championship

12 Refer to The Shortened Suffixes section
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The Shortened Suffixes:

1) The -Iyye:

AN o ”

The suffix “-iyye/-eyye” 1s shortened to an “-ie” since

the i is a long vowel in Neo-Lebanese.

e Lebnénie (Lo5Linl)
e Casabie (iuac)

e Dayeawie (dio4lzuw)
e Berrie (4i53)

e Adie/Qadie (4..a3)

2) The -Uha/-Oua:

A\Y ”

The suffix “-uha/-oua” 1s shortened to an “ua” since the

u is also a long vowel in Neo-Lebanese.

e Saracua/Saraqual3: They stole it (lags3yw)
e Cammarua: They built it (lsgac)

e Cabrua: Tell her! (lags us)

e Cabbua: They hid her/it (Lssus)

3) The -Iha/Iya:

A\Y y ”

The suffix “-Tha/Iya” is shortened to an “-ia” also since

the 1 is a long vowel.

e Callia: Keep her/it (lLgiis)
e Cabbia: Hid her/it (Lgais)
e Wattia: Make her/it lower (lguiby)

The Epenthetic Vowel:

Epenthetic vowels within words are omitted, since they

vary between Lebanese accents and are dropped in conjugations:

e Kalb not Kaleb/Kalib since it’s kalbo not kalebo after
conjugation.

e Meckle not Melekle/Meclikle since it’s Meckeltek not
Mecekeltek after conjugation.

13 Refer to The Hamze section
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e Teebte not Leegebte

e Mehtre not Mehetre

e Akl not Akel

e facl/€agl not €acel/fagel

Note: i is a long i. A word like “Kalib” would be pronounced
kaleeb. The only exception to the usage of i besides as a
long vowel is only in some suffixes.!4

Vowel Endings:

Although vowel endings technically represent long vowels
in Arabic, they have been shortened in speech and so are writ-

ten that way in Neo-Lebanese.

e R&ho: They went <l >l >
e Jebna: We brought <Lo>
e Ktébe: My book < Lis>

However, a few exceptions to shortening are:

D>

e I& aka Lésh: why <gu 1>

e Jé aka Jéye: is coming <, ol>>

e H3i & Hé aka Hayda & Hayde: this <sda/3din>

o Xi/Xd & Xé& aka X6d & Xede: take (in imperative form) <is>
e Jebné: We brought him/it <o lLi>>

e TLeebné: We played him/it <o L= lI>

D>

Or words that end with a long i or long u, since they are

already long vowels as i and u in Neo-Lebanese:

e Ci: Thing <_ 4>

e Cu: What <gi>

e Xalli: Keep him/it! <ayis>

e Xabbi: Hide him/it! <4 53>

e Xallu: They kept him/it <o .is>
e Xabbu: They hid him/it <. gis>

14 Refer to The Shortened Suffixes section
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C. The Consonants:

The consonants in the script are largely based on Arabic
romanisations (i.e. Arabic IPA), as well as the Tamazight Lat-

in script.

Doubled Final Consonant:

Some words get a doubled final consonant since they’re
enforced (geminated) which means “shaddah”. This only happens
in words that have one syllable (monosyllabic) and a short
vowel.

However, some of them aren’t enforced. These are the ones
that aren’t enforced in speech. This can be shown by hypothet-
ical conjugation to amplify gemination (E.g. Rabbo for Rabb;
God), or preferably simply placing them before the definite
article E1’15 (The) or the conjunction W (And) as exhibited in
the following examples.

Examples of enforced words:

e Bass (Only): €tine bass ec’cCacfe 1'zdire (Give me only
the little piece)

e FEmm (Mother): Emm el’kell (Mother of all)

e Bayy (Father) & Cabb (Man): Bayy e&’cabb (The man’s fa-

ther)
e Sabb (He cursed): Sabb el’malek (He cursed the king)
e Habb (He loved): Habb el’gennéyye (He liked the song)
e Mayy (Water): Mayy w hawa (Water and air)
e Rabb (God): Rabb es’sama (God of the sky)

Examples of unenforced words:

e Men (From): Ana men ec¢’c¢mél (I'm from the north)

15 Refer to The Definite Article el’ section
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e Bas (But): Helwe el’benéye bas mkassara (The building is
nice but broken down)

The Hamze:

The Hamze (C/s) 1s omitted if the word starts with a vow-
el and also replaces Qa (Q/3) depending on the Lebanese ac-

cent.

e Ana (I, me)

e [ (Yes)

e Alb/Qalb (Heart)

e TIme/Qime (Worth)

e FEza (If)

e Fssa (Now; in some rural areas)
e Barca/Barga (Lightning bolt)
e Aktar (More)

e Nocta/Nogta (Dot)

e Racye (My opinion)

e Fmm (Mother)

D. The Definite Article el’:

The definite article is E1’ in Neo-Lebanese, which is
equivalent to “the” in English. Its orthography is based on
how it’s written in Maltese; whether or not it follows a

coronal consonant.

2
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o
v
m
'a

[

C.
“»
C

hu
&
e
78]
78]
—
—
<

Solar Consonants
pH Lunmar Consonants

v X Y Z Z
: :

Note: “g” (J) 1is a Solar consonant in Lebanese but not in

MSA due to the Lebanese equivalent being /3/ (soft J) unlike

the MSA /dz/ (hard J).

Lunar Consonant (Non-coronal):

1) 1f followed by a non-coronal consonant (called i, >

i, 144 “Lunar letters”), the EI’ is written as it is:

e Kbir el’fil (Joill ,,.5)
e Jept el’eelbe (iLdxdl ous)
e El’kalb rfic el’ensén (glws¥l @iy ods )

2) However, the article becomes an 1’ after a vowel in a

sentence:

e Harabo 1l’sdlam (pllxldl | 45a)
e Kele 17akl (Js¥! %)

Solar Consonant (Coronal):

Copyright © 2020 Lebanon Law Review - All Rights Reserved. LEBANON
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1) The article assimilates to a following coronal conso-

nant (called 4iwad 4y > “Solar Letters”):
e D ed’dars (gy+dl)

e D ed'dayea (dixgall)
o J ej’jed (guall)

o L el’lél (Jodd1)

e N en’nhar (,lLegildl)

e R er’rads (w!_JI)

e S es’sensél (Jlwiw]ll)
e C e&’cams (padll)

e S es’séf (wall)

e T et’trdb (ol udl)

e T et’taric (g kll)

o 7 ez'zare (g, 1)

o 7 ez'zolm (plhll)

The assimilated article loses the vowel

2)
if it followed a vowel in the sentence.

Ncalla ssala macbule (dJdgiio  Jall
Hayde jjebne taybe (Liib Ll sius)

El’mafatih ea ttéwle (idglhlle aySliall)
Ha eshar ta &c&ams tetlae

Eja rrayyes (guS,J! L)

E. Loan Words & Letters:

Loan Words:

Loan words into Lebanese are “Libanised”;

written per Lebanese pronunciation and Neo-Leba

phy.
e Mérsi (Merci)
e Dapras (To get depressed)
e Kawran (To catch Covid-19)
e Vités (Vitesse)
e Muvi (Movie)
e Draye (Diarrhoea)
e Fréz (Strawberry)
e Taksi/Sérvis (Taxi/Service)
e Parti (Party)
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Loan Letters:

The letter Q may be considered “non-Lebanese” by some,
however, it is a fact that it exists in Lebanese Druze as well
as some other Lebanese towns, and so could be implemented in
their writing if they chose so.

The sounds /v/ and /p/ are thought to be inexistent in
native Lebanese words, however the /p/ sound forms if the let-
ter B is followed by an unvoiced consonant and has no open/low
vowel (a or o) behind it:

e Jepta (I got her): Lgos

® Psayne (Cat): o
e Pcuf (I will see): Jginy

Preferably, the letter P is used in these places, but it

is up to the writer to implement this.

2
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ITI. Sample Text.

A. In English:

Once upon a time, there lived a king and a queen in a
large castle. The king’s name is Walid, and the queen is named
Sarah. Walid was very strong and brave. He liked riding horses
and swimming. Sarah was different. She was kind and cute, and
preferred walking around in nature and listening to the birds
chirping. They had a small cat called Wabar. They lived a nice

life. The end.

B. In Neo-Lebanese:

Be yom men el’eyyém, kén fi malek w maleke egéy&in be asr
kbir. El'malek esmo Walid, wel’maleke esma Sdra. Walid kén
ktir awe w abaddy. Kén yhebb yerkab xél w yetsabbah. Sara
kénet gér. Kénet latife w zarife, w kénet tfaddel tkazder be
ttabiea w tetsammae ea zaczacet el’easafir. Kén egandon psayne

zgantura esma Wabar. €&Co egice helwe. En’nehéye.

C. In Lebanese Arabic:

Aladl LS jaly paaale Sy Al 5 LS cpl¥l o poas

OLS Lslanly gsd 5uiS oLS auds Linle Leaw] $adly cuyly 4aw|
aSlSy cdagyby k] oSLS L e GOLS b le Lawdigs Jod S x
Lowy gadde LS o padlaxdl ab)dje rawlidy dasnlly Ho3S5 Juais

cdolegidl Lbeds ddue lgdle Ly Legaw! 3y giie)

2
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D. In Arabizi:

B yom men 1 iyyem, ken fi malek w maleke 3eyshin b aser
kbir. L malek esmo Walid wel maleke esma Sarah. Walid ken ktir
awe w abaday. Ken yheb yerkab 1 khel w yetsabbah. Sarah kenit
gher. Kenit latife w zarife w kenit tfaddel tkazder bel tabi3a
w tetsamma3 3a zaZzaZet 1 3asafir. Ken 3andon bsayne zghantou-

ra esma Wabar. 3esho 3ishe helwe. L niheye.

Note: all samples and word examples in this paper are

written in my own Lebanese accent.
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A. Conclusion.

In this paper we've discussed the issues the Lebanese
language 1is facing with regards to its written text. We've
mentioned viable solutions that have already been implemented
by other languages from which we can take valuable lessons,
and even adopt some solutions for our own writing style. This
paper aims to serve as a guideline rather than as a list of
demands to be implemented. It is an imperative that we, as a
people, adopt measures like these. Either Latin script or Ara-
bic script could be manipulated to rejuvenate our language,
and thus maintain the main vehicle of our mesmerising culture.
We must make sure it remains true to our methods of pronuncia-
tion rather than opt for the easy solution; the one that is no
solution at all. The task weighs on us, as Lebanese people, to
implement these much-needed changes in this often-forgotten
field of our culture and society. Even if we're facing much
bigger issues at hand, it's always better to address this is-
sue before it increases in magnitude. Hopefully this paper
will serve to engender interest in this subject and spark de-
bate that will lead to a long-lasting and practical solution

to our orthography.

2
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B. Downloading the Alphabet.

A. On Phone:

This keyboard is available on both Android and Apple
phones through the Microsoft SwiftKey keyboard app. After
downloading it, add the “Kabyle” or “Tagbaylit” language in

the app through its settings.

For Android:

https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.touchty

pe.swiftkeyé&hl=en

For Apple:

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/microsoft-swiftkey-

keyboard/i1d911813648

B.On PC:

Unfortunately, this keyboard is unavailable on Mac lap-
tops. Download using either of the following links then read

the “guide” PDF, as it explains how to use the keyboard.

For Qwerty:

http://www.akufi.org/en/tools/qwertylat2.html

For Azerty:

http://www.akufi.org/en/tools/azerty-fr.html

2
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How to use keyboard on PC:

Remember to switch languages to the one you downloaded

above. You can do that by holding Left Alt+Shift on Windows.

1) The alternate letters are found by holding the Right-
Hand Alt button and the English equivalent of the spe-

cial letter.

Examples:

(@ R

e Right Alt + H
e Right Alt + S =
e Right Alt + C =
2) The € & is the bracket “]” on your keyboard.
3) The Lebbéde diacritic ”~ is the number 3 on the key-

board. It is typed before the vowel.

Button 3 + e = &

4) To access the numbers, you need to hold the Shift but-

ton first, or simple use your numberpad.

e Shift + Button 3 = 3
e Shift + Button 7

Il
-

2
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