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Preface

In learning Arabic, the first difficulty which learners of Arabic as a Foreign Language (AFL)
encounter is the writing system. In this regard, Arabic is difficult because it is a non-Romanized
language; it has its own right-to-left cursive writing system. In addition to the hamza and the alif
madd, it has thirty letters. While forming words, each letter has four different shapes: at the
beginning of the word, in the middle of the word, at the end of the word, and in isolation.

Except for six letters (i.e. ' /1, 2 3, J, 3, and 5), every letter changes its shape at the beginning, in
the middle, and at the end of the word. For example, the letter < has three shapes: = (initial), =
(medial), and <« (final); in addition, it is written in isolation <> when it occurs at the end of words
and is preceded by 1 /1, 3,3, ), 3 or s (e.g. &, 58 sl and & 5). Likewise, the letter ¢ has three
shapes < (initial), =~ (medial), and & (final); besides, it is written as ¢ when it occurs at the end
of words and is preceded by ! /1, 3, 3, ,, J, or 5 (e.g. 4—‘;9, salas s and & 5). And so is the case
with remaining letters as shown in the pages that follows.

Each of the letters ' /1, 2, 3, ,, 5, and (which I call semi-connecting letters) have two shapes. At
the beginning of the word, they are written separately. In the middle and at the end of the word,
they are connected to the preceding letters. However, if they occur word-finally (or word-medially)
and are preceded by any one of them, they are written in isolation. For instance, the letter 2 is
written as 2 at the beginning of the word, and as  in the middle and the at the end of words, as in
dalay) % and xe. However, if it is preceded by one of the semi-connecting letters, it is written in
isolation (e.g. £ and 23a%),

As for the diacritical marks (which are also called short vowels), four of them (i.e. <+ “fatHa”,
“DHamma", < “shadda”, and <> “sukuun”) are written right above the letters. The fifth diacritical
mark (i.e. <+ “kasra”) is written right below the letters. The tanween (also called nunnation) is a
variant of the three main diacritics, and it indicates that the word (namely nouns and adjectives) is
indefinite. For the fatHa, the tanween is * (double fatHa over each other); for the DHamma, the
tanween is <+ (double DHamma over each other); and for the kasra, the tanween is ¢ (double kasra
over each other). They are written over or above the letters, just like the corresponding single

diacritical marks.

In the list of examples below, the constituent letters of words are first given in isolation, then
they are connected to form words. This is shown typographically by means of colors (blue,
orange, and black) to illustrate how they join to the preceding and/or the ensuing letters. Finally,
diacritical marks are added to each word. You can see that the word-final tanween (which is
added to nouns and adjectives) is the tanween of DHamma because it is the default tanween
mark in Arabic.

It is essential that learners of AFL avoid transliteration while learning Arabic. The time given to
learning cursive writing and proper assignment of diacritical marks is valuable in the long run.
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