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THE USE OF SLANG AND COARSE WORDS
IN MODERN EGYPTIAN WRITING'
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Introduction

Colloquial Egyptian Arabic (£Ammiyya) has become a second literary and written
language in Egypt, in addition to Standard Literary Arabic (Fusha). Many literary
and semi-literary texts are now being composed and published in Colloquial Egyp-
tian Arabic, mostly Cairene but sometimes also in other Egyptian dialects®. This
phenomenon is unique in Arabic-speaking societies, marking a change in prevailing
literary norms.

fAmmiyya cannot be regarded as “slang”. It is a language variety shared by mil-
lions of speakers in Cairo and elsewhere in Egypt from all strata of society, used for
all purposes of oral communication, and now also for written ones. Slang, besides, is
a difficult term to define:

There is no good definition of slang available in the literature. The linguist Paul
Roberts said that slang was ‘one of those things that everybody can recognize and
nobody can define’. (Andersson and Trudgil, Bad Language, 69).

This difficulty may be reflected in definitions of slang:

The word [slang] is widely used without precision, especially to in-
clude informal usage and technical jargon, and the social and psy-
chological complexities captured in slang vocabulary make the term
difficult to define. (McArthur, Oxford Companion, 940).

There have been many attempts to define “slang”; it may be regarded as “a set of
informal and colloquial words and phrases used within particular social groups and
that are not part of the ‘mainstream’ language” (Swann et al, Dictionary-Socio-
linguistics, 281); according to another definition slang is:

Informal language, which might include words and meanings which
are not polite and which might stay in use only for a short time. It is
used by particular groups of people who know each other, and is

! This article is based on a section from a larger study on modern Egyptian Arabic. I wish to
thank Prof. Albert Arazi for his advice and Mr. Amr Zakariyya and his friends in Cairo for
their contribution.

2 On Egyptian Arabic as a written language see Rosenbaum, Egyptian Arabic, see also
Farnawany, Agyptisch-Arabisch.
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usually spoken rather then written. (Procter et al, Cambridge Inter-
national Dictionary, 1349)’.

Fusha has not developed a slang of its own since it is not a language used for daily
oral communication’. fAmmiyya, on the other hand, has developed its own slang.
But while Egyptian fAmmiyya has become a written language employed by many
writers, slang elements have generally not been used extensively in written texts.
From a conservative point of view slang is considered “inappropriate” or “impolite”;
some of its vocabulary is often regarded as coarse and “taboo”. Partridge notes that
“slang has, from about 1850, been the accepted term for 'illegitimate' colloquial
speech”™. Such “illegitimate” speech does not easily find its way into written lite-
rature’. However, the use of the colloquial as a written language sometimes does
lead to the use of slang elements in both literary and semi-literary texts. In this study
I demonstrate the use of such elements in modern Egyptian writing.

Criticizing the “language of the era” and talking about slang

Several studies of the language of Egyptian youth, have been done from a socio-
linguistic point of view; these include descriptions of some of the new slang voca-
bulary’. There are also lexicons which contain older and newer slang®. Egyptian
slang is also discussed in the Egyptian press; many such contributions, occasionally
in the form of letters to the editor, criticize the use of slang and often refer to it in
derogatory terms.

The best-known word in the new vocabulary of contemporary Egyptian slang is
riwis - “cool”, which has become an adjective in very common use, often followed by
an invariable qualifier fafin - “very”. The phrase riwis tapn (“very cool”) has become
a collocation which often appears in written texts, sometimes in titles’. The noun
and verbal noun derived from riwis'is rawsana - “cool behaviour, cool attitude, cool
life; being riwis, behaving in a cool manner”; both terms are extensively used in
newspaper articles dealing with new slang, often conveying a negative connotation.

Other slang words and expressions also appear in current newspaper articles. Ma-
ny of these criticize slang and its usage, but as they often quote examples they may

* Andersson and Trudgill, instead of looking for a definition, decided to try to “characterize
slang by stating what it is and what it is not” (Andersson and Trudgill, Bad Language, 69; see
the chapter on slang, ibid, 67-89).

* But it contains taboo words some of which may reflect old slang - see below.
3 Partridge, Slang, 3.

% Note that the term “slang” as an entry is still absent from some lexicons of literary terms pu-
blished in the West, thus ignoring its function as a vehicle for literary expression.

7 See Alam, Youngsters, Gad Allah, Afar; Peterson, Cairene Youth Terminology.

8 See Farag, Mufgam; S1zzat, Lugat al-sarif; Himaya, Qamiis riwis 1 and 2. Several articles
and commentaries have been published on Himaya's Dictionaries and his ideas; see, e.g., Abii
al-SuSud, Nahnu gil, S. ., Tazammulat, Wadi, Qamais.

? See, e.g., the following titles in the bibliography below: Fawzi, Sabab; Himaya, Qams riwis
1 and 2; Ibrahim, Safidr, Nabil, Rasazil, Yusuf, Mufalliq.
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be contributing to its spread. These comments may contain merely one or two slang
words, but some mention dozens'’.

Writers of newspaper articles, as well as readers in letters to the editor, sometimes
criticize the use of certain words. The author of the following discussion of the term
sabaf (a nickname for a Mercedes car; lit.: ghost - see below) pretends not to un-
derstand its meaning and concludes by mockingly applying it to old-fashioned and
cheap means of transportation:
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By God, what is the Sabah?

When I read the phrase “a sabaf (ghost) car” I was completely unable
to guess what it could mean. Is it for example an elegant sports car? Is
it a very fast car? Is it a car with a special coating that makes in
undetectable by radar? Or is it a car that can be seen at night and
becomes invisible during the day? All I know from what has been
written about it is that it is a very expensive car, and that some people
in a society with many financial and social problems are the proud
possessors of one. May God help the owners of sabah bicycles and
Sabah carts. ( Bil-lahi falaykum).

The text is accompanied by an illustration of a “regular” small car which looks in
fear at a big “ghost-car” representing the sabah (“ghost”).

Modern slang and the language used by young people are often referred to as
Lugat al-fasr - “the language of the era, the language of our time”, a phrase which
often carries a negative connotation. In the following dialogue between Gohari and
Safid, taken from a comedy by al-Mafaddawi, Gohari uses a slang expression. When
Safid is puzzled, Gohari answers with other slang expressions. Safid reprimands
him, and Gohari responds by saying that this is “the language of our time”:

sl e Jalu:dgy)
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0 gee, e.g., YAbd al-Hamid, Luga; {Abd al-MunSim, Agani, Darwis, Mulahzat, Hasan, Sillit il-
gamifa;, Luga sababiyya; Suwaidan, Qamuiis, Yusuf, Man al-mas?il, Zaki, Luga.
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The first one :Forget about it (lit.: give my regards to the metro'').
Safid :Even you, mister Gohari, say the words of these days.

The first one :Oh mister Safid Ramadan, you live in a world which
does not exist. You want the world to have a pink colour'?, while its
colour is in fact dark blue. “Be cool”, man, and “go with the stream”.
Safid :What’s happening? What are these base expressions, sir?

The second one :(Laughs mockingly) The language of the era, sweet-
heart. (MaYaddawi, F7 baytina, 109-110).

The term Lugat al-fasr, with its derogatory connotation, may appear in the Egyp-
tian press as a headline under which some examples of that language are given. The
following headline and terms appeared in a letter to the editor; the structure “say...
and don’t say” is a phrase used when instructing people to use correct Fusha (for
example, in radio programmes):
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The language of the era!

What is this new language which has appeared among the various
classes of people? What is this logic and what are these meanings that
made it possible for us to say:

Say “fil” (elephant) and don’t say one hundred million pounds

Say “Zarnab” (rabbit) and don’t say one million pounds

Say “Zastik” (rubber band) or “baku” (packet) and don’t say one thou-
sand pounds

Say “bariza”(ten piasters) and don’t say ten pounds

Say “silin” (five piasters) and don’t say five pounds

Say “Japlizh’*® and don’t say (an Egyptian) pound

"' Metro is the metropolitan electric train which travels on the surface, as opposed to metro
al-7anfaq (or al-7anfa?), the underground train, which today is sometimes also called for short
metro.

'2 This is an allusion to the song Bambi — “Pink” - performed by Sufad Husni in the film
Amira hubbi 7ana (“Amira my love™): the opening line and refrain of the song, i/-haya ba’a
lonha bambi — “Life’s colour has become pink” has become a common saying in Egyptian
fAmmiyya, conveying an optimistic mood.
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Say “il-7ahdar” (green) and don’t say dollar!

Say “7l-7ahmar”(red) and don’t say (pound) sterling

And finally, say “zalamukka” (fow’s bottom) and don’t say Mercedes!
And no commentary is possible, gentlemen, only have mercy on us,
and He who is in Heaven will have mercy on you. (Burham, Lugat al-
fasr-1).

The following caption and terms, most of which appear also in the list above, are
taken from a cartoon showing an “average” Egyptian looking puzzled at some new
slang terms; the one word in this list which did not appear in the former quotation is
kosa (lit.: zucchini) which has become a slang word for favouritism, favourable
treatment:

JOREH
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The language of the era

Fil (elephant) means one milliard

Arnab (rabbit) one million

Astik (rubber band) one thousand
Zalamukka Mercedes

Kosa of course is known. (Lugat al-fasr-2).

The lack of a definition for k0sa implies not only that the word is in common use,
but also that the phenomenon it refers to is widespread.

Talking about slang in literary texts

When characters in a literary text use slang, there are sometimes meta-linguistic
comments concerning such use. More often than not these remarks are made when
slang is uttered by someone who would not be expected to use it or when the slang is
not understood.

As quoted above, the word si/in - “five piasters” (from English “shilling”), has ac-
quired a new meaning - “five pounds”, and bariza - “ten piasters”, has acquired the
meaning “ten pounds”. In the play /¢-7alat wara?at the word bariza appears several
times in a conversation between Mahras Afandi and a nurse, and both refer to it as
ten pounds (Dewéri, Talat, 46). In Fi baytina tanawiyya famma, the author makes it
clear, through one of the speakers, that the term $7/in carries its new slang meaning:

Skl die ac 1y od CadSIL 4yl Jasis Ll 5 18l
il e s3ally (L 4t s als C by e dedd 1 Al
_(JAU Basd) 4a g Adaall )Lﬁ)

B3 From the root /-A-/-h which refers to movement and activity.
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Nahid: And what are we supposed to do with this list, “uncle” YAbd al-
TAI?

The janitor: It’s a service from me, madam, and the tip for it is one
silin, may the prophet protect us from the evil eye.

(Astonishment takes over Nahid’s face).

Nahid: Is this reasonable?! Five pounds at once for a piece of paper
with the teachers’ addresses and telephone numbers?! (MaYaddawi, F7
baytina, 43; see also the dialogue from this play quoted above).

An explanation of a slang word may be given when a speaker indicates that such a
word is not understood. The following explanation is given by Samir, after his father
wonders about the expression farri-/u - “remove him, make him go away” used by
Riffat:

) iny 4d (5 okl rcad
[]mae s b oY sk 1 el

Riffat: What do you mean get rid of him?
Samir: Get rid of Tamir’s father. I mean get him out of here [...]
(Ramli, 7ihibb-i tsif, 14).

It may also happen that one of the speakers will misunderstand a slang word. In
the following dialogue, a woman who does not know the slang meaning of the word
Zarnab used by her husband takes it literally:

(YY) Y 8 A (Al 4 ks ) guall e
~elSU Cp s cllal ¢ jsnall de b aa ileat e iV e K1Y Aia
LSl 228

{Abd al-Sabbiir: Of course there is a problem, the problem is with
[making] the first Zarnab (million).

Safiyya: If the rabbit (Zarnab) is the problem don’t worry, {Abd al-
Sabbir, I shall slaughter for you a pair and you’ll eat them in the
muluhiyya-soup, just let me stay with you. (Gad, Mahatta, 107).

In the following passage the author, who has also written a dictionary of slang
words, not only explains a new slang term, but refers the reader to his own dictio-

nary:

LS aal i o aobiiy cagdlBaa (i ll ludl) alghy Ladl) Zasl Sl
(b i) (usad
Uil 4



The use of slang and coarse words in modern Egyptian writing 191

Hello brother (a word said by the cool [r7wis] youngsters to their
friends; you can refer to our book Riwis fahn dictionary). What's up?
(Himaya, fAsig, 15).

Using slang in written texts

The most common slang words figuring in written texts are words denoting
amounts of money, nicknames for Mercedes cars, the word &dsa, and currently the
words riwis, taiin and bi7a (see below). Other words appear less frequently, except
for some texts which are intentionally loaded with slang.

Talking about money

In a surrealistic scene in the play /t-Talat wara7at Mahris Afandi addresses his
wife from outside a maternity ward while she is having labour pains inside. Mahriis
Afandi mentions large amounts of money and uses the appropriate slang words; the
structure of the phrases here is an allusion to the title One Thousand and One
Nights.

Av 5T 5 a5 pe dobla daY s sSby S Gl (Ge)j) €0 5 VY
Ose by dAd <l Yo g Ve 5 80 aly (Al G Goer il i) Al
[...] sesoee daY

320 and 40 thousand thousand (bako; lit.: package) and one are no-
thing for your sake, just give birth, and 60 and 80 thousand million
(Zarnab; lit.: rabbit) and one are nothing, she just should give birth to
a boy for me, 400 and 10 and 20 thousand milliard [or: 100 million]
(£ lit.: elephant) and one are nothing for the sake of Mahriis [the
child to be born]. (Dewéri, 7Talat, 41).

A metalinguistic comment is made in the following excerpt from the novel Laban
1l-fastirin which the slang terms for large amounts of money are explained:

LY e | gsale iV oL ey Al Ane irg SN an 1o Al
[] &.\)h\]\w&y\\ul;:uu}ﬂ.d\} ,:u;).uug_ﬂ;:u

And he told him: this is a secret language. Astik means one hundred,
one thousand is bako, the rabbit (7arnab) is one million, because rab-
bits procreate quickly, and one million procreates faster than rabbits
[...]: (Qafid, Laban, 101).

Talking about Mercedes cars

It is a tradition in Egypt to give nicknames to various models of Mercedes cars;
every new model gets its own nickname'*. One of the newest models is called sabah
(lit.: ghost, and also the Arabic name of the stealth bomber, an American combat
aircraft).

4 For a list of these nicknames see Farag, Mufgam, 408-409.
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I want my private car to be a sabaf Mercedes, metallic black. (Ramli,
Zaki, 70; see also above).

The word sabah here is followed by another slang word taken from the jargon of
the car world, metalik - “metallic colour”. A previous nickname, very common to
this day, is zalamukka (lit.: fowl’s bottom): Sl A ClSal3l i slalivew s - They do
not deserve the Mercedes cars that they are riding in (Wakil, Hawanim, 25; see also
above).

Talking about favouritism

The word kodsa appears quite frequently in written texts. Two decades ago the me-
re occurrence of this word in a conversation would have caused either surprise or an
indignant reaction; today, although still regarded as slang, its use does not attract
the same attention.

In a poem entitled dwssaadl jas & 4wl - “The zucchini (“favouritism”) in
guarded Egypt”", the poet Qatamis asks: 4wl ¢ 8" (o o35 e 220 - “My
country, when will you recover from corruption and favouritism (lit.: ‘pumpkin’ and
‘zucchini’)?” Qatamis, Qa/b [“Al-Kosa.. {1 misr al-mahrtsa”], 103). In a/-Hamagi, a
play by Lenin al-Ramli, a devil complains to an angel: 4l 4w S (53 - “this is clear
favouritism” (Ramli, Hamagi, 431). In another play, a pun is created when the word
is used in both its literal and figurative meanings: in an institution for the blind,
when one of the inmates smells the rotten vegetables purchased by the management
for consumption in the institution, he remarks: a3l 4. Sl s, 5 - “the stinking smell
of the kosa has spread” (i.e. “it is clear that there is favouritism here” (Ramli,
Wughit nazar, 22).

In a satirical story by Magdi Sabir, the narrator imagines a new version of the story
of YAll Baba. In his text simsim (“sesame”) is the cave guardian’s name, a slave
whose duty it is to open and close the gate. The narrator feels that the name Simsim
should be replaced by Kosa:

o] tLA.m A &_l‘}.\‘}“ J< C"‘s’! é.ﬂ\ EJULAS\ U‘”JB 9 Jaa A g
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This Simsim is the cave guard who opens all the doors when he hears
his name. What happened to him was that he was taken prisoner in
Gaul in order to work at opening and shutting the cave, as a slave. But
his name today should more properly be Kdsa, since this is what opens
every locked door; we are now the slaves and those with Kosa are the
masters. (Sabir, Hikayat/Mu?assasa[“Magarat fAli Baba”], 148).

15 “«Guarded Egypt” is a common epithet of Egypt, here used to rhyme with &dsa.
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I have found a connection made between 40sa and Indian elephants in two texts.
The first is in a play by Amin Bakir: & Ju¥) oiad LS cllia ¢ )5 LS L et 4 Sl
Sgll & )lsd - “The kdsa ‘walks’ here as it is sown there and as the elephants walk in
the streets of India” (Bakir, Mutafantiz, 38). A similar connection is made in the

following joke:

1990580 5 bl Gy (38 4 20
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Question: What'’s the difference between elephants and kosa?
Answer: Elephants walk in India [only], but kosa “walks” everywhere.
(Marziq, Idhak, 82).

Kosa also appears in cartoon captions, serving to reinforce the humour. In the
following example there is criticism of a woman who got a job through favouritism:

B3l A5 Lot Cpatll o gllaall Salall (8 el dula Lgd) (g2 Ly el Y

But you must know, sir, that she received an outstanding grade in the
subject needed for getting appointed as a teacher, namely zucchini
(ko0sa) dissection. (A/-Wafd, 27.6.1985).

Riwis, tahn and biZa

New slang is already being employed in contemporary literary texts. The three
common words in this category are r7wis, tahn (often in the collocation riwis tafn)
and bi7a. The following is an example of the use of the r7wis fahn collocation in the
feminine:

daall HSy cada &by, cul Aag )bl oY) culS Jiae dala i
() o

And the thing which I liked the most was the historical costumes.
They were very cool. And the tent decoration was stylish (stayl).
(Ramli, Hasawi).

Bi7a (lit.: environment, apparently an abbreviation of bi7a watya - “low envi-
ronment”, bi7a wifisa - “bad environment”) has become an invariable adjective de-
noting a low class or ill-mannered person. In a recent play by Lenin al-Ramli,
Rugqaya talks about Madlene, an American girl: in o<1 9423 8 & (e 44w - “She is
low class. Isn’t she a Western person? Still, she is low class” (Ramli, £fEn, 14); later,
Rugqqaya refers to Wahsi: 45 ao2e JalJ - “A criminal and low class person” (ibid,
27).

The following excerpt contains the words bi7a and fahn as well as the word
rawsana derived from riwis:
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I saw a girl as beautiful as the moon, wearing the most luxurious fa-
shion style and driving a sports car. One of the youngsters started flir-
ting with her, and she stopped the car and went out to him: What do
you want, you spoiled child?! And she started using the low class
(bi7a) and “fafin” language, and all of the coolness (rawsana) came
out. (Mafati, £Afarit[“Wafamil 2€h in-nahardal!!?”], 89).

Computers and communications

Mobayl and kombyiitar - “cellular telephone, mobile telephone” and “computer”,
respectively, have become common items in Egyptian daily life as elsewhere, and
consequently common words in Egyptian Arabic, pushing away the invented stan-
dard words mahmaul (lit.: portable [telephone]) and Adsdb. Some other words in
these fields are still regarded as slang, like mesey - “message (SMS)”: L dibsall 4z
Ve Gl s 08 (e (ilide - “Allso this cellular telephone does not work. I can’t
even send a message” (Ramli, ££n, 15).

While mobayl and kombyiitar have become standard words in Egyptian Arabic,
many words connected to the computer world still convey the feeling of slang. The
following, all borrowed from English, are some examples collected from informants:

dallit and famal delit - “to delete, to erase”; famal kobi - “to copy”, kansil - “to
cancel”, also in the phrase kansi/ faléh - “refused to talk to him (on the cellular tele-
phone; kansilt-i faléh - 1 refused to talk to him); farmat - “to format, to erase com-
pletely (a disk)”; brintar - “printer”; hard-i disk - “hard disk”, kart-i vega - “screen
card”, kart-i saund - “sound card”, skanar - “scanner”, famal skan - “to scan”, flobr -
“floppy (disk), sabwiifar - “sub woover”, drayver - “driver”, drayfor drayf- “drive”,
késa - “computer’s case”, ramaya pl. ramat - “computer memory”, 7ab gréd - “upgra-
de [of the computer]”.

Watching a tragedy and listening to slang: Condensed contemporary slang in one
literary text

The most extensive use so far of youth slang in a literary text was made by Lenin
al-Ramli in his play 77hibb-i tsif mazsat. In the prologue and the first scene there
are dialogues between Riffat and YAzmi, fathers who represent the older gene-
ration, and a group of youngsters (including their sons), and then among the young
ones. Al-Ramli puts many slang words and expressions in the mouths of the young
characters, and the first scene is thus loaded with condensed slang vocabulary. The
author has told me that in order to create the dialogues in that scene he made use of
Yasir Himaya's Qamiis Riwis Tahn (vol. 2); in some cases he even used slang words
which he himself had not known. The slang employed in this scene is so condensed
that it goes beyond actual use in normal speech.
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Following are excerpts from these dialogues. Slang words and expressions appear
in bold in Arabic and in the translation, which is usually a colloquial appro-
ximation'®:

_J'gt.,.mtgém, J e BN 1s05a

Midi: Watch out! There's danger. (Ramli, 774ibb-1 tsiif; 10).
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Samir: Here I am. (Shakes his friends’ hands). Peace, man, peace,
man.

Mudi: I'm the one who warned you and cut off the electricity. Are you
pleased with me?

Riffat: Where did you go and leave your guests?

Samir: It’s nothing. I put on my Jeans and the tight T-shirt and had
myself a little cigarette with “stuff” that made me feel good. I had a
good time with a good-looking chick and we had it cool as could be.
This guy Mudi gave me a signal and warned me. Can I do something
for you?'” I came to you running. (Ibid, 13).

#353\,3;3\ gdoff&&,ﬁhgn ENES Mﬁﬁd@bﬁu‘@u\ﬂ&}s el
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'61 use the text published in 2002. I also have a newer electronic version which I received
from the author; this version contains some minor changes and more punctuation between in-
dependent expressions (this punctuation is reflected in the translation); some problematic pa-
rentheses have been corrected in the electronic version and this is reflected in the Arabic text
quoted here.

'7 This is a humourous expression used in contemporary slang; fidfa (deception, trick) repla-
ces the word Aidma (service) in the expression Zayy-7 hidma— “can I do something for you?”.
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Samir: Don’t take it so hard, sir. Don’t be so old-fashioned. Be with an
open head. Life sucks, change the subject, everything is foolishness
and nonsense, don’t take it to heart.

Riffat: What is this that you’re saying, son?

Samir: “Don’t take to heart” means listen to what I say, use your head
and calm down your nerves a little.

{Azmi: Leave them alone, they are young people who are happy to be
what they are.

Samir: You are completely right, “uncle”, very true. I agree com-
pletely, sir.

Riffat: You are right, they do not have the responsibilities that we
bear.

Samir: You are right, no mistake about it, we are guys who are willing
to take any risk (whispers) well, get rid of him.

Riffat: What do you mean get rid of him?

Samir: Get rid of Tamir's father. I mean get him out of here. We want
to live for the moment and smoke some cigarettes in peace.

(He takes out a pack of cigarettes from his pocket) What kind of ciga-
rettes do you have?

Riffat: Come, Y Azmi, come and I'll get rid of you. (Ibid, 13-14).

(b el (e Alen [J]) ey Bhaa s ozt LA ) ) sal) o L)
UL S g ) s (515 (g AN LT 45 8 s jad) 4l 1 el
[] 4 oS s ) (g 1 el

TSy SRS ol

) € Akl el cuyd cade sl ol Ul el

faul ¥y bl cusd Gl 4060 gl s dgla gl ;s

el (Bols a5 el Fgany (A gy qupa S U el
il L i L sl Jual

(The group laughs during the following dialogue and applauds every
utterance of Tamir and Samir).

Samir: What’s up then? And what’s new with the coolness and how’s
the sex life, my dear?

Tamir: What coolness and what sex? [...]

Tamir: How many glasses of whiskey can you drink?

Samir: I can drink up the whole ocean. Have you smoked a water-
pipe? Have you tried pills?

Tamir: “Abu saliba” pills are for poor people. Have you taken a sniff
[of heroin] or haven’t you yet?

Samir: I used to be addicted, a heavy user and mainliner. They used to
call me Samir the vagrant. Now I swallow (pills) because the “powder”
(heroin) didn’t do it for me. I stopped taking it. (Ibid, 14-15).

felic L sVl 8 "opdila" a3 e alS e b b

il g Al Lkl Ul $aaial 1 5l
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a8l gl s padl Al el deSall i b G5 SET L el
ol

Samir: Well, how many numbers of good-looking girls do you have in
your notebook?

Tamir: Notebook? I entered the list into the computer.

Samir: What nonsense. Do you want to make fun of me and deceive
me?. You think you’re a smart guy '*?

Tamir: Daddy will buy us a satellite.

Samir: I don’t think that (my) daddy will let the government give him
permission. Let him buy you some dried apricot leather". (Ibid, 15).

o] Eledll glaa 1 el
Samir: Happy morning [...]. (Ibid, 15).
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Tamir: Simsim [a nickname for Samir], I’ve fallen into trouble. Will
you be a man and stand by me?

Samir: Of course, Titi [a nickname for Tamir], who if not for you?
Just say it. Can I do something for you?

Tamir: This girl {Ula loves me and sticks to me. I want to pass her on
to you so you’ll save me from her.

Samir: She sticks to you? You only wish! I was already choked be-
cause of how much she is jealous for me.

Zaza: By God, what’s the problem, guys? Are you fighting over a girl?
Samir: There’s no way I will lose a man’s [friendship] because of some
chick, even if the world should turn upside down. (Ibid, 17-18).

_axg._\g;ijjy)}u.}sui?hi&,mu\s@,;)‘u

Samir: Was she really ever yours? If you want chicks I'll get you some.
(Ibid, 17-18).

'8 Al-Limbi is the name of a character and the title of an Egyptian film.

' This is a pun based on the word Zamar (in standard Arabic: gamar, lit.: moon) which
appears in both expression. Tamir boasts that his daddy will buy him a gamar sinafi -
“satellite”, and Samir mocks him and says that his father should rather buy him Zamar id-din -
“dried apricot leather”.
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Coarse words, army slang, the Internet and Egyptian writing
Coarse words

Arabic, like any other language, contains words which are regarded as coarse and
taboo by society. Such words usually belong to the domains of sex, intimate organs,
excretion, and cursing. The appearance of such words in written texts is dictated by
the norms prevailing in a society at a given time. Such norms may change. Today,
norms in Western literature are more permissive, and slang and coarse words can be
found in mainstream (“respectable”) literary works. Arab societies are generally
more conservative than their Western counterparts, and this is reflected in literary
norms which forbid the appearance of such words in written texts.

Some of the strongest taboo words in various Arabic dialects are derived from the
root n-y-k; some of them have existed in the language for hundreds of years® but are
still regarded as very vulgar and are absent from some Arabic dictionaries®'. Words
derived from this root are not supposed to be heard in “decent” conversation or
printed on paper. Exceptions are so rare that they prove the rule. One is the novel
Al-Tafin - “The Plague”, by Saad Elkhadem, but it should be noted that the author
is an Egyptian who has emmigrated to Canada and publishes his works there, and
therefore enjoys the liberty of not abiding by the norms prevailing in Egyptian socie-
ty and literature. This novel, which bluntly criticizes Nasser’s regime in Egypt, is loa-
ded with coarse words which serve as a stylistic means of emphasizing the author’s
indignation. Elkhadem attacks Nasser’s Egypt with no holds barred, and his voca-
bulary reflects what he thinks of it. It is quite probable that the author would not
have been able to publish the novel in his motherland*. The following are examples
taken from the novel: &S Al & 1580 GleS ¢ jile - “they also want to fuck around in
the country for free” (Elkhadem, 7afin, 1); 585 (e oSS - “you all want to fuck”
(ibid, 18); the verb Zitnak, the passive form of the verb nak, appears once in the
novel: u= ¥ skl @ity <alS - “she would fuck with everybody” (ibid, 17).

Words from the same root also appear in al-Wali’s recent novel Hikayat Sarif al-
bafr, which contains many coarse words. The following example has both the verb
nak and its passive form: sy 48 s ik (e La L U G i lie gla il - “You
came in order to fuck but, my dear, I do not get fucked for (just) a guava and a
carrot” (Wali, Sari, 197); the verb in its active form appears many times (ibid, 83,
249, etc.); the infinitive form nik also appears several times (ibid, 175, 195, etc.). The
expression 43S ¢l ey Jal )l el - “you should respect a man’s words” (lit.: fuck
the man but don’t fuck his words; ibid, 132), appears in Elkhadem’s collection of

proverbs and coarse sayings (Elkhadem, Life, 149) in the version: (iS5 Yy dal )l els
4,

2 See, e.g., Kitdb al-mupassas by Ibn Sayyidih (died 1656) which includes the verb nak, the
verbal noun nayk, and the noun nayyak which is defined as a/l-katir al-nayk — “one who fucks a
lot” (Ibn Sayyidih, Muhassas, vol. 5, 111).

2 The definition of the verb ndk in Wehr’, “to have sexual intercourse” (Wehr, Dictionary,
1014), camouflages the actual coarse usage of this verb. The definition in Spiro’, “to copu-
late”, also avoids reflecting the coarse tone of the word (Spiro, Dictionary, 589). Badawi and
Hinds point out that the word is coarse and give “to fuck” as the only definition (Badawi and
Hinds, Dictionary, 894).

2 Elkhadem is also the author of Colloguial Egyptian Proverbs Coarse Sayings and Popular
Expressions (Elkhadem, Life); this collection does in fact contain some coarse expressions.



The use of slang and coarse words in modern Egyptian writing 199

Another strong taboo word is kuss - “cunt”, which is also regarded as very vulgar
and is not to be heard in “decent” conversation or found in print; its position in
Egyptian culture (and Arab culture in general) is similar to that of the English equi-
valent. In the spoken language this word often appears in abusive utterances, es-
pecially in the construction kuss 7ummak - (lit.: your mother’s cunt) which means
“the hell with you; fuck off”, as well as kuss Zumm... - “the hell with...”. This word
appears several times in Elkhadem's novel, for example: <l S - “your mother’s
cunt” (Elkhadem, 74fin, 2); (riess 4asl A ol (oS - “The hell with whoever’s name is
Muhammadén” (ibid, 28).

The word also figures in al-Wali’s novel; in one case the application is somewhat
softened, as it is included in a wedding song: u=_2s R /usS gle - “She has a cunt/
that can bake and arrange [the loaves]” (Wali, Sari, 183); the authenticity of quota-
tion in this case “justifies” including the word in the published text; the novel con-
tains many footnotes by the author, and the phrase is repeated in a footnote that
explains the line (ibid, 187, footnote 11). The word appears many times elsewhere in
the book (ibid, 240, 263, etc.). The expression kuss 7umm... also appears several ti-
mes, for example: Jxill ol (S - “the hell with work” (ibid, 71); Slaledll o S - “the
hell with the documents” (ibid, 79).

There are two common words for homosexuals in Egyptian fAmmiyya, regarded
as coarse and taboo: fawal and fil7. The first is more common in speech and often
heard as a term of abuse.

I have found the word f7/7once in a printed text (Ismafil, fUgqd, 29), while hawal
appears once (in the plural form Aawalaf) in Elkhadem, 7afdn, 13, and several times
(in both singular and plural) in Wali, Sarif, 98, 159, etc.

Other coarse words appear in the above-mentioned novels by Elkhadem and al-
Wali, as well as in some other recent books. Here are some examples: |4 - “faeces,
shit”, and metaphorically: “bad, lousy”, as in 2 |l Lilad - “this shitty work of ours”
(fAbd al-MunSim, Min halawit, 23); &b - “to break wind quietly, to fart silently”
(YAbd al-Munfim, Min halawit, 28); <) - “penis” (Wali, Sarif, 18, 240); gl -
“appellation for the genitals” (Wali, Sarif, 32, 175); ol ki - “to have sex with, to
‘ride” (lit.: to jump on) (Wali, Sarif, 83, 131, etc.); 3k - “butt, ass, behind” (fAbd al-
MunSim, Min halawit, 65, 138; Wali, Sarif, 107, 156, etc.).

Army slang

Army slang is generally not used in Egyptian literature. One common army slang
phrase, 43« Ll (zabit mihla, also in the written version 4 ha\a [dabit mihla]), a
derogatory nickname for an officer of lower rank (lit.: Duffle-bag officer), is used in
a story which appeared in an Internet literary journal (Fil, 7azhif). The title word,
tazhit, is another army slang word which means “forcing [the soldiers] to crawl”, a
common form of military punishment.

The term zabit mihla also appears in other Internet sites. This term, together with
three other army slang expressions, figures with explanations in a website dedicated
to the Egyptian army:

Some reverse wisdom can be seen in proverbs and saying [sic] that are famous in
the army such as:

* “Injustice to all is justice!” «Jxe iy amy W ol [ fz-zulm lamma yifimm yib?a fadl].
This is told by officers when recruits complain of some situation. The response is
to apply injustice to everyone, then it becomes justice. Of course, not even this
twisted logic is true, given the bribes and favouritism that are widely practiced.
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* “In the army, you have to find a way”«—a_wadl &l J& iy [il-gés 24/ lak Zitsarraf].
This used to mean resourcefulness, and making do with what you have. However
it gradually evolved into “the ends justify the means”, such as bribes.

* “Talk only about yourself” «uw i ue WlSShy [Zitkallim fan nafsak bass). A
rebellion in the army is a big disaster to the chain of command. A mutiny used to
be punishable by death (e.g. Fletcher Christian and the Mutiny on the Bounty).
Hence, the army always do not want any kind of groups forming under any cir-
cumstances. (Baheyeldin, Notzes).

Another story by Samir al-Fil with an army background has appeared on an Inter-
net site, followed by a list of selected army slang expressions and terminology (Fil,
Hadlt al-rasi). The following are some army slang words and expressions which I ha-
ve so far not found in published texts:

Zinta lissa gésak fi 7afr-i -I-mifila - You are still new in the army, you are still
“green” (lit.: your army [service] is still at the bottom of the kit-bag); servis - “army
food tray”; Zarawana - “prison food tray”; Zakalna min 7arawana wapda - “old
friends” (lit.: we ate from the same tray); girdya - “army bread, army pita”;
hamastasar yom ya gés win?il fala -I-giraya fés - “1 have another fifteen days until
my release from military service” (lit.: another fifteen days, oh army, and I will call
the giraya “bread”; hamastasar yom ya 7ulal wennam fa -s-sirir 7abu mulal - 1 have
another fifteen days until my release from military service (lit.: another fifteen days,
oh “jars” [the function of this word is to form a rhyme], and we will sleep on a bed
with springs); al-musawa fi -z-zulm-i fadl - “equality in injustice means justice” (a
principle on which punishments in the army are based); fabha soda - “cooked egg-
plants” (lit.: black dish).

Drug slang

Drug dealers and users tend to develop their own slang®; some words and ex-
pressions in this slang extend beyond dealers and users and become part of general
slang. For some examples of contemporary drug slang see the quotations above
from al-Ramli’s play 77hibb-i tsiif maZsat. Some of the terms in that text also appear
in fAbd al-SAlim’s novel Bazik dula ol Adyn s 1 il mily o abedl
4S5 Jual pally - “Master YAl has started consuming bango, in addition to Abu saliba
and (other) pills and all that” (YAbd al-YAlim. Bazil, 12).

Slang, coarse words and the Internet

Many Internet users are presumably young people who do not hesitate to include
slang and coarse words in their electronic messages; many of the slang words des-
cribed in this paper appear in Internet chats. I quote the following excerpt taken
from an Internet chat, in which the writer describes the phenomenon of “chat”, whi-
le using the new slang words saf - “chat”, stay/ - “very nice, on a high level, stylish”,
bi?a and riwis tahn:

Bl 5y Uige Gle) QLA S5 139¢ Ao il Gl clee W J) U
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 For some of the terms employed by hashish users see Hussein, Sub-culture (with a glossary,
pp. 66-70).
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The first time I had a “chat” was in 1994. Chats a long time ago were
not like now. Chat then was stylish, and not everyone entered it like
now. Frankly, today chatting has become very low-class. It used to be
that you could meet someone nice, sit and talk with him. You could
build a friendship, whether it was a girl or a boy, and they wouldn’t do
dirty tricks on you like those done now.

[...] I had a colleague, a married man, who was new to chatting [...]
Whenever he would get to know a girl he would start talking to her in
the usual way. The talking would be very cool, joking and extremely
nice [...]. (Chat 2001).

Conclusion

Writers who create literature in fAmmiyya have more stylistic options at their dis-
posal, since they can employ both Fuspa and fAmmiyya in their texts. Writers who
use slang have an additional stylistic option, as they can switch between Fusha,
fAmmiyya and slang and have another instrument for characterization.

Internet messages, presumably written by young people, sometimes include slang
and coarse words, which in other circumstances only seldom appear in print. This
practice is undoubtedly encouraged by the fact that the participants in such acts of
communication remain anonymous. This reflects a significant change in the writing
habits of Egyptians (as well as Internet users all over the world).

The use of slang in literary and semi-literary texts in Egypt is quite limited; slang is
usually avoided and coarse words are only implied. However, the rise of fAmmiyya
as a literary language has also encouraged some writers to include elements of slang
in their texts. Many writers who use fAmmiyya still avoid slang, but some writers do
use it, for various reasons.

Playwright and satirist Al Salim has told me that he is against using slang becau-
se he uses only words of Arabic origin and because slang words do not survive in the
language. Therefore he would not use a word like r7wis. When I asked him about the
use of some slang and foreign words in his satirical stories, he said that those words
served as names for existing objects and would remain in the language and as such
their use was justified. In other words, Salim accepts the use of words which denote
realid”.

Yasir Himaya, a young writer of prose who has also compiled a dictionary of
Egyptian slang, represents the opposite policy. He supports the use of slang in
written literature, and has told me that he considered it a legitimate vehicle des-
cribing a changing younger generation with a changing language, a generation to
which he belongs.

 Compare the attitude of Nagib Mahfiz - an opponent of the use of fAmmiyyain literature -
who nevertheless includes fAmmiyyawords which denote realia (see 98-99, 133).
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Playwright Lenin al-Ramli takes the middle road. Although, as he told me, he
does not support the use of slang per se, in fact he does use it whenever he thinks
that this would contribute to characterization or help convey a message.

Partridge lists fifteen possible reasons for using slang (Partridge, S/ang, 6-7), on
which Crystal comments: “One theme recurs among all these reasons: the use of
slang as a means of marking social or linguistic identity” (Crystal, Encyclopedia, 53).
Using slang on the Internet tells a lot about its users; in literary and semi-literary
texts it may help in characterizing literary figures; some Egyptian writers are now
willing to take advantage of this option.

Slang words and expressions often change in status; they may either become part
of the standard language or be forgotten:

Slang words can come and go very quickly: either passing out of the language
completely, or being ‘promoted’ to standard usage (Wales, Stylistics, 424).

Cuddon, who regards slang as “the poetry of the common man” (Cuddon,
Dictionary, 834), recognizes its potential as a stylistic means, but points out that wri-
ters should be careful when they include slang in their works:

So slang is the language of intimacy, of everyday conversation, and much of it is
ephemeral. However, if it passes the hard tests of vitality and originality it may sur-
vive for centuries. It can date very rapidly, like fashions in clothes, and the writer,
therefore, is obliged to be judicious in his use of current slang in order to remain na-
tural and unaffected.

Including slang words in written literature may lead to a change in their future sta-
tus and help in their “promotion to standard usage”. Even if they become extinct,
the printed text preserves them on paper. They might even be picked up from the
text by future writers and resurrected in their works.

Knowledge of Egyptian slang is now needed in order to understand not only oral
utterances, but also some written texts. The following quotation may apply to such
texts as well:

It is impossible to acquire a thorough knowledge of English [or of any other lan-
guage, for that matter] without being familiar with slang and vulgarism. Whoever is
uninitiated... will be at a loss to understand many of the masterpieces of English lite-
rature. Nay... he will scarcely be able even to understand an English newspaper™.
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