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1. History of contacts

Close contacts between the Arabs and speakers of Turkic languages go back to the first half of
the 9th century, when the Abbasid caliphs began recruiting Turks from Central Asia as
Praetorian guards. Although some of these mercenaries — for instance 'Ahmad ibn Tiltin and
his successors — were even de facto rulers of Egypt (868—905), their language left hardly any
traces in Arabic. The same is true of such later Turkish dynasties as the Ikhshidids and
Seljuks. However, during the rule of the Mamluks in general (13th—16th centuries), and of the
Bahr1 Mamluks (whose sultans were Kipchak Turks) in particular, at least the Arabic of Egypt
was significantly influenced by a Turkic language. Nevertheless, the vast majority of Turkish
loans in both written and colloquial Arabic date from the time of the Ottoman Empire, which
for about four hundred years dominated a large part of the Arab world. The influence of the
Turkish language during that time even reached regions not under direct control of the
Ottomans, such as Oman and Morocco. The disintegration of the Ottoman Empire after the
First World War brought to an abrupt end Arabic/Turkish language contacts in most of the
former provinces of the empire and resulted in a relatively rapid decrease in the use of Turkish
words in all registers of Arabic. The remaining small number of Turkish-speaking minorities
in Syria, and the so-called Turkmens of Iraq, have played only a limited regional role for the
further transmission of Turkish loans into Arabic. The only exception to this general tendency
are the Arabic minorities within the boundaries of present-day Turkey. Because of the strong
impact of Turkish in the educational system and the media, the dialects of these Arabic
speakers are still influenced by Turkish not only in vocabulary but also to some degree in
morphology and syntax (for the situation in Cilician Arabic, see Prochdzka 2002:184-203).

In the following sections, the region is always specified for dialectal words; examples taken
from Modern Written Arabic are not explicitly indicated as such. Although Ottoman was the
origin of nearly all Turkish loans into Arabic, the Turkish etyma — unless otherwise indicated
— are cited in modern Turkish orthography and phonological form to enable the reader to find
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them in Turkish dictionaries. The term ‘Turkish loan’ is used in the sense that Ottoman
Turkish was the transmitter of the words in question, whether these words were originally
Turkish or borrowed by Turkish from another language.

2. Ways and periods of borrowing

The unavailability of historical dictionaries of Arabic, together with our limited knowledge of
Kipchak Turkish, makes it sometimes difficult to distinguish Mamluk from (especially earlier)
Ottoman loans. The Turkic language of the Mamluk upper class influenced personal names
and official titles, as in the names Aq Sunqur (< aqg sonqur ‘white falcon’) and Timiir Buga (<
timur boga ‘iron bull’). However, the extent to which other words entered Arabic during the
Mamluk period, and which of them have survived, has not yet been investigated. A pre-
Mamluk origin is in fact claimed for dabbiis < topuz ‘mace; globular knob’ (see Ates
1966:30) and for xaziig < *xazug (modern: kazik) ‘pale, stake; pile’ (the Egyptian ‘aza’ <
qazaq < gaziq ‘telegraph poles’ is clearly a later borrowing reflecting the Ottoman form of the
same word). Likely Mamluk loans are bugsa < bogca (modern bohca) ‘bundle’, and
xasiga/xasii'a < *xasug (modern kasik) ‘spoon’, the latter used in Iraqi and Syrian dialects
(see Prochazka 2004).

On the basis of the semantics and the phonological shape of the loanwords, it can be assumed
that the bulk of Ottoman-7urkish loans found their way into Arabic during the 18th and 19th
centuries. The three most important routes of transmission of Turkish loans were through
official written Ottoman as the administrative language of the empire; through the
standardized Ottoman Turkish spoken by the military class, government officials, and
probably traders; and through vernacular Turkish in those areas with a denser Turkish
population (for direct loans from Turkish dialects, see Prochazka 2004).

Except for the technical terms of Ottoman civil and military bureaucracy, most Turkish words
found their way into written Arabic and (for obvious reasons) especially into Arabic dialects,
due to direct contacts, that is, through oral rather than literary borrowing. In many instances,
the spelling of the Turkish loans in Arabic do not precisely follow the orthography of
Ottoman, and clear cases of spelling pronunciations are rare (cf. Prochdzka 2004).

Because a remarkably large proportion of the Ottoman lexicon consisted of foreign elements,
Arabic also picked up a number of non-Turkish lexemes from Ottoman, including words not
only from Persian, Greek, and Slavonic but also from French and Italian. Western words
entered Arabic through Ottoman because, until the 19th century, Turkish was the main
language for the transmission of Western ideas and culture into the Arab world (for the
special case of reborrowed Arabic words, see Sec. 6, below). Although it is not always
possible to separate direct loans from these other languages into Arabic from those which
entered Arabic indirectly via Turkish, in many cases a Turkish transmission can be detected
because of phonological (e.g. restricted use of geminated consonants in colloquial Turkish) or
semantic adaptations these words underwent in Turkish.

Of Persian origin are, for instance, xumbara ‘small jar’ > Ottoman kumbara ‘bombshell’ >
qunbula ‘bomb, grenade’; cador-sab > carsaf > Sarsaf ‘bedsheet’. Ultimately Greek is
semadoura > samandira > Samandiira ‘buoy’; Italian (see Behnstedt 1996, esp. 64—65) is
represented by timone > diimen > diuman ‘rudder, helm’ and caciocavallo > kaskaval >
qgasqawan ‘a kind of cheese’. French in origin is capote ‘soldier's coat’ > kaput ‘soldier's coat;
condom’ > Egypt kabbiit ‘condom’. From (South) Slavonic is the toponym an-Nimsa
‘Austria’ < Nemge ‘German speakers, Austrians’ < niemce ‘German’.



3. Phonology of Turkish loans

In most cases, Ottoman Turkish words in Arabic have undergone phonological changes in
order to substitute sounds not known to Arabic and to adapt the loans to common
morphological patterns. Although some sound changes appear quite regularly, on the whole
there are no phonetic rules for them since there are so many exceptions and no conformity in
sound changes among the different dialects. Therefore, the following sketch should not be
taken to be a complete description of all possible sound shifts. Turkish consonants, of which
only six, ¢, g p, v, 7, Z (the latter two play no role for the loans), are unknown to Standard
Arabic, were generally much less affected by changes than the nine vowel phonemes.

In both written Arabic and most Arabic dialects, Turkishg¢ [tf] usually has become s, e.g. canta
> Santa ‘suitcase’, cuval > Suwal ‘sack’; Tunis bickt > basgi ‘mincing knife’. Sometimes,
however, and especially in final position, it is j, e.g. sa¢ > saj ‘thin sheet iron’. The sound ¢ is
maintained in the Iraqi dialects, which have a phoneme ¢ (< k), and in the Anatolian and
North Syrian dialects, which, doubtless because both regions had the earliest and most direct
contacts with the Ottomans, adopted this new phoneme under the influence of Turkish (and
Kurdish). Examples are: Iraq su¢ > suc¢ ‘blame, fault’, alcak > alcag ‘rotten, low-down’;
Anatolia bek¢i > bakci ‘guard’; and Syria cay > cay ‘tea’, ¢ol > col ‘steppe’ (for the
occurrence of ¢ in Syria, see Behnstedt 1997, maps 18-30).

The sound g is generally reflected as g if followed by a back vowel (e.g. damga > damga
‘stamp, hallmark’), but as k if followed by a front vowel (e.g. sergi > sarki ‘bill of exchange’).
The j in jumruk < giimriik ‘customs’ (ultimately < Latin commercium) is probably a spelling
pronunciation from the Egyptian use of the letter jim for g. In dialects which already possess
the phoneme g (e.g. Egypt, Yemen, and Bedouin dialects), the Turkishg remains unchanged.
The same is true for the Anatolian and numerous Syrian dialects, in which the large number of
Turkish loans have led to the adoption of a marginal phoneme g, e.g. Anatolia gomloke <
gomlek ‘shirt’.

The voiceless p nearly always becomes b, e.g. pasa > basa ‘pasha’; Iraq tepsi > tabsi ‘tray’;
Syria top > tob ‘cannon’; Tunisia sepet > sbdit ‘basket’. The labiodental v is either reflected as
w (e.g. cavdar > jawdar ‘rye’) or, especially in initial position, as b (e.g. vapur > babir
‘steamship’).

The Turkishg (in Ottoman, pronounced g in the vicinity of back consonants) normally appears
as g, e.g. baga > baga ‘celluloid’, but sometimes as k, e.g. in 1gdis (modern 1gdis) > kadis
‘cart horse, nag’ (probably via dialectal gdis). Ottoman ¢ is sometimes reflected as k, as in
bakra¢ > bakras ‘kettle’. The shift ¢ > x, however, might be indicative of an older loan (see
above, xaziiq).

Quite frequent, but with regional variations, is the velarization of d, ¢, z, s in the vicinity of
back vowels, e.g. Egypt oda > '6da ‘room’; written Arabic tava > tawwaya ‘frying pan’, boza
> biiza ‘a beerlike beverage’, and sag > sag ‘right, proper’. Metathesis of consonants is also
sometimes found, e.g. zincir > jinzir ‘chain’; Syria baslamak > ballas ‘to begin’, and ¢apkin
‘good-for-nothing’ > Sagban ‘to twaddle’.

In the dialects, Turkish consonants are often affected by the same sound shifts as the
corresponding Old Arabic consonants. Thus, Turkishc [d3] appears as g in Egypt, but as Z in
parts of Syria and the Maghreb. Ottoman ¢ is usually reflected as ’ in those urban dialects



where Old Arabic g has become a glottal stop, e.g. gazma > Cairo ‘azma ‘pickax’, Jerusalem
qisla > ’isle ‘barrack’.

The treatment of the nine different Ottoman Turkish vowels is not homogeneous, neither in
written Arabic nor in the dialects. The following very rough rules have countless exceptions:
a, d>a a e i1>1i1 o0, 0, u, ti > u, ii. Many vowel changes, though, are clearly the result of
the tendency to reshape Turkish words in Arabic patterns. This is often true for nouns and
always the case for verbs. Examples are baslik > basniiga ‘kerchief’, cizme > jazma ‘boots’,
fisek > fasak ‘cartridges’. The dialects usually also treat the vowels of loanwords according to
their own phonetic rules: unstressed short vowels (especially i, u, 2) in open syllables are
often elided, e.g. Syria konak > gnag ‘halting place’, Tunisia borek > brik ‘a kind of fried
pastry’.

Initial Turkisha is sometimes preceded by °, e.g. araba > ‘araba ‘carriage, wagon’. Several
loanwords differ from the vocalization of modern Turkish since they reflect older Ottoman,
e.g. dugri (modern dogru) > dugri ‘strait’ (in, e.g., Palestine, Egypt), and vergii (modern
vergi) > Palestine wérko ‘real estate tax’.

4. Morphology of Turkish loans

Many Turkish loans, nouns as well as verbs, have been integrated into Arabic by adapting
them to Arabic patterns. Borrowed nouns are usually masculine unless they end in -a and are
therefore regarded as feminine, e.g. cevirme > sawirma ‘charcoal-broiled mutton’; fencere >
tanjara ‘casserole’. The construct form of these feminine nouns is regularly used, e.g. corba >
Surba ‘soup’, surbat ‘adas ‘lentil soup’; Syria oda > ‘oda ‘room’, ‘odet safra ‘dining room’.
Adjectives, however, are often invariable for gender, e.g. sade > sada ‘simple, plain’; Syria
cliriik > carok ‘rotten’; Iraq yasak > yasag ‘illegal’; but Syria zengin > zangin, fem. zangine
‘rich’. As the number of borrowed adjectives is relatively small, elative forms are rare and
seem to exist only in the dialects, e.g. Palestine aslab ‘prettier’ < Salabi < celebi.

Collective nouns such as fisek > fasak ‘cartridges’ or Syria biiriinciik > branjok ‘fine crépe’
form a nomen unitatis according to the usual rules, i.e. fasaka, branjke. The most frequent
form of pluralization is the suffix -at (or -w/yat), e.g. kiska¢ > qusaj, qusajat ‘pliers’, pasa >
basa, basawat ‘pasha’. Nouns whose singular is in an Arabic pattern, however, often exhibit
internal plural forms, e.g. balta > balta, bulat ‘ax’; kemer > kamar, ‘akmar ‘belt’; parmak >
barmaq, baramiq ‘spike’; tabur > tabur, tawabir ‘queue’.

Verbs are usually regarded as a more intensive integration of foreign words into a language
than nouns. In both written and dialectal Arabic, all verbs of Turkish origin have been altered
to Arabic patterns for the sake of inflection. Many of these verbs were not directly borrowed
from Turkish verbs but derived rather from Turkish nouns already integrated into Arabic. At
least in written Arabic, the number of verbs derived from Turkish is not large; examples are
basama ‘to print’ < basma < basma ‘print’, jamraka ‘to take toll’ < jumruk < giimriik
‘customs’, farrasa ‘to brush’ < fursa < fir¢ca ‘brush’, dawzana ‘to tune’ < diizan < diizen
‘tune’. In most dialects, the number of verbs going back to Turkish is much larger. For Syria,
Halasi-Kun (1969:29, 82-84) reports 75 verbs, e.g. Syria yasak ‘forbidden’ > yassaq ‘to
forbid’; Iraq cizmek > cazz ‘to mark over’; Egypt kilavuz ‘screw-tap’ > ‘alwaz ‘to screw
down’.

Turkish derivational suffixes have usually been borrowed as a unit with the root word and
thus are found in all layers of Arabic. In some dialects (Iraq, Syria, Egypt), a few very



frequent Turkish suffixes have become productive and are used to a limited extent with
Arabic words in combinations unknown to Turkish. The best survey on this topic is Masliyah
(1996), who covers the Iraqi dialects; for written Arabic, see the lists in Giilensoy (1975:129—
133). By far the most common suffix is -ci, which is used for professions and (in Arabic,
almost exclusively negative) characterizations. Halasi-Kun (1969:68-70) provides a list of
about one hundred words for the Syrian dialects; for Egypt, see the explanations, including a
long list, in Prokosch (1983a:70-73). Examples are boyact > biyaji ‘house painter,
shoeshine’, hurdaci > xurdaji ‘dealer in miscellaneous smallwares’; Iraq baysikilci ‘bicycle
seller’, ‘aragci ‘drunkard [i.e. addicted to arrack]’; Syria batak¢t > batagji ‘swindler,
gangster’; Egypt makwagi ‘laundryman’. In addition to the relational suffix -/i (e.g. Syria
Mardilli ‘a person from Mardin’) and the suffix -siz, added to nouns to form adjectives
meaning ‘without’ (e.g. Iraq Sarafsizz ‘without honor’), there also appears -lik, e.g. tozluk >
tizlug ‘gaiters’. In Iraq, the latter suffix is, in a pleonastic combination with the Arabic ending
-iyya, used to form abstract nouns, e.g. zmal ‘donkey’ > zmallagiyya ‘stupidity’.

Elements of Ottoman compound nouns, either of Turkish or Persian origin, have also been
borrowed into Arabic, e.g. -xane ‘house’, -dar ‘carrier of’. The noun bas ‘head, chief of” is
particularly frequent in newly created combinations in Arabic, for instance Syria bas-argalzi
‘senior waiter responsible for the hookah’; Algeria bas-kaddab ‘big liar’.

5. Lexical importance and semantic domains

For obvious reasons, one hundred years ago the number of Turkish loanwords in both written
and spoken Arabic was considerably larger than it is today. The decline in direct contact, the
Arabization of the official language, and, last but not least, the negative perception of the
Ottoman era in today's Arab world have resulted in the rapid decrease of Turkish loanwords.
Although no systematic research has been done, studies such as Barbot (1961), Prokosch
(1983a), and Reinkowski (1998) suggest a drastic decline of the Turkish influence on spoken
Arabic. Approximately half of the words quoted in the dictionaries of the Arabic dialects in
question are no longer in active use or have even become unintelligible. A similar situation
can be assumed for written Arabic (for Turkish loans in written Arabic in general, see Ateg
1965; Mutawallt 1991; Zahidi 1977). Thus, it is very difficult, if not impossible, to estimate
how many Turkish loanwords still exist in Arabic. For contemporary written Arabic, the
number certainly does not exceed 250. In the dialects, the somewhat dated figures are 3,000
for Syria (Halasi-Kun 1969:20), 1,150 for Egypt (Prokosch 1983a), and about 250 in Iraq
(Reinkowski 1995).

Particularly symptomatic of the quantitative and semantic decay of Turkish loanwords in
Arabic is the history of the old Ottoman-Turkish titles since the breakdown of the Ottoman
Empire. Many of the Ottoman titles for military ranks, such as ‘ombdsi < onbasi ‘corporal’,
yiuzbast < yiizbasi ‘captain’, and mir alay < miralay ‘brigadier general’, were officially used in
some Arab armies until the 1950s. However, today these words appear almost exclusively in
historical novels or films. Some of the old Ottoman titles are now applied to menial jobs or
positions, or used with ironic or even pejorative connotations. For instance, in Tunisia Sawus
< ¢avus, formerly ‘sergeant’, now means ‘office boy, gatekeeper’. In Egypt, baltagi < baltac
‘pioneer’ is now used in the sense of ‘gangster, rowdy, bouncer’. In written Arabic, Salabi <
celebi ‘gentleman, prince’ sometimes appears in the sense of ‘dandy, fop’.

In spite of the aforementioned examples, and the universal tendency to a lowering of social
status in titles, several Turkish words are still used in many Arab countries as polite forms of
address (terms of address; for Jordan, see Prokosch 1989). In Egypt, titles such as
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basmuhandis < basmiihendis ‘(chief) engineer’ or hanim < hamim ‘lady’ are widespread and
are regarded as very polite (Rosenbaum 1998:100).

Several other Turkish loanwords are now used infrequently simply because they denote tools,
dresses, or fixtures which have become obsolete (see examples below). Most Turkish loans in
Arabic fall into the following domains: administration and government, army and war, crafts
and tools, house and household, dress, and food and dishes. The influence of Turkish on
Arabic in these particular categories is obviously the consequence of the presence of the
Ottoman bureaucracy and army in the Arab world in particular, and of the influence of
centuries-long relations on everyday life in general. Moreover, many new things, such as
fashions in dress or improved tools for craftsmen, reached the Arabs via Istanbul, for
centuries the cultural center of the Islamic world. A few specific examples of Turkish loans
into Arabic in each of the above-listed cultural categories follow:

Administration and government: doniim > dinum ‘a square measure’, damga > damga
‘stamp’ (and damaga ‘to stamp’), giimriik > jumruk ‘customs’, zindan > zinzana ‘prison cell’.
Army and war: binbagst > bikbast (with spelling pronunciation!) ‘lieutenant colonel’, kol > gol
‘army corps’, tabur > tabir ‘battalion, queue’, lagim > lagam ‘mine’, tabanca > tabanja
‘pistol’.

Crafts and tools: takim > tagm ‘set (of tools), service’, cengel > sankal ‘hook’, sinara >
sinnara ‘fish hook’, kilavuz ‘screw-tap’ > qalawiiz ‘screw’, yay > yay ‘spiral spring’.

House and household: ¢ce¢me ‘fountain’ > sasma ‘toilet’, edephane > ‘adabxana ‘water
closet’, kosk > kusk ‘kiosk’, soba ‘stove’ > soba ‘stove, hothouse’ (e.g. in ta tir sobr
‘greenhouse effect’); Syria, Egypt oda > ‘oda ‘room’; Iraq cekmece > cakmaca ‘drawer’.

Household vessels: bakra¢ > bakraj ‘kettle’, kazan > qazan ‘large boiler’, legen > lakan
‘basin’, tawa > tawwaya ‘frying pan’, teneke > tanaka ‘tin can’; Tunis cezve > zazwa
‘coffeepot’.

Dress: ¢intiyan > Sintiyan ‘loose trousers’, ¢izme > jazma ‘boots’, kayis > gayis ‘belt, girth’,
kundura > kundura ‘(Western-style) shoe’, yaka > yaqga ‘collar’; Syria sapka > sabga ‘hat’.

Food (including fruits) and dishes: colloquial burgul (Standard Turkishbulgur) > burgul
‘cracked wheat’; dondurma > dandurma ‘ice cream’, kavurma > gawirma ‘fried meat’, sucuk
> sujuq ‘sausage’, meze > maza/mazza ‘hors d'oeuvres’; fruits: Ottoman yusuf efendi > yisuf
afandi, yusufi ‘tangerines’, hiyar > xiyar ‘cucumber’; yemis > yamis ‘dried fruit’.

Not yet investigated systematically are the formally Arabic words coined by the Ottomans and
then borrowed back into Arabic (see the preliminary study by Prokosch 1999). Many of these
words are abstract nouns denoting ideas and concepts imported to the Middle East from
Europe during the 18th and 19th centuries (see Lewis 1996). Among them are jumhiiriyya
‘republic’, baladiyya ‘municipality’, gawmiyya ‘nationalism’, madaniyya ‘civilization’.
Frequently found are semantic extensions of Arabic words under Turkish influence, the result
of the new meanings the Ottomans gave to already existing Arabic words. Examples are (the
Turkish forms in parentheses) fi'a (fiyat) ‘price’, sajjada (seccade) ‘prayer rug’, fa’id, also
fayiz (faiz) ‘interest [on money]’, kis (kese) ‘Turkish towel’ (and likely > mukayyis
‘masseur’); Syria xatyar (ihtiyar) ‘old’.



6. Phraseological and syntactic influences

Especially in the dialects, there are a large number of calques. But because of the lack of
detailed studies on phraseology in both Arabic and Turkish, it is often impossible to decide
whether these loan translations actually went from Ottoman into Arabic or vice versa. The
following examples are, however, definitely of Ottoman origin: Syria aslan siitii ‘arrack’ (lit.
‘milk of the lion’) > halib asba‘, kazik yemek ‘to be cheated’ (lit. ‘to eat a fraud’) > akal
xazilg; Palestine soyle boyle ‘so and so’ > sele béle; Iraq ne var ne yok ‘what's new’ (lit. “what
is and what is not”) > Saku maku.

Apparently, there is no Turkish influence on the syntactic level, except in those Arabic
dialects spoken within the boundaries of today's Turkey (for examples from the dialects of
Cilicia, see Prochazka 2002:199-202).

7. Summary

Given the long-term and very intensive contacts between Turks and Arabs, there are
surprisingly few traces of Turkish in (written) Arabic, especially in contrast with the Turkish
influence on the Balkan languages. The two main reasons for this difference in impact are,
first, the relatively small number of ethnic Turks who actually lived in the Arab provinces
and, second, the fact that Arabic was a much more highly developed and, especially because
of its status in Islam, prestigious language than the languages of the Balkans. Today, in spite
of a relatively stable core of Turkish borrowings (many of them neither phonologically nor
semantically recognized by Arabic speakers as being of Turkish origin), Turkish loanwords in
Arabic continue to undergo quantitative decrease, semiological diminution, and
marginalization.

Stephan Prochazka
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