
ARABIC LANGUAGE-GAMES (300-LEVEL)
Course Syllabus (sample)

Instructor: Benjamin Koerber 
Office: Lucy Stone Hall Room B315 
Email: benjamin.koerber@rutgers.edu

COURSE DESCRIPTION:

The course guides participants through an investigation into the so-called “oddities” 
(gharāʾib) and “curiosities” (nawādir) of the Arabic language, which have been celebrated 
by grammarians, lexicographers and littérateurs for well over a millennium.  This 
peculiar sub-genre of the philological tradition has concentrated on the poetic, ludic, 
and even mystical aspects of the language form: the fine gradations of meaning afforded 
by Arabic's elaborate clusters of synonyms or near-synonyms; the hidden semantic 
properties of individual sounds; the seemingly deliberate and meaningful design of the 
letters; and the wonders of the derivation system.  In addition to these traditionally 
recognized “oddities,” we will also consider: the “secret” languages, argots, and cants of 
various trickster groups; parodies of “foreigner Arabic” in literature; the invented 
mystical languages of the Sufis; the poetry of the jinn; and the uniquely “punny,” often 
scatological humor of the grammar-mavens and lexicon-mongers.

Our philological feast will loosely follow the structure set forth by Ahmad Faris 
al-Shidyaq in his magnum opus, al-Sāq ʿalā al-sāq (1855; Leg over Leg, trans. Humphrey 
Davies, 2013-2014).  This satirical, encyclopedic and semi-autobiographical work – it sits 
in very close company with Tristram Shandy and Gargantua and Pantagruel – professes to be an
investigation into two subjects: the oddities and curiosities of the Arabic language, and 
the types and traits of women.  We are concerned with the first subject.  In dialogue with
the classical philological tradition, while also performing a fully-fledged literary 
modernity, Leg over Leg presents both an historical and innovative exercise in all manner 
of Arabic language-games.  

COURSE OBJECTIVES:

In addition to enriching the participants' knowledge of Arabic's phonetic, 
morphological, lexical and prosodic features, the course aims to engage with the 
following conceptual and theoretical issues:

* The “arbitrariness” of the linguistic sign, vs. contemporary and classical claims for 
“sound symbolism”   
* The pitfalls of etymological fallacy, vs. the poetic, theoretical, and political “truths” 
claimed by classical, romantic, and postmodern projects in etymology
* Orientalist (Lewis, Irwin, Van Gelder) stereotypes about the obscurantism, conceptual 
poverty, and/or radical polysemy/homonymy of Arabic, and their correspondence to 
local versions of linguistic chauvinism
* Abdelfattah Kilito's notion of the linguistic uncanny (al-gharāba al-muqliqa)
* The challenge that Menippean satire (such as Leg over Leg) presents to the 
system-building enthusiasms of philologists, philosophers and moralists

Through our engagement with these issues, we will theorize and assess what it means to 
maintain a “Shidyaqian” perspective on language, literature, and culture.



PREREQUISITES:

Elementary Arabic I and II (013:140-141); or permission from instructor

REQUIRED TEXTS:

All materials, including selections from the following books, will be available on SAKAI:

Bosworth. The Medieval Islamic Underworld. (Two volumes).
Hinton, Nichols, and Ohala. Sound Symbolism. Cambridge University Press, 2006.
Kilito, Abdelfattah. Thou Shalt Not Speak My Language. Trans. Wail Hassan, 2008.
Schimmel, Annemarie. Mystical Dimensions of Islam. 1978.
Al-Shidyaq, Ahmad Faris. Leg over Leg, Vol. 1-4. Trans. Humphrey Davies, 2013-2014.
Versteegh, Keeth. The Arabic Linguistic Tradition. 1997.
Al-Yasuʿi, Rafaʾil Nakhla. Gharāʾib al-lugha al-ʿarabiyya. 1986.

GRADE DISTRIBUTION:

Participation (30%)
Homework (10%)
Presentation (20%)
Midterm Exam (20%)
Final Paper (20%)

PARTICIPATION:

The participation grade is based on attendance, and contributing (verbally, or through 
other complex sign systems comprehensible to all participants) to class discussions.  To 
achieve full credit, each student must make at least one such contribution per day .  In 
order to ensure universal participation at a minimum level, a significant portion of class 
time during the first week will be dedicated to discussing and practicing the sundry 
tricks and tactics of group communication.  Specifically, we will assemble, discuss, and 
evaluate a rubric of communicative genres, rhetorical ploys, conversational tags, 
politeness formula, personal gestures and other mechanisms that will provide a read set 
of guidelines and suggestions for meaningful participation.

These skills are necessary for: 1) civic participation in a democratic society, 2) full 
appreciation of the “play” of language and its games, and 3) alleviating the symptoms of 
shyness.  While these verbal skills are often assumed to arise naturally from the innate 
personalities of gifted individuals, they are, in fact, the product of significant, if 
sometimes subtle, processes of input from family, community, and institutions, and 
assert themselves only through practice and opportunity. 

HOMEWORK:

Students are required to post one (1) question and one (1) short comment about the 
assigned readings on the SAKAI forum before coming to class.  The point of this 
assignment is to focus your ideas for class discussion.

PRESENTATION:

Beginning in the third week, students in groups of two (2) will present during the first 20
minutes of a class on a topic to be chosen in consultation with the instructor.  This topic 



will be a variant, in English, of the Arabic language-game or theoretical issue that we 
will be discussing that particular week.  Thus, if we are discussing “sound symbolism” in 
Shidyaq during week 4, the presentation for that week will be dedicated to a literary, 
historical, or contemporary linguistic study of sound symbolism in English.  The purpose
of these presentations will be to cast the course material in a comparative light, and 
thus reduce the exoticizing effect inherent in studying the “oddities” of Arabic.

MIDTERM EXAM:

The Midterm Exam will be take-home, and completed within the space of 2 weeks 
(including the spring break or Thanksgiving recess).  It will consist of a series of short 
essays and dictionary-related exercises.

FINAL PAPER:

The final paper will be an in-depth, research-based elaboration on the presentation 
topic.  An abstract is required at the end of week 10.


