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Preface
Robert Berman

Idioms are the key to speaking a foreign 
language. But before I explain why, I feel the 
need to clarify what an idiom is. Many people 
confuse idioms with aphorisms. The latter 
conveys wisdom, truisms, social commentary, 
or advice. An aphorism, such as “birds of a 
feather flock together,” is a truism that like-
minded people usually spend time together. 
But it is not an idiomatic expression. Idioms 
don’t convey truth or wisdom; idioms simply 
describe things in a unique, unexpected and 
usually non-literal way. 

Writing this introduction, for example, is 
driving me bananas, yet no one is driving me 
anywhere and there is not a banana in sight. 
A native English speaker will understand that I 
am expressing that writing this introduction is 
causing me a great deal of frustration. A piece 
of cake, once in a blue moon, and bats in the 
belfry are all idioms, yet none of these idioms 
have anything to do with cake, the moon, or 
bats. 

Sometimes, the same idioms are shared 
across different languages. For example, I can 
say in English, he left me hanging in the air, to 
mean that I am eagerly awaiting his response 
and not that I’m literally hanging in the air. I 
can say the same thing in Arabic: huwwe 
Xalani maعalak fil haawa. They consist of the 
same literal words have the same non-literal 
meaning. 

But most languages have unique idioms 
that are not found in other languages. 
Therefore, understanding and learning idioms 
are the key to communication in a particular 
language. If you do not know them, your 

speech will sound overly formal and stiff and 
you will sound like a foreigner. 

When you use an idiom appropriately the 
people you are conversing with understand 
that you are familiar with their language in a 
way that outsiders are usually not. Speaking a 
language and using its idioms correctly not 
only makes you better understood but also 
demonstrates a greater degree of familiarity 
with the people and their culture. 

If there is tension in the air between two 
people of differing cultures, the appropriate 
use of an idiom diffuses the tension. If there is 
a feeling of otherness between the people 
having the conversation, using an idiom pro-
motes a feeling of friendship.

When I use an Arabic idiom here in Israel, 
Arabs who are listening almost always crack a 
smile that expresses wonderment that I –– an 
outsider –– know the secrets of their language 
and also appreciation that I took the time to 
learn it. Using idiom is a great way to break 
down walls and build a sense of intimacy. 

But when people learn a language in a 
classroom or from language books they usu-
ally only learn vocabulary, grammar, and 
declensions of verbs. They don’t learn idioms 
in a comprehensive manner. And even if they 
live amongst the people who speak the lan-
guage they are trying to learn, they will only 
learn idioms on the fly. This book, Min Taq 
Taq, is meant to fill this gap. 

Min Taq Taq is a collection of more than 
1,800 unique Arabic idioms in the Palestinian 
colloquial dialect. This book –– the first of its 
kind –– will enable students of Arabic to learn 
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idiomatic Arabic expressions quickly,  
thoroughly, and systematically in order to 
help them better communicate in Arabic.  
Min Taq Taq is meant to help people speak 
Palestinian Arabic as if they were a native 
Arabic speaker.

While all of these idioms will be under-
stood and appreciated in Israel and the 
Palestinian Territories, many of them will also 
be understood throughout the Middle East 
such as in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Egypt. 
Where possible, I supply the parallel idioms in 
the American dialect of English. But often 
there is no parallel idiom to convey the spe-
cific nuance, so I simply supply the nuanced 
meaning. 

The title of the book is taken from the 
Arabic idiom, min taq taq lassalaamu aleykom. 
The idiom literally means, from the knock [at 
the door] to the goodbye [at the door]. It 
means the whole story, all the details, the 
whole megillah. For example, I want to hear 
what happened from the moment he 
knocked on the door of your house and 
entered until the moment he exited your 
house and said goodbye. The book is named 
after this idiom because, although it is not an 
exhaustive dictionary it includes most of the 
idioms you need to speak idiomatic 
Palestinian Arabic.

Structure
Min Taq Taq collects and organizes the idi-

oms in two ways. One group of idioms are 
grouped together based on a particular con-
cept such as Health. The other group is based 

around a common word in the idioms, like 
the word Eye. If an idiom contains the word 
Eye and it also refers to health it will appear in 
both groups. Presenting these two groupings 
of idioms enables students of Arabic to access 
the idiom in more than one way and the rep-
etition of the idioms will reinforce their 
memorization. 

Min Taq Taq also includes the literal mean-
ing of the words of the idiom which usually 
has some connection to the meaning it is try-
ing to convey. Knowing the literal meaning of 
the words is crucial to help you remember the 
meaning of the expression. It doesn’t matter 
if there is great distance between the literal 
meaning of the words and the intended 
meaning of the expression; the path between 
them is there for you to follow. 

The origins of many idioms are unclear 
and there are even competing explanations 
for the same idiom. How a particular idiom 
came about is a fascinating field-trip into the 
linguistic history of a culture. But it is the 
knowledge of how to use idioms rather than 
the development of idioms that is the pur-
pose of this book.

Transliteration
I wanted this book to be accessible to 

people learning Arabic even if they don’t read 
Arabic script. My editor Christy Bandak and I 
created a unique transliteration based upon 
the guiding principle of intuitiveness. Even if 
one doesn’t read the transliteration legend, 
one can still pronounce the transliterated 
words with a high level of fidelity to the 
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phonetics of Arabic. For ease of use, I have 
reprinted parts of the transliteration legend at 
the bottom of every page so there is no need 
to flip backwards and forwards. The full leg-
end for pronunciation is found in the 
introduction. This book is a powerful tool to 
enable students of the language to further 
enrich their spoken Arabic. I hope you enjoy it!

Gratitude
I would like to thank all those teachers who 
taught me Arabic for more than a decade but 
alas I can’t remember all of them. Among 
those whom I do remember, I want to thank 
Arik Sadan, Yitzchak Ganor, Roy Vilozny, 
Maram Jaraysi, Suha Kadry, Amal Nagammy, 
Lee Gancman, Avshalom Farjun and Asaf 
Golany. When the history books will be writ-
ten about this period of time in Israel, Asaf 
and his publishing house Minerva Press will 
be mentioned for their contribution in bring-
ing mutual understanding between Jews and 
Arabs. It is indeed an honor for me that 
Minerva Press is the publisher of this book.

I want to thank Guy Sharett, a poly-lin-
guistic force to be reckoned with, who 
created the monthly Arabic Salon in his home 
a decade ago and who graciously allowed me 
to attend these social gatherings even when 
my Arabic communication skills were 
extremely limited.

In order to create this book, I hired 
researchers to scour books from Syria, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, and Israel and 
include only those idioms that are understood 
by Palestinians. I also gleaned idioms from 

stories, jokes, and conversations I had with 
my many Arab friends from the North to the 
South of the country. 

Not being a native speaker, I engaged 
teachers of Arabic from different backgrounds 
to help me on this journey. I specifically want 
to thank Lee Gancman and Bilal Ajlouny who 
helped me, as well as Mariam Touma who 
reviewed this manuscript.

Last, but not least, I want to thank my 
chief editor and contributor, Christy Bandak. 
Christy is one of my many Arabic teachers, 
but stands out amongst them. She is an 
incredibly talented and diligent editor who 
left no stone unturned to investigate each 
idiom in order to make sure that we did our 
best to understand the true nuanced meaning 
and application of each idiom. She also 
brought a lot of new idioms to the table. If I 
gave birth to this book then Christy was my 
midwife. 

When most people write a book, they 
insert boilerplate text that they accept 
responsibility for any and all mistakes. To this I 
say no. Enough! I hired an editor to find my 
mistakes. If there are any mistakes it’s her fault 
not mine. (I love you Christy). 

If you find any mistakes in this book or if 
you have any suggestions for idioms that 
were not included in this book, please email 
them to me at robbyjberman@gmail.com. I 
will eagerly make the corrections and/or add 
the idioms in the next printing. 

Yalla… go learn Arabic! 

Robert Berman



x

Introduction
Christy Bandak

Selection
The idioms and idiomatic expressions col-
lected in this book are the most common 
ones in Spoken Arabic used in Israel and the 
Palestinian Territories especially in Jerusalem 
and its surroundings. We included a few idi-
oms from Modern Standard Arabic because 
they are also used in colloquial speech by 
natives.

We also included idioms that are identical 
in both English and Arabic languages, such as 
knock on wood, he’s afraid of his shadow, and 
white flag (which in Arabic are ُدق َعالَخَشب, بيخاف من 
 In this way, it is possible for .( َخياُله , الّراية البيضاء
readers to access the idiom from both 
directions. 

Regarding sources used for researching 
Min Taq Taq, we referred to books about 
proverbs, aphorisms, and maxims that 
included idioms as an afterthought. We also 
drew upon dictionaries, stories, jokes, and 
actual conversations. While Min Taq Taq is 
comprehensive it is not exhaustive and does 
not feign to be a dictionary of idioms.

Organization
The selected idioms are organized in 101 cat-
egories. Chapter One groups idioms together 
based on a common theme they convey such 
as Fate; chapter two groups together idioms 
based on a common words they contain, 
such as Eye. In cases where an idiom falls 
under both categories, we listed them in both 
in order that the repetition will facilitate learn-
ing and memorizing them. For instance, an 
idiom such as collect your tongue which means 

hold your tongue is listed under the category 
labeled Tongue as well as under the category 
labeled Rude.

Many of the idioms can be changed to be 
used in singular or plural, masculine or femi-
nine, past tense or present tense, active 
participle, etc. according to the need of the 
speaker. However, we unified their appear-
ance in this book by presenting verbs in past 
tense, singular, masculine, and nouns in mas-
culine and singular. We diverged from this 
paradigm when we felt it was required for 
reasons of clarity or common use. Idioms that 
are immutable, meaning they do not change 
their form despite conflicting gender, number 
or tense, are marked with an asterisk.

Layout
Min Taq Taq idioms are laid out in four columns.

1. Arabic Column
The most effective approach towards properly 
learning a language requires one to read and 
write the letters of that language. Historically, 
students of Arabic have relied upon transliter-
ation instead of the actual Arabic script. While 
we have included transliteration in our book, 
we have also included the idioms in Arabic 
script. We tried to maintain the writing in 
Arabic as close as possible to the Standard 
Arabic and in fact many words and structures 
in Spoken Colloquial Arabic have their origin 
in Standard Arabic. The benefit of seeing  
the idiom in the original Arabic is that  
many declensions and conjugations can be 
better understood if the students see 
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the written Arabic form which reveals the 
grammar behind it. This allows them to con-
jugate or change the idioms as their context 
demands. 

For instance, the student can change َقلُْبه 
 qalbo Hadeed meaning he’s fearless, into ,َحديد
qalbha Hadeed, she’s fearless. The same can 
also be done with idioms containing verbs 
such as جابوا َخَبـُره jaabu Xabaro meaning they 
hurt him (past tense). The student can change 
the tense of the verb into present tense بيجيبوا 
ـَُره  biyjeebu Xabaro meaning they are hurting َخب
him or they hurt him (in a general sense).

In addition, seeing the original Arabic let-
ters increases the likelihood that the student 
will be able to speak it with an authentic and 
accurate pronunciation without having to rely 
on the mediation of the transliteration. 
Moreover, even a native Arabic speaker from 
another country can use Min Taq Taq to bet-
ter understand and pronounce the idioms in 
Palestinian dialect.

In this column, words that are in paren-
theses are of optional use in the idiom. Words 
in quotations, instead, can be substituted 
with other words. For example, in «فْت  الَوِضع« َزي الزِّ
(“ilwaDeع” zay izzift), meaning “the situation” 
is very bad, the word “the situation” can be 
substituted with other words like “the 
weather” as in the weather is very bad. 

2. Transliteration Column
In this column, we have created our own 
intuitive system to transliterate the Arabic  
idioms into Latin letters reflecting the phonet-
ics — and not the Arabic script. This means 

that if a letter is not pronounced because it is 
assimilated into the following letter, we do 
not transliterate it. The sun, for instance, in 
Arabic is written il-shams but the l of il is 
assimilated into the following letter. So when 
this is spoken we do not pronounce the l, and 
therefore we transliterate it as ish-shams. 

This means also that if a word is written 
with a certain letter but is pronounced differ-
ently in Spoken Arabic, we write the original 
letter in Arabic but we transliterate its actual 
sound. This is the case with the word صغير 
(small) that is transliterated into zGHeer and 
not as it is spelled SGHeer.

We must also note that our pronunciation 
follows the Palestinian dialect in the urban 
areas of Jerusalem which is slightly different to 
that of the suburban ones. Even within this 
same dialect there is more than one way of 
pronunciation: for example, for girl we can 
say bint or binet and for he takes we can say 
byOXod or byaaXod. We chose one form. 

Words have been divided — with  
hyphens — into syllables to make pronuncia-
tion more accessible. Again, this division 
corresponds to how they sound. The definite 
article and some prepositions form one word 
with that they refer to; in these cases, for the 
purpose of the division they have been dealt 
with as one word as well although they 
express two meanings. 

There are three ways in which we show 
where the stress is in a word: the first is by 
bolding syllables; the second is by capitalizing 
vowels, and the third is by doubling vowels 
and consonants (see section 2.2.). 
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2.1. Transliteration Guide for Consonants
Consonants that are not included in the  
transliteration legend below are pronounced 
normally as they are in English. In order  
to represent foreign sounds and make it  
simpler we tried to avoid symbols and  
use instead Latin letters as much as  
possible.

-Hamza is a glottal stop (a little explo   :(ء) ’ 
sion of air which precedes a vowel 
that begins a word in English). In 
Spoken Arabic it does not only exist in 
the beginning of a word but also in 
the middle of it. In our book we trans-
literate it only when it is in a medial 
position.

 EYN is a guttural letter pronounced by   :(ع) ع 
lifting the middle throat, with your 
mouth open constricting the vocal 
chords, as if throwing up. Given that 
this letter is truly sui generis we have 
kept the original Arabic letter to rep-
resent it. 

 GH (غ):   Close to the French r sounding like a 
guttural r.

 T (ط):   Sounds emphatic, in contrast with the 
normal t (ت), similar to the t in the 
English words tons, Tolkien.

 S (ص):   Sounds emphatic, in contrast with the 
normal s (س), similar to the dark 
heavy sound of the s in the word 
Sunday as opposed to the s in the 
word Saturday.

 D (ض):   Sounds emphatic, in contrast with the 
normal d (د), similar to the sound of d 
in the words dumb, duck.

 th (ث):   Sounds like th in the words think, 
thank, through.

 dh (ذ):   Sounds like th in the words there, this, 
that. 

 q (ق):   q is pronounced like a k with the 
tongue farther back, similar to the 
sound of the letter c in the English 
words caught, cough. In Urban 
Palestinian dialect it is not always in 
this way but instead it is pronounced 
as if it were a hamze (’). We transliter-
ate it as q for the students to choose 
which sound they prefer to 
pronounce.

 H (ح):   H is an aspirated letter pronounced 
from the middle throat, similar to the 
sound of clearing your throat to call 
the attention of somebody as a way 
to say that you are there, or when you 
are thirsty and take a sip of a refresh-
ing beverage, most probably you 
would breathe out with a sighing H. 

 j (ج):   Sounds as a soft j, similar to the first 
letter we hear in the word genre.

 X (خ):   X (often represented as kh) sounds as 
if you were imagining a Russian 
laughing Xa Xa Xa, it is also the 
sound of the first letter of the Jewish 
Holiday Chanukkah as it is pro-
nounced in America. It also sounds 
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similar to the Spanish j and the 
German ch.

The letter L sounds as in English but it in this 
book it appears always capitalized in order to 
avoid confusion with capital i which looks like I.

2.2. Transliteration Guide for Vowels

 A:   Sounds short as in the words another, 
addition.

 A:  Sounds long as in the words far, car.
 Aa:  Sounds long as in the words dad, fat.
 I:  Sounds short as in the words did, hit.
 E:  Sounds short as in the words red, said. 
 E:  Sounds long as in the words fair, dare.
 Ee:  Sounds long as in the words deed, ear.
 O:  Sounds short as in the words zero, bingo.
 O:  Sounds long as in the words door, four. 
 Oo:  Sounds long as in food, moon. 
 U:  Sounds short as in the words put, book. 

3. Literal Meaning Column
When some idioms are translated word for 
word into English they do not make a lot of 
sense; besides, some words simply do not 
exist in English language. We must also add 
that some words are sui generis and used 
only in a specific idiom, never elsewhere. For 
example, the word ُسّكيت sukkEt is only used in 
the idiom ّكيت  There are words .(secretively) َعالسُّ
or even whole idioms that have been bastard-
ized into inexplicable terms. We cannot forget 
that many idioms have survived a long history 
since their genesis, and therefore are naturally 
exposed to change through the years. On the 
other hand, idioms originated from the Quran 

usually are more impermeable and static. In 
addition to this, there are cases in which even 
native Arabic speakers do not know the literal 
meaning of the idioms that they use very 
often.

In spite of these difficulties however, we 
give this column a big value because when 
most of the words used in idioms are under-
stood literally they help us connect the literal 
meaning to its actual meaning. 

In this column, brackets were used to 
complete or clarify the translation. Italics were 
used to highlight a different word in the sen-
tence either because it is bastardized (may 
God curse your religion, may God reveal the 
scandal of your women), or because it does 
not exist in English (they are holding on him 
a hold, tory tory ended is the story), or 
because it is in another language (i.e. tuz on 
you, there is inna in the matter), or in order 
to underline anything that breaks the struc-
ture of the sentence (what brought tuz with 
hello, he doesn’t have mom, have mercy on 
me). If all the words of the idiom were bas-
tardized no italics were used in the 
translation.

4. Parallel English Idiom or Meaning Column
In this column we wrote the parallel idiom, if 
it exists, with the exact connotation and 
nuance; otherwise, we just wrote the mean-
ing of the idiom; in some cases we wrote a 
brief explanation for when it can be used. As 
some idioms have various meanings depend-
ing on the context, we separated them with a 
semicolon (;). To avoid misunderstanding and 
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ambiguity in some meanings, we added neg-
ative (neg) or positive (pos) to clarify its use. 
We did the same with literal (lit) and figurative 
(fig). Some idioms required an explanation 
for a better understanding and we tried to be 
as brief and as clear as possible. 

Punctuation Marks and Other Signs 

 ( )   In the Arabic column, the word in paren-
theses is for optional use in the idiom.  
In the Meaning column, the parentheses 
contain some complementary information.

 [ ]  In the Literal Translation column,  
the brackets complete or clarify the 
translation.

 “ ”   The quotations contain a word used there 
for the purposes of example only and it 
can be substituted with other words.

 ‘ ’   The simple quotations are used mainly in 
the Meaning column to mark a different 
sentence within the explanation.

 /   The slash is used to mark a different word 
option either in the idiom or in the literal 
translation.

 ;   The semi colon is used in the Meaning 
column to mark a different meaning or 
context.

 *   The asterisk accompanies idioms that do 
not allow change in any of its 
components.

 -   The hyphen separates syllables in the 
Transliteration column.

 ---   Three hyphens precede an idiom that is a 
response to another one usually placed 
before it.

I cannot finish this Introduction without 
expressing my thanks to Robert for sharing 
with me this adventure of making his dream 
come true. And referring to his note in the 
Preface to this book about mistakes: “When 
most people write a book they insert boiler-
plate text that they accept responsibility for 
any and all mistakes. To this I say no. Christy 
is the editor and as such it was up to her to 
find all the mistakes. If there are mistakes in 
this book it’s her fault not mine. J” To this I 
say no. Robert and I had to discuss a lot to 
agree on things and he reviewed my work to 
make sure every jot and tittle was in its place. 
If there are any mistakes in this book it is his 
fault not mine.

And finally, I would also like to thank 
Mariam Touma and Mary Yousef Anastas  
(Im Khaleel), author of (2019) زغرودة فرح and 
co-author of (2015) أمثالنا الشعبية في فلسطين: ألف مثل ومثل, 
for their much appreciated time and advice.

Christy Bandak
PhD, University of Navarra
BA, Hebrew University of Jerusalem
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