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The other day, while walking down 
a popular street in the capital, I 
encountered the spirit of my people 
and heard the soul of my country 
singing. That walk was a revelation 
of some kind: I discovered why the 
Lebanese have a reputation for being 
among the most welcoming, loving 
and generous people, as well as being 
gourmets in their own right. Above all, 
a reality struck me like a lightning bolt 
– suddenly, I had an epiphany: Romeo 
and Juliet were not from Verona; but 
they had to be from Beirut! In this 
city, the phrase “till death do us part” 
is taken quite literally; here, we all love 
till death. Do you need proof? “Yalla, 
follow me!” Oh, pardon me – “yalla,” 
in Lebanese dialect, means “come on.” 

From Beirut
with houb

Maya Nassar will take you on a journey along the streets 
of Beirut where you will explore the Lebanese lexicon. 

You can’t find the word in a dictionary, 
but even if you aren’t familiar with this 
unique dialect, don’t fret! I’ll do my best 
to try to explain the words you might 
hear in the streets here in Lebanon. All 
you need to do is open your heart and 
feel their meaning as it flows throughout 
your body… 
I must warn you though: some words 
might sound terrifying, but don’t be 
scared. After all, the war ended years 
ago… 
Here’s the barber shop – but no, the 
commotion inside isn’t a fight, it’s just 
a guy giving a “sahsouh” to his friend. 
It’s traditional to slap a man on the back 
of his neck after a haircut. Look, they’re 
laughing. “Naeeman,” says the barber 
to the young man to give him a blessing 

of sorts – one related to soap, water and 
cleanliness, since it’s something we say 
to someone who just took a shower. It’s 
a fresh, clean word that most definitely 
smells good! 
Not as good as the smell of manakish, 
however, which is coming from this 
bakery at the corner! “Sahtein,” you’ll 
hear the baker tell his customer, which 
translates to “bon appetit” times two – 
as if one “bon appetit” wasn’t enough… 
“Sahtein” is a word derived from 
“sohat,” which means “health.” Then 
you’ll hear “tikram” in response to the 
customer’s “shoukran.” “shoukran” 
is a legitimate word that exists in the 
Arabic language and means “thank you”; 
“tikram” in this context means “you’re 
welcome,” although its literal definition 
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roughly translates to “I hope you 
become more generous.” Please don’t be 
offended; generosity is a way of life for 
my people!
Oh, no! A car accident! “Tabash!” It 
is such a violent word – much like the 
accident – used to describe a door being 
slammed shut, abruptly hanging up a 
call, or someone falling down or hitting 
something. Thank God nobody was 
hurt! The couple in the car, though, 
are adorable! They are checking up on 
each other. “Tokborni,” she says. His 
answer: “habibi.” Well, “habibi” derives 
from “houb,” which means “love.” Easy 
enough to translate. Now try not to 
run away because “tokborni” literally 
means “bury me”; and that, right there, 
is the essence of Romeo and Juliet! She’s 

asking her lover to bury her – but, don’t 
worry, not alive! It’s simply a dramatic 
way to say that she hopes her lover will 
outlive her; she couldn’t bear the idea of 
seeing him die first. Mothers often say 
that word to their children, too. Love 
always beats death…
Tired of walking? Let’s take a cab. 
Lebanese taxi drivers are another typical 
love story. If we ask a driver to close the 
window, he’ll reply “yes, ‘walaw’!” That 
word is a Lebanese invention that has 
absolutely no meaning besides allocating 
blame. Simply put, the driver is blaming 
us for requesting something that can 
be so easily done. It can be used in so 
many different situations that the great 
artist Wadih El Safi even sang a song 
titled “Walaw” in which he blames his 

beloved for leaving him and forgetting 
about the good old days. Would you like 
to listen to the song? Maybe the driver 
has the CD; they all have the music 
of Fayrouz and Wadih. If we ask him, 
he’ll probably answer “ala rassi” while 
tapping his hand on his head, since it 
literally means “on my head.” It doesn’t 
mean that he’s going to put the CD on 
his head or drive back carrying us on his 
head. “Ala rassi” means “with pleasure” 
or “I’ll serve you with pleasure.” And 
you know what, it’s been a real pleasure 
walking with you in these streets while 
discovering the essence of some typical 
Lebanese words – ones that don’t 
really make much sense unless you’re 
Lebanese and you miss hearing them 
when you’re far from HOME… 
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The serial and quantitative history 
method relies on numbers and on 
transforming historical data into 
statistics, and has become adopted by 
many. Dr Slim relies on oral history 
and primarily aims for a more objective 
view of history so that it will not remain 
only framed by persons, wars and 
events, but will also include the history 
of the people, the economics and the 
mentalities – in brief, the history of 
everyone. 
Slim gained her bachelor’s degree in 
History from Ecole des Lettres, and 
pursued her studies in France where she 
also attained her DEA and first PhD. 
Later she studied for a second PhD from 
the Center of Islamic and Christian 
studies at Birmingham University in 
the UK. According to Slim, everybody 
encouraged her to study history 
especially because of her good memory, 
but later on she discovered that memory 
doesn’t play a key role in history and 
she says: “We don’t memorize history, 
history memorizes us.”
Slim was enrolled at Saint Joseph 
University from 1981 until 1996 and she 
began to do research at the Center of 
Orthodox Studies in 1987 when 

A research historian and 

a modernist in the 

methodical field, Dr Souad 

Slim was the first person 

to introduce the serial and 

quantitative history method to 

the history of Lebanon.

Dr
Souad
Slim
Rewriting

history

“We don’tmemorize
history, 

historymemorizes
us”

Dr Tarek Mitri was in charge of the 
center. That was before she moved in 
1988 to the University of Balamand 
which was founded by the late Patriarch 
Ignatius the 4th. A new campus was 
opened by Georges Nahhas inside the 
School of Balamand near the monastery, 
where only 36 students were enrolled. 
Over the years, Slim worked on applying 
the serial and quantitative history 
method to Lebanese documents. She has 
specialized in examining endowments 
documents, and now she’s studying 
these documents in addition to the 
economic and social life in Lebanon and 
the Middle East during the Ottoman 
period. She is also interested in the 
manuscripts and archives which reflect 
the cultural history and the cultural 
movements that carved the Lebanese 
regions in many phases. In her opinion, 
religious manuscripts represent the 
main source for education, because the 
citizens used to learn how to read and 
write from the Bible and the Book of 
Psalms. The Lebanese culture, as well as 
the culture in many different regions of 
the world, is based largely on religion, 
according to Slim.
On the other hand, Slim explains 

how history was connected directly to 
politics, where history used to serve 
all the political fields, and history was 
written according to the rulers and 
emirs, ignoring all other social aspects. 
Slim explains how relying on 
memoranda and on the land’s account 
books is not enough to write a new 
history. “We discovered new truths by 
working on the manuscripts and by 
shedding light on dark stages of history,” 
she adds. 

Slim stresses that many people 
nowadays are still writing history in a 
traditional way, relying on documents 
written by historians supporting the 
governors. These historians focus 
significantly on wars, battles, events and 
important personalities. Since these 
events occurred over a long period of 
evolution, as a result of the development 
of important social and economic 
situations, history subsequently became 
related to different human sciences. 
Working on studying the economic and 
social history of Lebanon maybe can 
stop each party from writing history 
according to them, especially bearing in 
mind that economic and social history 

combines all the Lebanese. 
Slim is currently doing a study of 
Lebanese women who taught in Iraq 
between 1920 and 1940, by doing 
interviews and analyzing the data, 
especially as these women left a big 
impact on education in Lebanon and 
Iraq but they were never mentioned. 
These women include Roz Ghorayeb, 
Anissa Najjar, and Sophie Moubarak. 
In addition, Slim is the supervisor of 
the Solidarité et Convivialité au Liban 
durant la Guerre Civile  (Solidarity and 
Conviviality in Lebanon during the 
Civil War) project. This project shows 
that even during the war and violent 
times, many citizens helped each other, 
based on beautiful stories that Slim 
heard from individuals who were very 
active on an individual level or through 
non-governmental organizations and 
played a key role in peacemaking during 
the war. They helped people in need 
on many levels, opened their houses 
to others during the war, and received 
Lebanese from regions affected by the 
war.  

Slim is also the author of three books 
and 40 scientific articles. The first book 

is her PhD thesis, which explains the 
relationship between the monasteries 
and the sharecroppers and studies the 
importance of taxes in  economic and 
political life in Mount Lebanon. 

Her second book is about the Balamand 
Monastery, its history and heritage. Slim 
worked extensively on the monastery 
manuscripts, which were stolen during 
the war and recovered afterwards. 
She also supervised the indexing and 
counting of the manuscripts to make 
sure that none will be lost in the future.  

Her third book, The Orthodox Waqf 
religious foundations under the 
Ottoman Reign, tackles the Islamic 
Waqf laws towards the Christian 
endowments. 
Regarding the students, Slim says 
that some of them will get their MA in 
History at the Balamand University and 
pursue their PhDs in other countries. 
Furthermore, in collaboration with the 
Faculty of Theology at the University of 
Balamand, the Holy Spirit University 
in Kaslik, the Lebanese University, 
the Saint Joseph University and the 
Institut Francais du Proche Orient  

established L’Ecole Doctorale, where 
intensive courses will be held with the 
participation of students and professors 
in reading Arabic texts and manuscripts. 
The students participate in many types 
of research; for example, a research led 
by Dr Elie Dannawi into translating the 
Bible into Arabic based on the Liturgical 
Bible,  and another study about the 
Syriac Orthodox Church. Slim is also 
studying the Russian schools that were 
in the region in the nineteenth  century. 
Slim talks about the cooperation 
between students from different 
universities, hoping that this will be 
accompanied by cooperation from the 
Lebanese government. 

Finally, Dr Slim hopes for an improved 
situation in Lebanon and that the 
emigration of youth from the country 
will stop, stressing on the fact that 
professional life should not interfere 
with family life. She wishes to send 
her respects to her husband and three 
children, Saad, Salam and Samah, for 
their encouragement and for always 
being by her side.  
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