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PREFACE! 

The corpus of Arabic linguistics constitutes, unquestionably, one 
of the major linguistic traditions in the world, together with the 
Indian and Greek ones. It is consequently obvious that the very 
limited amount of space devoted to the Arab grammarians in the 
main histories of linguistics (e.g. Robins, 1967) is quite out of 
proportion to the real importance of this tradition. On the other 
hand, if the linguists, the historians of grammatical theories, and 
the public interested in Islamic culture have not appreciated just 
how interesting it is, that is obviously because Arabists failed to 
make them understand it. Furthermore, in order to do that, it 
would have been necessary for these scholars to take some interest 
in the knowledge of the language and in the specialized literature, 
approaching those texts as technical treatises and therefore 
something intelligible, and not like an impenetrable and abstruse 
farrago, and also to take the trouble to acquire the linguistic and 
conceptual means of understanding them before claiming to have 
grasped the conception of the Arab grammarians about some 
point or other. 

The present work aims to give an overall view of the sciences of 
language in the Arabic culture. For this purpose it is based on the 
analytical works carried out by the three authors, starting from 
1975. 2 The main ideas which have guided these works can be 
summed up in the following points: 

1 The Arab grammarians' texts constitute an indispensable source 
for any description of Arabic, not only by dint of the facts which 
they relate, but also through the explanations of them which they 
gtve. 
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PREFACE 

2 The theory of the Arab grammarians, aside from any 
comparative work on the sources and influences, constitutes a 
subject worthy of study in itself. Work on the sources (Indian and 
Greek) and the influences (Aristotelian logic, Islamic law, or Stoic 
grammar) constitutes a different field: there should be no question 
of confusing them. Furthermore, in respect of the sources, the 
question is, in our opinion, to know whether there was a 
borrowing of theoretical framework and not to know whether 
Arabic grammar owes something or does not owe anything at all 
to neighbouring cultures. Indeed, what constitutes the unity and 
specific nature of a discipline is not whether it has invented 
notions and terminology ex nihilo and completely without any 
analogue, but whether it has its own way of defining concepts and 
of organizing them and its own way of problematizing the 
relationship between these concepts and the observable data. This 
comparison of paradigm obviously necessitates a very technical 
and precise study of the discipline in question, not just a mere 
tracing of possible 'sources'. 

3 The Arabic linguistic texts being technical, it follows that they 
must be read with a technical approach, which implies that the 
reader should have at his or her disposal adequate conceptual 
tools, and should use the same precise scientific method and the 
same attention to detail which would be required when analysing 
contemporary linguistic texts. Finally, we have from the begin
ning adopted the point of view expressed thus by Auroux 
(1986:17): 'We are henceforward in a period when the work of the 
historian of linguistic theories is more about a precise description 
of the theories than about the history of ideas.' Furthermore, 
could one, today, consider proceeding otherwise if one were 
undertaking the study of the other technical branches of the 
Islamic field, such as mathematics or law? 

4 In so far as it is a matter of making the linguistic theories of the 
Arabs understandable to the contemporary reader, having 
recourse to one or another linguistic theory elaborated during the 
last hundred years could only be considered a heuristic method, 
making it possible to show how fundamentally different theories 
can explain the same facts and, perhaps, to make a parallel 
regarding the methods and manners of argumentation. For us, 
modern linguistic theories are merely instruments with which to 
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PREFACE 

'interrogate' the Arabic texts in order to be able to make the 
theories developed in them explicit. It is by no means our 
intention to show that the methods that they embody can be 
explained in terms of one or another of the modern theories, for it 
seems obvious to us that such an 'explanation' would be pointless 
in so far as it would not teach us anything about anything. 

That the Arabic linguistic texts, like the product of all human 
activity, must be placed in their historic and social context, and 
that the effect of this context must be recognized, is something 
that no one would think of contesting. And so it is by outlining 
this context, or at least what can be known about it at the present 
moment, that we will begin this book. 

NOTES 

1 Two abbreviations will be used all over the book: ALT for 'Arabic 
Linguistic Tradition', and AG for 'Arabic Grammarians'. Wherever 
relevant, dates will be given in pairs separated by an oblique, first 
according to the Muslim era (AH) and second according to the 
Christian era (AD). 

2 Many people have helped us, through their teachings, writings, or oral 
communications: the list would be long, but S. Barakat in Damascus, 
K. Versteegh, M. Carter, and S. Auroux deserve a special mention. 
We also wish to thank H. Anderson for his help in translating some of 
the chapters into English. Finally we thank the Departement de 
Recherche Linguistique of Paris-7 University and particularly Professor 
A. Culioli for the moral and material help with which we have 
constantly been provided. 
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

THE GROWTH OF THE ARABIC LINGUISTIC 
TRADITION: A HISTORICAL SURVEY 

Early grammatical thinking to the end of the 
second/ eighth century 

As is generally well known, the first grammatical treatise of 
unquestionable authenticity is Sibawayhi's Kitab (this title means 
'The Book' or 'Sibawayhi's Book'). This work, whose author 
died in or about 177/798, is most probably the first attempt at a 
comprehensive and systematic description of the Arabic language 
at every level (phonetics, phonology, morphology, syntax, and 
semantics). In spite of the great originality of its approach, 
notably in syntax (see Chapter 2), the breadth of its scope and the 
depth of its insights clearly point to at least some kind of pre
existent reflection on grammar, even if this reflection had perhaps 
not yet crystallized into an autonomous discipline. 

According to medieval Arabic sources, grammar was first 
'invented' by Abii 1-Aswad al-Du'ali: (d. 69/688?) on the basis of a 
'personnal communication' (as we would call it nowadays) by 'Ali 
ibn Abi Talib (d. 40/660), the Prophet's cousin and son-in-law. 
Although it is still accepted by some Arabists (e.g. Mubarak, 
1974: 10-37), this account is generally discarded as legend. 
Another opinion associates, perhaps more plausibly, the emer
gence of grammar with 'AbdAllah ibn Abi Is}:laq (d. 117/734), 
who is said to have 'divided grammar and measured it', farra'a al
na~wa wa-qasa-hu (Abu 1-Tayyib, Maratib: 12; see Fleisch, 1961: 27; 
Talmon, 1986), which points to an attempt at a systematical 
classification of grammatical facts and at building general rules by 
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THE ARABIC LINGUISTIC TRADITION 

way of abstract reasoning (qiyas, see next section). 
But the important thing is perhaps not so much to discuss the 

claims of the different candidates to the title of first Arabic 
grammarian, than to have a reasonably clear picture of the kind of 
discussions in which the first manifestations of grammatical 
thought appeared, as the nature of these discussions had an 
enduring formative influence on the approach and problems of the 
later tradition. All these discussions, in fact, can be related to a 
single, major event: the shift of Arabic from a mainly oral 
language, specific to an ethnically (more or less) homogeneous 
community of 'native' speakers, to a language adapted to a 
basically written use by an elite of mixed ethnic backgrounds, 
within a richer and more complex cultural framework. 

The first kind of discussion, and perhaps the most ancient, is 
related to the recension of the Qur'an and its fixation for ritual 
recitation. Most of the figures associated with the early develop
ments of grammar and philology are mentioned in connection 
with the branch of knowledge technically called qira'at ('readings' 
or 'recitations', i.e. of the Qur'an), the purpose of which was to 
sift the many variant readings which were compatible with the 
ancient Arabic script in which the oldest copies of the holy text 
were written. These variants, which seldom carried important 
differences of meaning, appeared mostly at the morpho-phono
logical and morpho-syntactical levels. Although it was universally 
admitted that more than one reading could legitimately exist for a 
given verse, it was also considered necessary to distinguish 
between 'acceptable' and 'unacceptable' readings, and, among the 
former, between 'current' and 'rare' ones. The basic criterion was, 
apart from the reliability of the transmitters, the conformity to the 
'speech of the Arabs', that is the specific linguistic usage of the 
Beduins of Central Arabia, in the pre-Islamic and early Islamic 
period. 

The second kind of discussion is related to the collection and 
criticism of ancient poetry, which played perhaps a more decisive 
and enduring part in the constitution of the philological sciences. 
The problems which confronted the scholars engaged in this work 
were basically identical with those relating to the qira'at, but were 
considerably more complex. On the one hand, ancient poetry 
provided scholars with an infinitely vaster and more diversified 
sample of kalam al- 'Arab than the Qur'an did; poetry made greater 
use of specialized vocabulary, rare words, difficult constructions, 
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A HISTORICAL SURVEY 

tribal dialectalisms, and so forth. On the other hand, the 
transmitters of poetry seem to have been, on the whole, much less 
careful than the transmitters of the Qur'an. As commonly 
happens within oral traditions, they tended, more or less 
consciously, to modify the poems as they transmitted them; some 
would even interpolate lines of their own in some piece of verse 
by an older poet, or forge whole pieces outright. The extensive 
scope and complexity of the problems entailed by this situation 
goes towards explaining why the body of 'philological sciences' 
('uliim a/- 'Arabiyya, literally 'sciences of Arabity'), which formed 
the context in which grammar first grew, seems to be mainly 
focussed on the poetic heritage of ancient Arabia, as it comprised, 
besides grammar proper (na~w), lexicography ('ilm al-luga), a 
specialized field of which was devoted to 'rare' words (gari'b), 
metrics ('ilm al- 'ariu!), and even the knowledge of the famous 
battles and tribal wars of the ancient Arabs (ayyam a/- 'Arab), and 
of their genealogies ('ilm al-ansab). These two last branches of 
knowledge were necessary in order to understand the recondite 
allusions to tribal feuds and alliances found in the most 
characteristic kind of ancient poetry. 

The third formative factor is the reform initiated by the 
Umayyad caliph 'Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan (reigned 65/685-
86/705), by which Arabic became the sole administrative language 
of the Islamic empire. Although we still lack a comprehensive 
study of the changes that such a reform entailed in the technical 
and cultural practices associated with language, they cannot but 
have been quite extensive and, in many ways, decisive. In the 
long term, their effects were enhanced by the fact that the 'scribes' 
(kuttab), besides their specific function as administrators, were 
soon to give the tone to most aspects of classical Islamic high 
culture. By accepting (probably after some resistance, bureaucratic 
circles being what they are) that the 'speech of distinguished 
people' (kalam al-xawaH) had to conform with what was most 
representative of kalam al- 'Arab, as opposed to the 'degraded' 
vernacular spoken by the populace, they certainly contributed to 
the general social relevance of grammatical and philological 
studies. 

Such was, then, the context in which appeared the first 
manifestations of grammatical thought. By the end of the 
second/eighth century, it was already in a state of considerable 
advancement and, in some fields, had even evolved its definitive 

3 



THE ARABIC LINGUISTIC TRADITION 

forms. Such was the case of phonetics and metrics, which were 
codified by al-Xalil (d. 175/791), Sibawayhi's teacher. Al-Xalil is 
also credited with having devised the basic principles of 
lexicography in his Kitab al- 'Ayn, the first Arabic dictionary. As 
for morpho-phonology (ta~rifJ and syntax (na~w proper), even if 
their definitive, canonical form would not be codified until the 
fourth/tenth century, they had already evolved some of their basic 
concepts and devices. 

Many Arabists have stressed the remarkably swift pace at which 
the Arabic grammatical tradition had, in so short a period, 
developed into a complex and sophisticated set of concepts and 
procedures. According to them, such a precocity can only be 
accounted for by the effect of some extraneous influence. This 
influence has been variously identified with Aristotelian logic 
(Merx, 1889), Islamic law (Carter, 1968 and 1972), or Stoic 
grammar (Versteegh, 1977). Such a variety of hypotheses 
sufficiently indicates that no one of them is, in fact, completely 
satisfying; on the other hand, none can be completely discarded, 
even if the actual evidence adduced by their respective authors is, 
to our minds, often unconvincing (that of Merx is, to put it 
frankly, quite fanciful). In fact, their main failing is that they try 
to explain the whole of the grammatical tradition in terms of one 
single factor, which is unnecessary (whatever their respective 
authors claim to the contrary, these hypotheses are not mutually 
incompatible), and, indeed, runs counter to the most currently 
accepted methodology of historical studies. In our opinion, at 
least, the important thing is that, whatever its model or models 
can have been, the Arabic tradition developed into something 
quite different and original; a point on which, moreover, 
everybody more or less agrees. 

From Sibawayhi to al-Mubarrad 

Although Sibawayhi's and al-Xalil's contribution to the develop
ment of the grammatical tradition was in many ways decisive, it 
did not result in the constitution of a definitive canonical model 
for grammatical theory. Actually, such a model was not evolved 
until the first decade of the fourth/tenth century, its first 
expression being the Kitab al-U~iil by Ibn al-Sarrag (d. 316/928). 
The importance of this event has for a long time been 
underestimated, for many reasons (among others, the fact that the 
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A HISTORICAL SURVEY 

Kitab al-U~ul was not published until quite recently), and the 
accepted idea has been that Sibawayhi had, in fact, laid down the 
basic rules and methods of grammar, while the later grammarians' 
contribution consisted only in expounding his theory in a more 
explicit and systematic form, or in finding new applications for it. 
Such a linear conception of the history of the grammatical 
tradition led, in fact, to many misrepresentations and false 
problems. 

In the next chapter, we shall try to show that Sibawayhi's 
syntactic system is, on the whole, founded on a quite different 
approach from that of the classical grammarians. But if, in 
originality and perception, the Kitab certainly stands alone among 
the grammatical products of its period, even a perfunctory 
examination of the few treatises surviving from before the 
fourth/tenth century shows that they exhibit some common traits 
which distinguish them collectively from the products of later 
periods. The most obvious of these is perhaps their extreme 
heterogeneity in scope, in approach, and even in terminology, 
together with a strong dependency on what one could call a 
'philological' outlook. The primary interest of the earlier gram
marians is not (as it will be for their successors) in explicitly laying 
down general rules and principles in order to classify and analyse 
linguistic facts; it is rather in examining and discussing isolated, 
specific data, especially when these data exhibit some kind of 
deviance from the most general behaviour of the class to which 
they belong. It is, for instance, typical of this approach that 
al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898), in his Muqta4ab, devotes a whole 
chapter to the irregular plural of qaws ('bow') qisiyy, this chapter 
being somewhat longer than the one in which he discusses the 
much more general and, we should feel, important problem of the 
assignation of the nominative to the subject of the verbal phrase 
(Muqta4ab, 1: 8-9 and 39-41, respectively). This kind of approach, 
in which facts of different nature and rules of different degree of 
generality are put together in what seems a haphazard order, is 
also quite perceptible in the two other main grammatical works of 
the period, the Ma'anl 1-Qur'an by al-Farra' (d. 207/822), who 
was in his time the leader of the so-called 'Kiifan' school (see 
below, pp. 6-8), and a shorter work bearing the same title by 
al-Axfas al-Awsar (d. 221/835), a disciple of Sibawayhi. In these 
two works, which are grammatical and philological commentaries 
on the Qur'an, the order and nature of the problems discussed are 
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more or less governed by the order in which they appear in the 
text. They show a wide range of interests, but with a stress on 
lexicology and morpho-phonology, syntax (with the exception of 
morpho-syntax) receiving a more perfunctory treatment. In fact, 
it seems that, throughout this period, Sibawayhi was the only 
grammarian to show a deep and systematic interest in the field of 
syntax. 

This lack of canonical theoretical model does not mean, of 
course, that grammar was still in a 'pre-theoretical' state. As a 
matter of fact, grammarians systematically used abstract, general 
rules and principles when analysing and discussing individual facts 
but these rules and principles were never formally stated, rather, 
they were taken for granted, as if they were a matter of current 
knowledge. To put it differently: one could say that they formed a 
kind of general intuitive background in the light of which the 
grammarians approached linguistic data: it only became con
sciously acknowledged when some kind of fact occurred which 
was felt to need explanation, for instance when qaws, instead of 
forming a regular plural, quwiis (as, for instance, qalb!quliib), 
forms an irregular one, qisiyy; this naturally implies that one has, 
somewhere in the background, a theory about what the regular 
plural for this class of nouns should be. 

On the other hand, the informal and intuitive nature of the 
theoretical framework offered a wide scope for individual 
improvization and interpretation; as long as the basic principles 
and rules which governed grammatical analysis were not explic
itly and systematically defined, even minimally compatible 
solutions to a given problem could coexist and still be considered 
as equally legitimate, or indeed substantially equivalent. This 
property of the grammatical theory in this period is crucial in 
order to form a clear picture of a much-discussed point of 
historiography: the rivalry between the Ba~ran and Kiifan 
'schools' of grammar. In fact, many of the difficulties relating to 
this problem arise, in our opinion, from an inadequate appreci
ation of the change that intervened in the grammatical tradition 
when the canonical model was finally evolved. 

Philological and grammatical studies first appeared in Ba~ra and 
Kiifa, the two main cities of lower Iraq, which were the principal 
centres of learning in early Islam, until they were supplanted by 
Baghdad about the middle of the third/ninth century. In this sense, 
one can speak of a Ba~ran and a Kiifan 'school' of grammar, but 
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one should keep in mind that a 'school' (mad_hab) in classical Islam 
refers not so much to a specific body of doctrine as to a channel of 
transmission of knowledge, by personal contact between master 
and pupil (there was no other legitimate access to knowledge); on 
such bases, Zellig Harris and Noam Chomsky would be 
considered as belonging to the same 'school', as the latter was, for 
some time, the pupil of the former, quite independently of their 
theoretical divergence. Of course, grammarians of the same 
'school' could have in common some tenets which distinguished 
them from others, but these tenets did not necessarily have deep 
theoretical implications. In fact, the divergences between gram
marians of Ba~ra and of Kiifa in the pre-canonical period were 
simply a particular aspect of the general situation of grammar, 
where the implicit and informal character of the theory made for 
the coexistence of several potentially conflicting solutions or 
analyses for the same problem. 

In fact, it is even quite possible, as Fleisch (1961) suggests, that 
the theme of the conflict between the two schools was actually 
invented after the fact, as a kind of historical justification for the 
personal rivalry between al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898), the leader of 
the 'Ba~rans', and !a•lab (d. 291/904), his 'Kiifan' counterpart, 
when they met in Baghdad. But the important thing is that, when 
the canonical model was evolved, a generation later, by 
al-Mubarrad's disciples, they naturally gave it the 'Ba~ran' label. 
Now, this model, because of its explicit and systematic character, 
was naturally more constrained than the former, which had been, 
in fact, common to Ba~ran and Kiifan grammarians alike. In 
consequence, many views which had hitherto seemed acceptable 
and legitimate, now appeared incompatible with the new model. 
An efficient way to make them harmless was to attribute them to 
the 'Kiifan school', which had by then become virtually extinct. 
From this point on, there was a basic asymmetry between 
allegedly Ba~ran and Kiifan material: whereas the Ba~ran views all 
fell together within a systematic, organized system, the Kiifan, on 
the contrary, gave the impression of being a haphazard collection 
of views on points of detail, from which it seems quite difficult to 
reconstruct any kind of coherent system. The obvious reason is, 
of course, that they were never meant to have any coherence. A 
failure to recognize this most crucial point has often misled 
Arabists into characterizing the Kiifan grammarians as staunch 
defenders of linguistic 'usage' as based on 'transmitted' data 
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(sama'), while the Ba~rans were described as partisans of 'analogy' 
(qiyas) and of a 'rationalization' of language. In so far as they mean 
anything, such statements relate not to any actual historical school 
or tendency within the Arabic tradition, but only the 'official' 
interpretation concocted by later grammarians (who considered, 
anyway, that both sama' and qiyas were indissociable components 
of any grammatical theory). This does not mean, of course, that 
the literature devoted to the 'disputed questions' between the two 
schools should be ignored as mere irrelevant legend; on the 
contrary, all the discussions which took place within the 
grammatical tradition are important, as they can often shed 
significant light on far-reaching theoretical issues. On the other 
hand, it would be misleading to accept this kind of material as 
relating to a single, historically datable controversy, and to try 
accordingly to reconstruct from it both 'doctrines' as they were 
supposed to exist in this particular period. 

The codification of grammar in the fourth/tenth century 

As we said above, the last years of the third/ninth century were 
characterized, as far as grammar is concerned, by the rivalry 
between al-Mubarrad and Ia'lab. The final triumph of the 
former brought about an enduring homogenization of gram
matical circles: for one century, at least, all the important 
grammarians would be either al-Mubarrad's disciples, or his 
disciples' disciples. Of course, this did not prevent a certain 
amount of personal rivalry and back-biting, but it nevertheless 
contributed to grammarians' stronger sense of commitment to 
common norms and expectations, embodied in an informal but 
influential grammatical 'establishment'. This basic cohesion was 
further enhanced by the fact that grammatical and philological 
studies, which had been, up to this period, confined to small 
circles of specialists, found themselves in contact, for the first 
time, with a wider cultural context, in terms of which the 
tradition had to define its specific status and function. 

One of the most important characteristics of this context was 
the part played in it by the Hellenic philosophical tradition 
{falsafa), which was then at the apex of its public influence in 
Islamic lands, and more or less overtly aimed at cultural 
hegemony. This new factor put the grammarians, taken collect
ively, in a difficult predicament. On one hand, falsafa could afford 
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them much intellectual stimulation, on many counts: it went for 
new, higher standards and expectations about what a scientific 
discipline should be, while offering new opportunities for meeting 
these standards; moreover, it had evolved its own system for the 
analysis of utterances, logic, which could provide grammarians 
with fresh insights on the nature of language, together with new 
concepts and techniques from which they could benefit in their 
own field. 

But, on the other hand, the difficulty was in accepting the 
general premises underlying falsafa's interest in language. For the 
philosopher, language was only relevant as a vehicle for universal 
truths, which were measured by logic, according to principles 
which were, naturally, universal, that is language-independent. 
Individual idioms, such as Arabic or Greek or Persian were only 
the contingent, inessential forms in which universal truths were 
expressed. Grammar, which studied the specific properties of 
these idioms (as opposed to the universal ones), was necessarily 
confined to the outward, inessential 'form' (laf~) of utterances, 
while only logic could examine their significant, universal 
'meaning' (ma•na). Within these limits, philosophers were quite 
ready to accept grammar as a science of a kind, as they accepted 
such specifically Islamic disciplines as law and theology; but, if the 
specialists of these sciences could be considered as belonging to 
the elite relatively to their several communities, the only real elite 
in the 'absolute', universal meaning, were the philosophers. 

Grammarians, then, could not go too far in accepting what 
falsafa could offer them without accepting, by the same token, not 
only an important downgrading of their own social status to that 
of a 'provincial' kind of elite compared with philosophers, but 
also a drastic re-evaluation of all the cultural values which made 
their discipline relevant. If, as the philosophers claimed, kaltim 
al- •Arab was just a language among others, and rather unsophisti
cated at that, it followed that all the rich and vast knowledge that 
generation after generation of grammarians and philologists had 
collected by patient and minute observation of a comprehensive 
body of data was just an exercise in myopic pedantry, and that the 
Arabic tribal tradition on which this knowledge was founded, far 
from being relevant to any kind of universalistic high culture, was 
only a piece of local folklore. 

The grammarians' response to this predicament took two 
different but complementary forms. On one hand, an effort was 
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made to codify grammar into a systematic descriptive theory, 
based upon explicit general rules and principles, so that every 
particular class of facts was accurately provided for in its proper 
rank and place; this aspect of the grammarians' work is called, in 
contemporary texts, the u~iil, the 'foundations'. On the other 
hand, grammarians attempted to clarify in a way both meaningful 
and attractive for contemporary readers (especially those who had 
leanings towards falsafa) some of the deep insights which 
informed their own view of kalam al- 'Arab, in order to show that 
their discipline had not only practical uses, but could open up 
whole realms of high speculation. This level of reflection, which 
until then had not been clearly distinguished from the descriptive 
level, was usually called the 'ilal, the 'causes' or 'explanations'. 
But, at every level, grammarians, while taking advantage of the 
epistemological resources offered by the new cultural context, 
were nevertheless careful to keep within the borders fixed by the 
tradition. Actually, the most technical level of grammar (i.e. the 
categories and procedures used in description and analysis of 
linguistic data), which determined the economy of the system, 
was practically untouched by 'Greek borrowings'. 

As we said above, the u~iil approach was first codified by Ibn 
al-Sarrag, in his Kitiib al-U~Ul. This treatise, incidentally, was also 
the first to state the distinction of principle between the u~iillevels 
and the 'ilallevel in grammatical analysis. The system devised by 
Ibn al-Sarrag for the classification of facts and the exposition of 
problems is based on the principles of 'exhaustive divisions' 
(taqaslm), which he is said to have borrowed from logic, which he 
had, for some time, studied with al-Farabi (d. 339/950), the 
leading figure of contemporary falsafa. But the actual criteria on 
which these 'divisions' operate belong typically to the gram
matical tradition. The first, most general one is founded on the 
parts of speech, as any given word is necessarily either a noun, or 
a verb, or a particle. The first main section of the book is 
accordingly devoted to the noun, which can be either nominative, 
or accusative, or genitive; if it is nominative it can be either the 
theme (mubtada') of a nominal sentence, or its predicate (xabar), or 
the subject ({a'il) of a verbal sentence, or the subject substitute 
when the verb is passive, or because its status is formally 
assimilated to that of the subject of a verb. The. same approach 
applies to the accusative and the genitive noun, then to the verb, 
then to the particle. 
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In such a way, every possible case is theoretically provided for, 
and its treatment occurs in a predictable place in the treatise. 
Moreover, the careful system of divisions, subdivisions and sub
subdivisions devised by Ibn al-Sarrag makes the hierarchical 
relations between grammatical categories and classes of facts 
immediately visible. It was, certainly, a considerable practical 
improvement: for any given question, one could, by referring to 
the relevant section, find at a glance all the data, analyses, and 
opinions relating to it; moreover, its exact status within the theory 
was clearly and transparently expressed by its location in the 
book. But 'such a seemingly 'technical' readjustment could, in 
some cases, have important consequences on the theoretical level. 
For instance, the fact that the subject of the verbal sentence found 
itself side by side with the theme and the predicate of the nominal 
sentence within the class of 'nouns affected with the nominative' 
could focus the attention of the most perceptive grammarians on 
the underlying generality which accounted for that similarity. 
This resulted in the upgrading of the concept of predication, 
which, until then, had remained at most a rather secondary aspect 
of the grammatical theory. Such a process, already incipient in the 
Kitab al-U~iil, found its logical conclusion in al-AstarabaQl's 
audacious rehabilitation of the 'Kufan' analysis of the nominal 
sentence (see Chap. 3). 

As we said above, the system devised by Ibn al-Sarrag became, 
with some minor adjustments and/or variants, the general norm 
for all the later classical treatises. Such acceptance, however, took 
some time to become effective and, although the Kitab al- U~iil 
certainly influenced many treatises of the period, some of them, 
however, still exhibit a different way of presenting grammatical 
facts, nearer to the classification of Sibawayhi's Kitab (but without 
Sibawayhi's insights). 

As for the 'ilal approach, it seems to have given rise to rather 
important literature throughout the period; most of it, however, 
is no longer (or perhaps not yet) accessible to us, with two 
exceptions: the Ki(ab al-i4a~ by al-Zaggagi (d. 340/951) and the 
Xa~a'i~ by Ibn Ginni (d. 392/1002). Although these two works are 
quite different in many ways, they are founded on identical 
presuppositions: (a) that the grammatical theory evolved by the 
Arabic tradition is not only able to describe facts as they are, but 
also to explain why they are so; and (b) that this explanatory 
power of grammar is a consequence of the pervasive order, 
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harmony and rationality which uniquely characterizes kalam 
al- 'Arab, as opposed to other human idioms. These ideas have 
often been misunderstood and misrepresented as a piece of local 
folklore, which could perhaps shed light on the 'Arabic mind' 
(whatever it is), but was completely irrelevant to any kind of 
serious, 'scientific' approach to linguistic facts. Such an assessment 
seems altogether superficial and founded on a rather naive kind of 
positivism. Actually, the Arabic grammarians' claims on this 
subject can be considered as the expression, within a specific 
cultural environment, of what is a necessary postulate for any 
kind of linguistic or grammatical theory: that a language is not a 
haphazard collection of unrelated arbitrary facts, but that it forms 
an ordered whole, or, to use the well-known formula of 
de Saussure, 'un systeme ou tout se tient'. 

But perhaps the expression of this idea which seems to 
correspond best to the Arabic grammarians' insight is that of 
Gustave Guillaume, the founder of the psychomechanist school of 
linguistics: 'Une intuition: que le desordre apparent des faits 
linguistiques recouvre un ordre secret, cache - merveilleux' 
(G. Guillaume, 1973 [1952-3]: 17). Of course, Guillaume's way of 
understanding this 'order' was quite different from the Arabic 
grammarians' (it was also different, incidentally, from 
de Saussure's); but what is important here is that common feeling, 
or intuition, which seems to create a kind of bond between 
linguists and grammarians belonging to quite different periods of 
time and intellectual traditions. This deep sense of wonder, of 
uncovering deeper and deeper hidden correspondences between 
apparently unrelated phenomena, of contemplating wider and 
wider realms of order and harmony, was never better or more 
significantly expressed, within the Arabic tradition, than in the 
Xa~a'i~. 

This work, which reflects its author's dominant interest in 
morpho-phonology, can be read at a multiplicity of levels. 
Written in a formal, ornate style which contrasts with the simpler 
prose commonly used in technical treatises (whether in grammar 
or in other disciplines), it evidently aims at conforming with the 
standards of contemporary 'courtly literature' (adab), which was 
expected to be informative while affording intellectual pleasure 
and excitement. It is divided into chapters, each one being 
devoted to a question relating to grammatical methodology or 
epistemology; in treating every question, Ibn Ginn! carefully 
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avoids being systematic or exhaustive (such an approach, 
smacking of pedantry, was excluded by the rules of the genre), 
but tries to make his point by examining and discussing a wide 
range of questions of detail, so that each one of them sheds a 
particular light on the main question, and helps to build a general 
picture of it. In so doing, he shows a remarkable virtuosity, 
spinning the same line of reasoning for page after page while 
going through a dazzling variety of local arguments and analyses, 
in the same way that some classical Arabic poets can spin the same 
basic metaphor or comparison through line after line while always 
finding new and original ways of expressing it. 

At first glance, this display of dialectic fireworks can seem 
baffiing, or even gratuitous; in some cases, Ibn Ginni's reasoning 
can appear specious or downright sophistic, but a more careful 
reading shows that this 'baroque' kind of writing is, in itself, 
deeply significant. If, as Ibn Ginni claims, the pervasive order and 
harmony that grammarians perceive in kalam al- 'Arab is actually 
an intrinsic property of this language, and if it is not super
imposed on the facts by the activity of the grammarians, then the 
best way to make this order and harmony apparent is to take one's 
departure from any arbitrary chosen question or class of facts, and 
to let oneself be guided by the internal logic of the language. By 
contrast, an approach classifying facts and arguments into rigid 
categories and subcategories, on the lines of the Kitab al-U~ul, 
would have been much less effective here, as it would have 
resulted in obscuring what is, for Ibn Ginni, a most fascinating 
particularity of kalam al- 'Arab: that every class of facts is 
mysteriously connected to all the others, even if some of these 
connections (those on which didactic grammars are built) are 
more immediately perceptible, while some others can only be 
discovered by the shrewdest and most clever specialists. 

The Xa~a'i~ certainly represents the most original and significant 
treatment of what was, originally, a polemical theme used by 
Arabic grammarians against Hellenizing philosophers, as clearly 
appears through the well-known account of the controversy 
between Abu Bisr and al-Sirafi (see Margoliouth, 1905; Mahdi, 
1970): namely, that what is most relevant about kalam al- 'Arab is 
not its universal properties (the only aspect of any individual 
language in which falsafa was interested) but its most specific 
ones. In the following period, the debate seems to have quickly 
lost its immediacy; falsafa gradually disappeared from the public 
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scene, surviving only as a kind of 'underground' intellectual 
tradition, while many aspects of it (notably logic) found a place 
within the new Islamic cultural context brought about by the 
'Sunni restoration' of the second half of the fifth/eleventh century. 
But, in this period, Jalsafa had played a crucial part in the 
development of the grammatical tradition, if perhaps not so much 
by direct influence than by the challenge it had posed to 
grammarians and the new standards it had established. 

Maturity and decline (fifth/eleventh-tenth/fifteenth 
centuries) 

With the notable exception of text linguistics and grammatical 
semantics (see chaps 5 and 6), this period saw no radically new 
development of grammatical theory. Grammarians were primarily 
concerned with the consolidation and preservation of the advances 
made by the fourth/tenth-century masters. The canonical frame
work devised by Ibn al-Sarrag was elaborated upon and improved 
in many minor ways; some of its implications were worked out 
and discussed on a more explicit and systematic basis, but its most 
fundamental premises were never questioned. 

Here we have, so to speak, the grammatical tradition at its most 
traditional, if by that one means a basic sense of continuity, a 
concern with accumulation and conservation of knowledge more 
than with invention and eagerness to discover fresh insights. This 
spirit (which, by the way, pervaded most aspects of the 
contemporary Islamic civilization, especially those which were 
expressed in Arabic) is manifest, for instance, in the fact that the 
most common and, indeed, expected way of expounding the 
grammatical theory was either to write a commentary (Sar~) on an 
already existing work, or to compose an epitome (talxl~) for 
somebody else to comment upon. Sometimes, even, the same 
author could write both the epitome and the commentary. This is 
the case, for instance, with two works by Ibn Hisam 
(d. 761/1359), the Sar~ Qatr al-Nada and the Sar~ Sad_arat 
al-.Qahab. In later periods, commentaries were even written on 
commentaries; they are usually called ~asiya ('stuffing'), as 
opposed to the first-degree commentary, sar~. 

Now, such practices were not completely ignored in earlier 
periods: in the fourth/tenth century, two commentaries at least 
were written on the Kitab, one by al-Sirafi (d. 368/979) and one 
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by al-Rummani (d. 384/994), while Ibn Ginni wrote a very short 
summary of morpho-phonology, the Ta~rif al-MulUkl, which is 
mainly known through its commentary by Ibn Y a 'iS 
(d. 643/1245), the Sar~ al-Mulukl. But what was new in this later 
period was that most summaries were written with an express 
view to being commented, so that, in some cases, they are 
virtually illegible without a proper commentary. Such is the case, 
for instance, of the Alfiyya by Ibn Malik (d. 672/1273), a didactic 
poem of about a thousand verses, which was, perhaps, one of the 
most often commented summaries in the history of the tradition, 
together with Ibn Agurriim's Agurrumiyya. 

The generalization of the (so to speak) epitome-cum
commentary system naturally reinforced the homogeneity of the 
tradition. Of course, the commentator could always express his 
disagreement on some point or another with the author upon 
whom he commented, but then, as the general system became 
more and more elaborate, all the possible solutions to a given 
problem were eventually worked out, together with the argu
ments for and against every solution, so the only way one could 
disagree with somebody on some point was to accept somebody 
else's position on this point. Moreover, the most fundamental 
postulates of the theory (e.g. that there are three parts of speech, 
or that the purpose of case endings is to express the different 
meanings which can affect a noun) were considered to be agreed 
upon once and for all, and were not to be questioned. 

These constraints oriented the creativity of the grammarians 
into new channels. The writing of grammar was, in this period, 
brought to a hitherto unknown degree of formal perfection. 
Authors of epitomes were at great pains to find the most exact 
and precise wording for definitions and general rules, making 
implicit provisos for every possible objection or counterexample, 
while taking care to avoid redundancy, which would immediately 
attract criticism. Commentators analysed these formulations in 
the most careful way, showing how they covered all relevant data 
and only relevant data, or else pointed to their inconsistencies 
and/or redundancies. At every step of the reasoning, all 
conceivable objections were thoroughly and seriously discussed, 
even those which seem to us most naive or irrelevant. On the 
other hand, many important data and/or discussions were only 
referred to through brief allusions, as the author took for granted 
that the reader was already familiar with them. 
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The treatises written in this period can be considered, in a way, 
as the most representative expressions of the tradition. Some of 
them, such as the Sar~ al-MufaHal by Ibn Ya'iS, the Sar~ al-Kafiya 
by al-Astaraba9:i (d. 686/1287), the Mugnll-Lab!b by Ibn Hisam, 
the commentaries on the Alfiyya by Ibn 'Aqil (d. 769/1367), Ibn 
Hisam, and al-Asmuni (d. 900/1494), the Ham' al-Hawami' Sar~ 
Gam' al-Gawiimi' by al-Suyuri (d. 911/1505), are still used as 
standard textbooks for the teaching of traditional grammar at 
university level in Arabic and Muslim countries, and certainly 
offer the most accessible introduction to the tradition taken as a 
whole. For this reason, they are quite often referred to by linguists 
engaged in research on Standard Arabic, as they contain the most 
comprehensive and accurate description of the language available 
to this day. 

At first glance, these works can give an impression of tedious 
repetition. Such an impression is, however, not only inaccurate 
but seriously misleading. One of the characteristics of the theory 
evolved by the Arabic tradition is its extreme coherence and 
systematicity, so that the treatment of a given question is, to a 
wide extent, pre-determined by a multiplicity of decisions taken at 
other points of the theory, these points being often quite distant 
from the original question, and apparently quite unrelated to it. 
But then all such connections are not explicitly stated by any 
single treatise; on the other hand, different treatises can very often 
shed different lights on the same question, by suggesting different 
connections. It follows that the best way to get an accurate idea of 
the treatment of any question in the Arabic tradition is by reading 
the chapters devoted to it in a number of treatises; in most cases, 
the difficulties raised by an author can be solved by a chance 
remark passed by another. If one approaches the texts in such a 
way, one very quickly realizes that they are not repetitive, but 
cumulative. 

Al-Suyu~i (d. 911/1505) was the last Arabic grammarian of 
note. Although his works are characterized by a pervasively 
conservative spirit, he still preserves the basic theoretical insights 
which informed the classical theory. After him, grammatical 
theory gradually degenerated into a set of prescriptive recipes, to 
which some dry strips of dead theory still adhered. The 
nineteenth-century Nah4a, in the name of simplification and 
'common sense', only kept the recipes, cutting them completely 
from their theoretical roots. This degenerated version of the 
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tradition is, to this day, the basis for teaching grammars used in 
most Arabic countries. 

FACTS, RULES, AND ARGUMENTS 

While the main part of the written output within the Arabic 
linguistic tradition consists of descriptive treatises, a few works 
are devoted to methodological and epistemological questions 
relating to grammatical analysis. Besides the two surviving 
fourth/tenth-century 'ilal treatises that we have already men
tioned, al-Zaggagl's lqa~ and Ibn Ginnl's Xa~a'i~, one should also 
mention two later works, Abu 1-Barakat al-Anbari's Luma' 
al-Adilla and al-Suyu~i's Iqtira~; these two short books belong to 
what was then called u~iil al-na~w ('foundations of grammar'). It 
should be noted that this expression has a quite different meaning 
from what the fourth/tenth-century grammarians intended by 
u~iil. namely, the didactic-descriptive level of grammar, as 
opposed to theoretical speculation ( 'ilal). In its later usage, u~iil al
na~w is actually a calque on u~Ul al-fiqh ('foundations of 
jurisprudence'), that is the autonomous discipline which studied 
the abstract form of juridical prescriptions and reasoning, 
independent of their actual positive contents. 

Although the information collected from these works cannot be 
considered as a satisfactory equivalent for a real, in-depth 
epistemological study of the Arabic linguistic sciences, which is 
still lacking, we felt that on many points it could help in forming 
a clearer picture of some basic attitudes common to the whole 
tradition, even if they are perhaps more self-conscious and explicit 
in the classical periods. 

Data 

The grammatical tradition was confronted by two distinct kinds 
of problem relating to linguistic data. The first was to distinguish 
on clear, explicit criteria what could and could not be considered 
as 'authoritative' (~ugga) data, i.e. authentically representative of 
the actual use of the original Arabs. The second was concerned 
with classifying data according to their degree of relevance to 
linguistic analysis, or (but from the Arabic grammarians' point of 
view it amounts to the same thing) their status within the general 
system of the language. 
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The first kind of problem is often referred to in the texts by the 
expression naql al-luga ('transmission of the data'), since the 
standard way of assessing the authenticity (and, by way of 
consequence, the authoritativeness) of information within Clas
sical Islamic thought was to examine the circumstances in which it 
had been transmitted from its original source. But then, in this 
case, it was necessary to delimit precisely what was intended by 
'original source'; that is, what was to be considered as the 'purest' 
kind of Arabic. The actual answer reflects a compromise between 
the old tribal idea that the best kind of Arabic was that which was 
spoken by the camel-herding tribes originating from Central 
Arabia, and the new Islamic scale of values in which the sedentary 
Mekkan tribe of Qurays, in which the Prophet of Islam had been 
born, came to play a central part; especially since the Qur'an 
reflected, in some points, the specific linguistic usage of Mekka. 
Moreover, it was agreed that these tribes had only kept their 
purity of language for a limited period: from about the middle of 
the second/eighth century onwards too frequent contact with 
non-Arabs had brought about a gradual but irreversible decay of 
their linguistic usage, so that it could no longer be accepted as 
authoritative. 

Within these limits, any form, word, construction, or utterance 
used or produced by at least one 'reference speaker' or accepted by 
him or her as correct ought to be accepted as authentic and to be 
accounted for within the grammatical system. Even if it exhibited 
a flagrant deviation from the most current and accepted kind of 
facts, it could not be rejected as 'incorrect', as the axiom of the 
system was that the Arabs, and only they, were exempt from 
barbarism (la~n). The corpus of data gathered in this way 
comprised first and foremost the Qur'an, all the canonical 
recensions of which were considered as authoritative within 
linguistic studies (as they were in religious sciences); then the old 
tribal poetry, generally in the form of isolated lines; the sawiihid 
('witnesses'); together with well-known Beduin proverbs and 
sayings (mal_al sa'ir). On the other hand, ~ad"il_ (i.e. the reports 
about the words and deeds of the Prophet, which are one of the 
main sources of Islamic law) was pronounced unreliable as 
linguistic data; the reason invoked is that ~ad"il_ transmitters were 
often of non-Arabic origin, and tended to report only the general 
meaning of what the Prophet had actually said, while changing 
the words he had pronounced. 
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This last point brings us to the second set of criteria, that 
relating to the transmission of data; a most important issue, since 
the bulk of the grammatical corpus (including the Qur'an itself) 
had originally been transmitted through mainly oral channels. It 
was quite generally accepted, moreover, that knowledge ought to 
be transmitted by word of mouth through direct contact between 
teacher and pupil, and not through written sources usually full of 
copyists' errors and misreadings. A piece of data, accordingly, 
could only be accepted if it was transmitted by scholars of 
recognized status, which vouched for its authenticity. For 
practical purposes, actually, this principle went quite far; for 
instance, an anonymous line of verse, which ought theoretically to 
have been rejected as unreliable since it was impossible to know if 
it had been composed by an authorized speaker, could still be 
accepted if some early grammarian or philologist had passed it as 
authentic. 

Such, then, are the 'primary' data on which the Arabic 
linguistic tradition elaborated its several areas of knowledge; but 
they are not, by a far cry, the only ones, or even the most 
numerous. If we examine any grammatical treatise, we soon find 
that, in the overwhelming majority of cases, grammarians prefer 
to discuss or illustrate the rules and principles they lay down by 
way of examples expressly made for the purpose, such as the 
ubiquitous qaraba Zaydun 'Amran ('Zayd hit 'Amr'), and that they 
mostly have recourse to real corpus data in order to document 
some little-known or disputed facts. This way of proceeding is 
legitimated by the u~ul al-na~w authors on the grounds that there 
is no need to authenticate facts which are generally agreed upon as 
a matter of common knowledge among specialists, such as the 
fact that the subject of a verbal sentence is in the nominative and 
its object in the accusative; or, to put it another way, 
documentation of such commonplace facts would be possible, but 
pointless. 

In other cases, however, such secondary data created and used 
by grammarians can have a purely technical status within the 
theory. Such, for instance, is the case of hypothetical utterances 
created in order to discuss the validity of a rule or principle which 
cannot be documented in a transparent way by primary data. Data 
of this kind can be either labelled as unacceptable (the argument 
running something like: 'If such and such a rule obtained, it 
would follow that the Arabs would say such and such a thing, 
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which they do not, as they say something else instead'); or it can 
be considered acceptable, on the grounds that the rule is well 
founded on other attested facts, and that it is not established that 
the Arabs did not say it; or it can be controverted, some 
grammarians accepting it and some others rejecting it. To this 
same category belong data which, however unattestable, must be 
postulated at an abstract level in order to account for actual 
constructions (taqdlr, see Chap. 3). One could also mention the 
'exercise questions' (masii'il al-tamrln), devised to test the learner's 
abstract mastery of the rules by making him or her apply them to 
quite improbable utterances. 

The second category of problems, collectively referred to as 
ax4 al-luga ('acceptance of the data') arose from the necessity of 
bringing some sort of order within this wide and, up to a point, 
heterogeneous corpus of data. Grammarians, as we have already 
said, had a strong sense that linguistic facts, for all their apparent 
disorder, were regulated by an underlying system which it was 
their task to make visible, in the form of explicit rules and 
principles. These rules and principles, moreover, were expected, 
even if only for teaching purposes, to reflect primarily what was 
considered as most representative of kalam al- 'Arab, leaving in the 
background such marginal data as tribal dialectalisms, archaic 
words and phrases, or rare constructions and forms of the kind 
that could be found, for instance, in some pieces of verse when 
the poet had to depart from the most current way of speaking in 
order to keep with the necessities of metre and rhyme (these were 
technically known as qarii'ir al-si'r, 'poetical constraints'). But, on 
the other hand, grammarians could not completely ignore these 
'marginal' data, as they were an integral part of kalam al- 'Arab, 
and, consequently, had to be found a place within the general 
system of the language. Moreover, even the most current kind of 
facts exhibited many irregularities and exceptions, which had to 
be accounted for. 

Accordingly, a basic distinction was made between 'regular' 
(mu{{arid) and 'irregular' (saM) facts, and a methodological 
principle laid down, that no valid generalization could be founded 
on irregular facts (al-siidd Iii yuqiisu 'alay-hi). This actually 
meant two things: first, that the learner had only to memorize 
such facts individually, but could not use them to produce any 
new utterance; and second, that they could not be accepted as 
valid counterexamples to more general rules relying upon well-
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attested regularities. But this did not mean that 'irregular' facts 
were considered by grammarians as mere arbitrary idiosyncrasies 
which ought to be accepted as such without any attempt at 
explaining them: such an attitude would have contradicted the 
postulate that kalam al- 'Arab was wholly ordered and systematic. 
Accordingly, grammarians devoted considerable energy and 
ingenuity to show that these facts did fall within the general 
system of the language, even if it was necessary, in order to 
explain their peculiar behaviour, to allow the most common rules 
and principles to apply somewhat idiosyncratically, that is out of 
their usual context, or, conversely, to block their application 
when it would have produced some unwanted form. But then, 
these departures from the most common rules and principles was 
not considered as arbitrary; on the contrary, the grammarians felt 
that they could, and had to, be explained in terms of general 
principles, or, as we would say nowadays, of global constraints. 
Two of these principles play a major part, notably, in morpho
phonology: the 'heaviness' constraint (istil_qiil), which in sub
stance predicts that some sequences of glides and vowels should 
be avoided; and the 'non-ambiguity' constraint (man' al-iltibiis), 
which predicts that crucial morphological information must be 
recuperable through the 'surface' form (see Chap. 4). The interplay 
of these two principles was theoretically supposed to account for 
every case, however irregular it appeared at first glance. For 
instance, the 'aberrant' plural of qaws ('bow'), qisiyy, was derived 
from an underlying form quwuws, which exhibits the normal 
plural pattern for the CaCC nouns (cf. qalb/quluwb), first by 
metathesis (naql), giving an intermediate form, qusuww, then by 
the normal application of the w-to-y 'mutation' (qalb) rule when 
the w occurs at the end of a word of more than three non-syllabic 
elements. So, the only 'idiosyncratic' process here is the 
metathesis; but then, it is justified in terms of heaviness, as the 
underlying form exhibits an 'ugly' (mustakrah) uwuw sequence, 
which the metathesis helps to eliminate by 'feeding' it to the w-to
y rule, that is by displacing it in such a context that it will be 
regularly 'mutated' into a 'lighter' iyy sequence (see al-Mubarrad, 
Muqta4ab, 1: 39-41). 

Seeming anomalies could also be accounted for in terms of 
differences between ancient tribal dialects, notably when there 
existed two alternative forms for the same word, or two different 
constructions for the same verb or particle. The most remarkable 
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use of this kind of explanation is what is technically called 
'commingling of dialectal forms' (tadaxul al-lugat), which plays an 
important part in morphology. A most common instance of how 
this principle works is given by the discussion on the status of 
verbs like ~asiba!ya~sibu ('to regard') which form an exception to 
the general ablaut rule, as the regular imperfect of the verbs of the 
fa'ila class is yafalu, not yafilu, which normally corresponds to a 
fa'ala perfect (see below, p. 79). The classical explanation of this 
fact is that, originally, there existed two alternative, but equally 
regular, forms for this verb, as some speakers said ~asiba!ya~sabu, 
and some others ~asaba!ya~sibu (incidentally, both verbs are 
attested in Standard Classical Arabic, but with somewhat different 
meanings); then a third group of speakers created a third, hybrid 
form, by combining the perfect of the first, ~asiba, with the 
imperfect of the second, ya~sibu. But verbs of this kind (there are 
a few others) must not be considered in any way as forming a 
class in themselves, nor as really exceptional to the ablaut rule, as 
they are only the result of a natural evolution within the general 
system of the language. 

Linguistic facts, then, could be approached at two distinct 
levels, each corresponding to different practices. At the first level, 
grammarians had to teach the correct linguistic use, under the 
form of general rules and principles based upon the most current 
and representative data, so that they could safely be used in order 
to generate new forms and utterances. At this level exceptional or 
'deviant' data had only to be memorized by the learner in order 
for him or her to recognize and use them whenever necessary. 
But, at the second level it was necessary to show that these 
exceptional data were not arbitrary, and that they could be found 
a place within the general system of the language, or, in other 
terms, that they were the product of the most normal and 
common rules and processes applied in unusual circumstances. 

The integrative logic of qiyas 

One of the basic notions that underly the epistemological 
conceptions of the Arab grammarians (and possibly of all Islamic 
scholars) is that identifying an entity's status (its ~ukm, that is, 
literally, the judgement it is liable to) is the key to explaining its 
nature and properties. Now, the ~ukm is something which an 
entity gets from the place it occupies in the general order of things 
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and which it shares, to some extent, with all entities having an 
identical or similar position in the relevant system of classification 
of beings. In many cases recognizing this position and hence 
identifying the entity's ~ukm is rather straightforward and only 
entails common sense and a basic acquaintance with the proper 
classificatory system which suits the phenomena under study. 

In other instances, however, this recognition is by no means 
obvious and one may be at a loss to identify where the entity 
investigated fits in the general order of things and consequently 
what its normal behaviour may be expected to be. It is in such 
cases that the process of reasoning known as qiyas (literally 
'measuring', 'evaluating') is called for. 

The usual rendering of the term qiyas as 'deduction by analogy' 
is rather infelicitous, if not altogether misleading, for a number of 
reasons. The main one is that in many (possibly most) instances of 
qiyas the process of reasoning involved is by no means deductive 
but rather inductive, the problem being to recognize a particular 
and usually quite singular entity as an instance of a general type 
notwithstanding the peculiarities which it presents and which 
might obscure the fact that it indeed belongs to an already existing 
and well-known class of phenomena. Moreover, even if the 
process of reasoning put to use in some instances of qiyas proceeds 
from the general to the particular, it does not seem proper to 
describe it as a mere deduction, for it generally lacks the 
deterministic and procedural aspects which make pure deductions 
both automatic and compelling. 

What seems characteristic of qiyas in all its forms is its heuristic 
character: building a qiyas consists in exploring an unknown 
configuration of data and trying to recognize in it a patterning 
already met and which, in other situations, lent itself to analysis. 
If such a patterning emerges, then qiyas may proceed by assigning 
to the data of the new configuration a status similar to that of 
those entities in the reference situation which most closely pattern 
in an analogous way. The qiyas is recognized as valid if this status 
assignment does indeed lead to a better perception of the 
configuration of data under investigation. 

If this sketchy characterization of qiyas is not grossly mistaken, 
then this process of reasoning should best be viewed as a kind of 
gestaltist approach that seeks to recognize the pregnant form in 
any set of objects and to assign to each element of that set a status 
reflecting that identification. This entails at least three conclusions. 
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First, this way of understanding qiyas explains why two 
different experts may very well be at variance on the validity of a 
given qiyas bearing on the very same set of data: identifying a 
form as pregnant is by no means a necessary and univocal process, 
as opposed to reaching a deductive conclusion after the premises 
are set. In other words, the results of a qiyas may always be 
questioned, either because the initial global identification of the 
new situation to an older one is contested, or because the specific 
conclusions drawn from that basic recognition may not be shared 
by everyone. On the other hand, the domain of application of 
qiyas is immensely wider than that of any sort of syllogistic 
reasoning, being only conditioned by the ability of the prac
titioner to identify a new situation as basically similar to an older 
one. 

Second, it should not be surprising, on these grounds, to 
observe that the same set of data may lend itself to multiple and 
very different instances of qiyas, depending on the kind of 
relations one wishes to highlight in that set of data and the 
background against which these relations are highlighted. As a 
real example of this situation, consider the case of the passive 
participle of primitive verbs with second radical [ w]: the sweeping 
majority of them exhibits a [maCiiC] pattern which is irregular 
with respect to the general pattern of such forms for the 'normal' 
primitive verb, that is [maCCiiC]. Now, there exist a few verbs 
of this class which exhibit the standard [ maCCiiC] pattern for 
their passive participle. Al-Mubarrad is said to have considered 
them as 'regular' (qiyiisi) forms on the basis of their likeness to the 
passive participle of the normal verb. Sibawayhi, on the other 
hand, considered that the local normal patterning for such forms 
is the 'abnormal' structure exhibited by the majority of verbs 
belonging to that special category and that, consequently, the few 
verbs which functioned in a different way had to be treated as 
irregular. One of the consequences, of course, was that one could 
not, on the basis of Sibawayhi's qiyas, generate new forms of 
passive participle with second radical [ w] on the pattern of those 
of the regular verb. 

Third, this characterization of qiyas also makes it possible to 
understand why both induction and deduction may be involved in 
it: qiyiis is the initial heuristic process by which new data are 
intuitively grasped as potentially presenting relations known to 
hold in an already met organization of things. As such, it is 
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independent of the kind of exploitation to which this intuition 
might lead. 

A rather good example of when and how qiyas is resorted to in 
the study of grammatical questions is to be found in a chapter of 
al-Zaggagi's i4ci~ (pp. 64--6) devoted to the assessment of 
'explanations in grammar' ('ilal al-na~w). According to that 
author there are three levels of explanation in linguistic matters. 
The first one, which he terms 'didactic' ('ilia ta'llmiyya), merely 
consists of general statements of facts: e. g. that the subject of a 
verbal sentence bears the mark of the nominative, that the active 
participle is normally built after the pattern fci'il, or that the 
assertive particle inna assigns the accusative to the theme and the 
nominative to the predicate in a nominal sentence. This kind of 
'explanation' represents all the learner has to know in order to 
master the correct linguistic usage. It is at the next level that qiyas 
comes into play, and then specifically concerning inna. The reason 
for this is that this word's syntactical behaviour, namely its ability 
to assign case markers to two following nouns, is rather unusual 
for the class of particles (which are normally expected either not 
to determine case assignment at all or to determine it only on the 
immediately following word). The qiyas explanation ('ilia 
qiyasiyya) will precisely consist in reducing this strange behaviour 
to something more familiar, and presenting an analogous 
configuration. The central point of this explanation will be to 
recognize that with its assigning the accusative to a noun and the 
nominative to another, inna configures linguistic data as would a 
transitive verb whose object would have been anteposed to its 
subject, as in qaraba axa-ka Mu~ammadun ('he hit your-brother
ace. Muhammad-nom. ', i.e. 'it's your brother Muhammad hit'). 
This recognition may constitute the basis of an explanation of 
inna's (and its 'sisters'') behaviour if one is ready to admit that this 
type of particle somehow 'resembles' (qara'at) the transitive verb 
and hence has been treated (by the speakers of the language) like it 
with regard to case assignment. As far as this case is concerned, 
the qiyas explanation ends with the admission that the configura
tion of inna and its arguments is formally similar to that of a 
transitive verb with its specifiers. Then discussion may be pursued 
at the third level, that of the 'dialectic explanation' ('ilia gadaliyya), 
which will propose diverse justifications for the now admitted 
resemblance between inna and transitive verbs. 

This example is significant in that it clearly shows that the basic 
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function of qiyiis in the general economy of Islamic scholarship is 
essentially to ensure the integration of new or unfamiliar 
situations within the framework of already manageable facts. One 
of the traditional definitions of qiyiis points to this basic function 
in a both insightful and misleading way. It says that qiyiis is the 
process by which a 'derived' (jar) entity is related to the 'basic' 
(a~l) entity to which it belongs on the basis of the recognition of a 
common element between the two. This definition both reveals 
the crucial 'integrative' function of qiyiis and hides its essentially 
heuristic and so to say 'tentative' aspect: you can say that an entity 
is 'derived' only after the qiyiis has successfully led to the 
identification of its 'basic' gestalt. But this is a consequence of 
qiyiis, not a definition of it. 

A secondary development of qiyiis, in the specific field of 
linguistic studies, has been to function as a generator of new 
linguistic forms. The basic idea underlying this mechanism is that 
once an analogy has been recognized between two forms, and in 
the case when the first one is known to be derivationally related to 
a series of subforms, then it is considered lawful to generate for 
the second form the same series of subforms, even though these 
forms have never been attested in linguistic usage. In this sense, 
qiyas has come to be considered as the antonym of sama', the pure 
reporting of linguistic usage as it has been transmitted from the 
ancient Arabs. The previous example on passive-participle 
formation is a typical case, explaining the passage from the 
general to this secondary acceptation of qiyas. 

Grammar and reality 

A question which must be raised here is whether the explanations 
the grammarian proposes for the facts he studies correspond, for 
the Arabic linguistic tradition, to some kind of reality in the mind 
of the speakers of the language (we of course mean those Beduin 
Arabs whose profile was sketched in the previous section). 

The first to have proposed an answer to this question, here 
again following a tradition transmitted by al-Zaggagi (i4ii~: 
6.5-6) is al-Xalll. 

He was asked, concerning the linguistic explanations he 
endeavoured to set forth: 'Do you hold them from the Arabs 
or did you invent them yourself?'. He answered: 'The Arabs 
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spoke by instinct and natural disposition. They knew the 
places appropriate for their speech, and the reasons for their 
linguistic behavior lay in their minds even though they have 
not been transmitted to us. As for me, I try to find the right 
explanation in my analyses and if I succeed then so much the 
better! Although I do know that another one might exist. 

The search for the reasons ( 'ilal) present in the mind of the 
Arabs and which would account for their linguistic behaviour will 
reach its apex in the fourth/tenth century in Ibn Ginni's Xa~a'i~. 
On page after page, its author takes great pains to define and 
justify grammatical method, and to make its procedures explicit 
either by direct study or by referring it to the methods used in 
other Islamic sciences. He writes: 

You have to know that the explanations ( 'ilal) of the 
grammarians resemble more those of the theologians 
(mutakallimun) than those of the jurists (mutafaqqihun). This is 
due to the fact that the grammarians, contrary to the jurists, 
refer to immediate perception (~iss) and base themselves on 
the impression of heaviness or lightness which may be felt in 
a given situation. 

(Xa~a'i~. I: 48) 

One should not be mistaken, however: the impression of 
heaviness or lightness (which will be discussed in more detail 
later; see p. 80) is neither that of the grammarian nor that of his 
contemporaries, but that of the ancient Arabs or, for lack of them, 
of the living Beduins likely to have retained their ancestors' 
linguistic feeling. 

Ibn Ginni considered that there existed a basic affinity between 
these speakers' natural wisdom (~ikma) and the harmonious 
perfection of the language they spoke. This made it possible for 
them to grasp spontaneously the natural balance existing in the 
language and to modulate consciously their linguistic behaviour in 
accordance with it, in particular by resorting to such expedients as 
avoiding sequences likely to alter that balance. A special chapter of 
the Xa~a'i~ is specifically devoted to showing that Arabs did 
have a clear perception of the finalized behaviour which 
grammarians attribute to them, and that they manifested, even 
without any grammatical terminology, a capacity for linguistic 
analysis quite comparable with that of Ibn Ginni's fellow 

27 



THE ARABIC LINGUISTIC TRADITION 

grammarians. Two examples will illustrate this. 
The first one (Ibn Ginni, Xa~a'i~, 1: 249) has to do with the 

object of the participle, which may be either accusative or genitive. 
For the Arab grammarians, however, the basic case is the 
accusative construction with the participle bearing 'nunation' (i.e. 
adding the [n] suffix to the case ending), while the genitive one, 
without nunation on the participle, is the derived case only 
justified by the search for lightness. The linguistic form under 
discussion was verse 40 of sura XXXVI (Yasi'n) and more 
specifically the passage saying 'neither night preceding day ... '. 

Abu 'Ali [al-Farisi, Ibn Ginni's master], told us an anecdote 
reported by Abu Bakr who held it from Abu 1-'Abbas [the 
Prophet's uncle): I once heard 'Umara B. 'Aqil ... reading: 
"wa-la 1-1ay1u sabiqu 1-nahari" [i.e. the genitive construction] 
so I asked him what he meant by that and he answered: 
"sabiqun a1-nahara" [with the accusative construction]; - And 
why didn't you say it in this way? - If I had it would have 
been more ponderous. 

Ibn Ginni goes on to say: 

Three conclusions may be drawn from this story: first a 
confirmation of our analysis which says that the basic case is 
the accusative; then another confirmation of our analysis 
which says that the reason for the change from the basic case 
to the derived one aims at lightness: it is obvious that this 
Beduin was indeed seeking lightness, as is shown by his 
commentary: 'this would have been more ponderous', that is 
'heavier on the mind and stronger', as when they say: 'this 
dirham is more ponderous', that is 'heavy'. The third 
conclusion is that the Arabs were likely to use a term while 
having another, stronger one, in mind just for the sake of 
lightness. 

The second example (Ibn Ginn!, Xa~a'i~, I: 250) has to do with 
the use of case markers: nominative for the subject and accusative 
for the direct object. 

One day I asked al-Sagari:: "Hey Abu 'Abdallah, how do 
you say "I hit your brother [accusative]"?- Just that way. -
Would you then say "I hit your brother [nominative]"? -
No, I never say "your brother [nominative]"! I said:- How 
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then do you say "your brother [nominative] hit me" -Just 
that way, he said. -Haven't you just pretended, I said, that 
you never say "your brother [nominative]"? - What's that, 
he said! the aspects of the speech are different!' Does this 
mean something different from us saying the object has 
become subject? Even though it is not with the same words 
it is undoubtedly the same thing. 

In short, in Ibn Ginni's opinion speakers are grammarians 
without knowing it, and capable, thanks to their inherent 
wisdom, of making the very generalizations which the profes
sionals of grammar try to formulate. 

The idea that there is an affinity between the wisdom of 
speakers and the design of the language is probably not specific to 
the traditional Arabic approach. It should be stressed, however, 
that in the case at hand it was set in the specific ideological context 
of the new Islamic society (for more details of this context see 
Chap. 5) and hence this idea was limited to the Arabic language, 
the only one recognized as constituting a coherent whole. 

This precluded, consequently, any problematics of language 
considered as the set of properties common to all tongues. 
Not that grammarians systematically reject the existence of 
such properties, but simply they do not consider them as 
interesting. In other words, the Arabic grammatical tradition 
never evolved towards the direction of a general grammar. 

Q.-P. Guillaume, 1986: 140f.) 

This also had the effect of 'blocking grammatical analysis in a 
strictly synchronic perspective: facts have to be described and 
explained within the system as it is given in the sole state of 
language available' (ibid.). 

This bias towards the exclusive recognition of Arabic as a 
perfectly harmonious system may very well be the ultimate 
explanation of Ibn Ginni's ambivalent attitude on the question of 
the origin of language. On the one hand, he seems to appreciate 
the thesis of a natural genesis of languages, all languages, from the 
imitation of sounds heard by humans in their natural environ
ment. He writes, concerning this: 

Some think that the origin of all languages is in the sound 
that one can hear such as that of the wind, that of the 
thunder, the murmur of waters, the braying of donkeys, the 
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cawing of ravens, the neighing of horses, the troating of 
stags. Then languages developed from that. This is a sound 
opinion and an acceptable view. 

(Xa~a'i~. I: 46f.) 

But then, and, as it seems, concerning the specific case of Arabic, 
he adds: 'The more I reflect on that venerable, noble and subtle 
language, the more I find in it manifestations of wisdom, of 
precision and finesse ... ' (ibid.). And all this strengthens in his 
mind the view that this language could well be of divine 
inspiration. He does not, as a matter of fact, discard the idea that 
God could have created, in the past, people with a subtler 
intelligence than ours who would consequently have been able, by 
convention, to institute the Arabic language. But the important 
thing is the perplexity he feels about all that: 'I stand between 
these two possibilities, exhausted and overwhelmed, incapable of 
choosing between one and the other' (Xa~a'i~ ,I: 47). 
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SlBA WA YHI'S KIT AB: 
AN ENUNCIATIVE 

APPROACH TO SYNTAX 

For quite a long time it was generally agreed by both western and 
eastern Arabists that Sibawayhi's Kitab contained, even be it in an 
incipient and somewhat unsystematic and disordered way, what 
was to become the classical formulation of grammatical theory. 
Of course, it was admitted that some differences existed on some 
points between Sibawayhi's views and those of such and such later 
grammarian, but then they were usually explained away as merely 
terminological, or as ordinary instances of the fact that some 
degree of disagreement on minor issues was commonly accepted 
as legitimate withiP. the Arabic tradition. True to say, this view of 
Sibawayhi's place within the development of AGT, embodied in 
its most representative form in Jahn's translation of the Kitab 
(Jahn, 1895-1900), was based on the explicit statements of the 
grammarians themselves. These never ceased to refer to 
Sibawayhi as the main founding father of their discipline, quoting 
his views and commenting his analyses as if no difference existed 
between his approach and their own. 

Moreover, the fact that most Arabists approached grammatical 
texts from a philological point of view led them to concentrate 
upon 'facts', that is the linguistic data gathered within grammatical 
treatises, at the expense of more theoretical aspects. From this 
point of view at least, Fleisch's (1969: 46) claim that 'les 
grammamens reprennent (fastidieusement) les memes 
exemples que Sibawayhi' ('grammarians (tediously) repeat the 
same examples as Sibawayhi') seems reasonable, if perhaps not 
very perceptive of what is really important in AGT. Finally, a 
third factor made it difftcult, indeed nearly impossible, to grasp 
fully the historical evolution of AGT: the lack of available 
published sources. For a very long time (in fact down to the 
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1950s), the only available grammatical treatises in Arabic, apart 
from the Kitab itself, were late Classical works used as teaching 
manuals in Islamic universities. It is quite symptomatic that the 
only fourth/tenth-century grammarian quoted first-hand in such a 
comparatively recent and deeply erudite work as Fleisch (1961: 
xvi-xvii and 19-49 passim) is Ibn Ginni, whose main works had 
been published only a few years before, between 1952 and 1960 
(ibid.: 36). 

All these factors explain why it was only in the late 1960s that 
Carter (1968) first advanced the thesis, which, reasoning ex post 
facto, seems quite obvious, that the traditional interpretation of the 
Kitab was a classical instance of husteron proteron, as it relied on the 
explanations and commentaries found in later treatises (peculiarly, 
in the case of Jahn, the Sar~ al-MufaHal). Carter further claimed 
that, if one made abstraction of these commentaries and went 
back to the original text, the picture which emerged of 
Sibawayhi's system was massively different from that of the later 
grammarians, which had come to be assimilated from the time of 
Silvestre de Sacy (1831) with the whole Arabic tradition. 

At another level, and some years later, this will to go back to the 
original text also appears in Troupeau's work on Sibawayhi's 
terminology (Troupeau, 1976). The French equivalents he gives 
attempt to reflect the fact that, at the period in which the Kitab 
was written, the specific metalanguage of grammar was not yet 
fully autonomous from ordinary usage; so that many grammatical 
terms which in later periods came to be considered merely 
conventional (and hence feebly motivated, or not at all) were 
originally metaphors (in which the intended meaning is only 
recuperable by reference to the ordinary, lexical sense of the 
term), these metaphors being in many cases possibly forged by 
Sibawayhi himself. At approximately the same time the publica
tion of Ibn al-Sarrag's Kitab al- U~iil, first in Iraq in 1973 then in 
Lebanon in 1985, made possible a global re-evaluation of the 
history of ALT and of Sibawayhi's place within it, as we tried to 
show in Chapter 1. 

It should be stressed, however, that many Arabists do not 
accept the notion that the Kitab reflects in any relevant way a 
basically different conception of grammatical analysis from the 
classical grammarians'. Moreover, if our own interpretation 
certainly owes a lot to Carter's and Troupeau's works, it is yet 
substantially different from the conclusions of either. Actually, 
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readers will have grasped that the problem we treat here is one of 
the less consensual in the discipline, the more so as it is crucially 
related to this major bone of contention, the question of the 
origins of the Arabic grammatical tradition. 

PROBLEMS AND HYPOTHESES 

Interpreting the Kitab 

The main difficulty in discussing Sibawayhi's approach is that, 
contrary to what is the case with classical grammarians, he never 
explicitly states the basic theoretical principles on which he works. 
Admittedly, the first seven chapters of the Kitab, traditionally 
known as its Risala ('Preliminary epistle'), expound some 
preliminary notions such as the parts of speech, or the system of 
mood and case markers (i'rab) and so forth; but these questions are 
treated, for the main part, quite independently from each other, 
and indeed appear so loosely connected that it is impossible to 
derive from them any dear idea about the object and methods of 
grammar according to Sibawayhi. Actually, the most plausible 
hypothesis is that these chapters were never intended for such a 
purpose, and that their aim was only to provide the reader with 
some general information about several basic descriptive concepts 
and devices of grammar, and not to state formally what grammar 
lS. 

As for the bulk of the work, it seems at first sight no less 
baffling; it apparently consists of a set of more or less independent 
chapters, each one being devoted to a particular question. The 
connection between successive chapters can vary considerably; in 
some cases there is hardly a connection at all, while in others the 
subject-matter of two or more chapters seems to overlap in a 
complex manner, and, in others still, connection is explicitly or 
implicitly made between chapters widely distant from each other. 
In spite of all this, however, the book gives a subtle impression 
of conscious ordering and progression, even if this ordering is not 
based upon a rigidly hierarchical system of categories, as is the 
case with classical treatises, but on a more delicate balance 
between the reader's intuitive knowledge about linguistic facts and 
the necessity to bring him or her to a deeper and more self
conscious apprehension of the underlying generalities which 
govern these facts. 
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The same reliance on the reader's intuition appears in the 
organization of each individual chapter. Typically, Sibawayhi's 
method consists in giving all the relevant data, together with 
some generally quite informal remarks about their degree of 
acceptability or their relation to each other. Whenever syntax is 
concerned, this approach substantially amounts to constructing a 
class of related utterances, and then to show, usually by way of 
paraphrase, the differences between them. 

As an illustration of this aspect of Sibawayhi's method, we shall 
briefly analyse here the thirtieth chapter of the Kitab, devoted to 
'the verbs which can be made to govern or prevented from it' 
(Bah al-afal allatl tusta'mal wa-tulga, I: 61-4). This rather cryptic 
formulation refers to a peculiarity of the 'cognitive verbs' (afal al
quliib), such as 'alima ('to know') or ?anna ('to suppose'), which 
are normally constructed with a double accusative, e.g. a?unnu 
Zaydan d_ahiban ('I suppose Zayd-acc. going-away-ace.'), but 
can in some cases occur with a double nominative, e. g. Zaydun 
d_ahibun a?unnu ('Zayd-nom. is going-away-nom. I suppose'). 
These two constructions are respectively called i'mal or (especially 
in the Kitab) isti'mal, that is 'making use of[the verb's capacity to] 
govern', and ilga', that is 'abolishing [the verb's capacity to 
govern]'. In the first case, the assignation of the accusative to Zayd 
and d_ahib is considered to be effected by the verb's government, 
while, in the second, this government is 'suspended', so that the 
other two elements are marked by the nominative, according to 
the processes of case assignation within the nominal sentence. 

After having listed the six verbs which are affected by this 
construction, Sibawayhi proceeds to review the different possible 
utterances which can be formed on this basis, beginning by the 
most 'normal', i.e. unmarked, case, that of isti'mal. In the 
following list we have 'normalized' his examples for clarity's sake. 

(1) With isti 'mal: 
(a) A?unnu Zaydan gahiban 

'I believe Z. going away.' 
(b) Zaydan a?unnu gahiban 

'It is Z. I believe going away.' 
(c) Zaydun a?unnu-hu gahiban 

'Z., I believe him going away.' 
(d) Zaydan a?unnu-hu gahiban 

'It is Z. I believe him going away.' (sic) 
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(e) A~unnu Zaydan mun~aliqan wa-'Amran a~unnu-hu xarigan 
'I believe Z. going away, and 'Amr I believe him going 
out.' 

(f) Zaydan mun~aliqan a?unnu 
'Z. going away, I believe.' 

In this paradigm, (la) represents the most normal case, as it 
respects the canonical word ordering, where the object follows 
the verb. Examples (lb) and (1c) represent two current cases of 
anteposition: in the former, the anteposed element keeps its status 
as object of the verb, as is shown by the fact that it exhibits the 
accusative; while in the latter, it is analysed as a theme (mubtada') 
regularly marked with the nominative, while the formal object of 
the verb is the anaphoric pronoun -hu. As for (1d), Sibawayhi 
stresses that such a pattern is only accepted by some speakers and, 
while not actually incorrect, is better avoided, unless, as in (le), it 
is coordinated with another sentence. 

(2) With ilga': 
(a) Zaydun a~unnu 4ahibun 

'Z., I believe, has gone away.' 
(b) Zaydun 4ahibun a~unnu 

'Z. has gone away, I believe.' 
(c) A~unnu Zaydun 4ahibun 

'I believe, Z. has gone away.' 

It is only after he has listed all these utterances that Sibawayhi 
embarks on a somewhat more abstract discussion; its point of 
departure is the difference between examples (2a-c): 

Any time you intend ilga', postposition [i.e. of the cognitive 
verb, as in (2a)] is stronger, although all [these examples] are 
good Arabic. . . . The reason why postposition is stronger is 
that he [i.e. the speaker] brings forth the doubt [i.e. the 
modality expressed by the verb ;;anna] after his utterance has 
been completed on the mode of certainty [as in (2b)], or 
after it has begun as if it intended to express certainty and 
was afterwards affected with doubt [as in (2a)] .... And if 
he begins his utterance in a way which expresses that he is in 
doubt, he makes the verb to govern [as in (la-f)], whether 
he anteposes [the object] or not, just like he says Zaydan 
ra'aytu ('[It is] Z-acc. [that] I saw') or ra'aytu Zaydan ('I saw 
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Z.') [cf. (la) and (lb), respectively]. The longer the utterance 
is, the weaker postposition becomes if the verb has 
government [as in ( lf)] . . . , since the general rule is that the 
verb begins the sentence whenever it has government. 

(Kitab, I: 61) 

The rest of the chapter is devoted to other questions related to 
the behaviour of these verbs in some specific cases, which will not 
detain us here. The important thing is that the above fragment 
exemplifies, in a most typical fashion, the main difficulties raised 
by Sibawayhi's approach. Actually, the problem is not to 
understand, at first degree, his rather straightforward and matter
of-fact remarks, but to discern the theoretical principles which 
underlie them, or even, at a more modest level, to distinguish in a 
text such as this between those terms which have a formal 
theoretical status as grammatical categories and those which do 
not. Of course, reasoning a posteriori on the basis of what we 
know about the classical theory, we might be tempted to say that 
terms which denote formal relationships, materialized through 
distribution of case-marks (such as i'mal or ilga'), or through word 
ordering (such as taqdlm or ta'xlr) have full status as theoretical 
concepts, and that, conversely, such terms as 'certainty' or 
'doubt', such expressions which point at the speaker's intentions 
or attitudes, should be considered as mere informal glosses and 
paraphrases, aiming at illustrating facts, at making them more 
easily understandable by the reader, but not at describing or 
explaining them in a formal sense. But then, of course, we have 
no reason to assume that Sibawayhi's system is substantially 
equivalent to the classical grammarians' (indeed, by assuming it 
we would fall back into the petition of principle pointed out by 
Carter). Moreover, even if we did, we would only be confronted 
by new problems, as even a perfunctory glance at the above 
fragment shows that it is nearly impossible to distinguish between 
'formal' statements giving a description of facts and 'informal' 
ones paraphrasing them. 

This rather batHing situation, moreover, appears in nearly every 
chapter of the Kitab. The facts are usually quite easy to grasp 
(even if the reason why some particular kinds of facts appear 
together with some others occasionally needs some time to figure 
out), the explanations given about them seem, at first glance, 
quite reasonable and straightforward, but the problem is: what are 
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we to do with them? Unless one is ready to treat the Kitab as a 
disjointed collection of local analyses with little or no internal 
coherency (a rather forlorn perspective, at best), it seems 
necessary to look for a general model, in terms of which it is 
possible to make global sense of the Kitab. Of course, given the 
complexity of the problems, many hypotheses are a priori 
possible, depending on the aspect of Sibawayhi's system one 
considers as fundamental. The method followed by most Arabists 
for this purpose is to delimit a set of key concepts on the basis of 
which a global hypothesis is constructed. Carter's interpretation, 
for instance, is based on the assumption that terms such as mawqi' 
and manzila (which he translates by 'function' and 'status', 
respectively) or ~asan and qab"i!J (which denote the well
formedness of an utterance or the lack of it) give the key to 
Sibawayhi's approach to language. In reconstructing this 
approach, Carter takes into account not only the technical 
meaning of these terms within the Kitab, but also the ethical and 
juridical connotations they imply, in order to show that 
'[Sibawayhi] chose human society as a metaphor through which 
to express the linguistic facts' (Carter, 1980: 26). 

While there is no denying that Carter's interpretation is both 
ingenious and far-reaching, and that it contributed in a large 
degree to renew the field of Sibawayhian studies, we must frankly 
acknowledge that we cannot accept it wholesale. In particular, we 
feel that the methodology on which it is based does not seem 
completely free from arbitrariness: what cause do we have to say, 
for instance, that mawqi' and manzila (which are, by the way, 
commonly used by classical grammarians) are more relevant to 
Sibawayhi's global approach to language than, say, bina' 
('[syntactic] construction') or arada ('to intend'), which seem much 
more frequent within the text of the Kitab? More generally 
speaking, we are thrown back upon the problem we evoked 
earlier: how can we distinguish, within the text, between 
authentic theoretical concepts and mere illustrative paraphrase? 
But then, one could ask, is it really necessary to distinguish 
formally between the two? Or, to put it differently, must a 
hypothesis on Sibawayhi's approach be built merely on the basis 
of his terminology, or could it be done by addressing oneself to 
other levels of the text? It is on this last assumption that the 
hypothesis we will offer here· is founded; we readily acknowledge 
that, in its present form at least, it cannot pretend to account for 
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every single detail in the Kitab, and that on many points it ought 
to be adjusted and refined. On the other hand, we feel, 
nevertheless, that it can shed relevant light on many basic aspects 
of Sibawayhi's approach to grammatical analysis. 

The enunciative hypothesis 

Typologically, grammatical and linguistic systems can be divided 
into two rough classes: on the one hand, those which analyse 
utterances in terms of formal relationships between their com
ponents; on the other hand, those which analyse them in terms of 
operations performed by the speaker in order to achieve a specific 
effect on the allocutee. Our claim is that Sibawayhi's approach 
basically belongs to the latter category, while the classical 
grammarians' typically belongs to the former. Or, to put it more 
finely, Sibawayhi's system of analysis crucially presupposes that 
any utterance is the final result of a sequence of operations 
performed by the speaker, each one of these operations being 
simultaneously and indissociably formal and semantic. 

This will perhaps appear more clearly if we go back to the 
example cited above, that of ilga' and i'mal. As we have seen, the 
first step in Sibawayhi's analysis consists in constructing a family 
of utterances which correspond more or less to the same global 
meaning (the speaker says that he believes that Zayd has gone 
away, although he is not quite sure about it). The first great 
division within this family is based on the antithetic categories of 
i'mal and ilga'. It should be noted here that these terms are ma~dars 
(verbal nouns) derived from factitive verbs, and that they actually 
point to something performed by the speaker: he can either make 
the cognitive verb govern (i'mal) or prevent it from governing 
(ilga). Now these two operations, even if they are expressed 
through terms which denote merely formal properties of the verb 
(namely, that it assigns such a case marker to such a component of 
the sentence), are nevertheless related to semantic considerations, 
that is to the intention (niyya) of the speaker. The use of i'mal 
suggests that he intends to stress directly that he is not quite sure 
of what he is about to say, while the use of ilga' suggests that 
doubt came to him as a kind of afterthought. In other words, i'mal 
and ilga' can be considered as two different strategies for saying 
something one is not sure about; it is up to the speaker to choose 
whichever is most appropriate to the situation. 
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But then, in whichever case, new operations have to be 
performed in order to give the utterance its definitive form. These 
operations, which relate to word order, are traditionally called 
taqdlm wa-ta'xlr ('anteposition and postposition'). Here again, 
these terms etymologically refer to operations performed by the 
speaker, with a specific intention. Although Sibawayhi's analysis 
of the semantic aspects of such operations is somewhat per
functory, he stresses that '[the speakers] antepose what they 
consider most important for them to make clear, and what is most 
necessary for them to express' (Kitiib, I: 15). But the important 
thing is that all the utterances one can form in this way are not 
equally felicitous, though in this particular case none can be 
actually discarded as incorrect. If, at the first level, you choose 
i'miil, you had better not antepose both complements as in (lf) 
('Zayd-acc. going-away-ace. I think'): since your earlier choice 
suggested that the doubt you express was, so to speak, built into 
your utterance, it is somewhat inconsistent to mention it after the 
thing you are doubtful about. Conversely, if you choose in the 
first place to express your doubt as an added commentary or an 
afterthought, you should not normally antepose the verb, as in 
(2c) ('I believe, Z.-nom. [is] going-away-nom.'). 

It is now possible, on the basis of this example, to state more 
precisely and more formally our 'enunciative hypothesis'. First, it 
should be stressed that Sibawayhi usually does not analyse isolated 
utterances, but more exactly families of utterances, so as to make 
apparent both their basic similarity and their individual dis
similarities. Similarities and dissimilarities alike are accounted for 
in terms of enunciative operations performed at different levels: 
i'miil and ilgii', which have direct consequences on the distribution 
of case markers, must clearly be performed before taqdlm and 
ta'xlr, which operate irrespective of case markers. As a con
sequence, the degree of similarity and dissimilarity between two 
related utterances reflects the fact that they have a more or less 
common 'history'. In our example, utterances (la-f), which have 
been constructed through i'miil, have more in common with each 
other than they have with utterances (2a-c). Moreover, (la), (lb), 
and (lf), which are the product of simple taqdlm wa-ta'xlr 
operations, are nearer to each other than they are to (lc), (ld), and 
(le), since each of them supposes the performing of a new 
operation, such as changing the anteposed complement into a 
theme in (lc), and so forth. 
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Each utterance within a given family can, as a consequence, be 
considered as the result of a specific strategy entailing at every step 
a choice between different equally possible operations. Each 
operation, at every stage, is associated with the actualization of a 
specific semantic value, so that choosing one of them is, in 
principle, a matter of what the speaker intends to say. However, 
in some cases, the relative success or failure of a strategy can be 
assessed irrespective of the speaker's intention; an example of this 
is given by utterances (lf) and (2c) above (respectively 'Z-acc. 
gone-away-ace. I believe' and 'I believe Z-nom. is gone-away
nom.'), which, according to Sibawayhi, are 'weak' in any case, 
that is less successful than the others. The reason why they are so 
is that they reflect somewhat incoherent choices, in that the 
semantic value actualized by the operation performed at one level 
is not fully compatible with the semantic value actualized at 
another. If you choose i'mal, you intend to build all your utterance 
on the modality of doubt; on the other hand, if you antepose an 
element, you suggest that you consider it, in some way or other, 
as the most important within the utterance. If you antepose the 
whole statement that you are doubtful about (represented by the 
two complements) to the verb which expresses doubt, while 
giving it a construction suggesting that it is the basic element of 
the utterance, it becomes impossible to understand precisely 
whether you intend primarily to express doubt about something, 
or to state something you are doubtful about. Of course, in this 
particular case the incompatibility only concerns rather subtle 
shades of meaning, so that the general intent of the utterance 
remains recoverable; but one can easily understand that, in other 
cases, a badly planned strategy can result in a wholly uninterpret
able utterance. 

This brings us to a quite well-known peculiarity of the Kitab: 
namely, the richness and complexity of its criteriology. Whereas 
classical grammarians simply classify utterances on the basis of 
absolute 'correctness' (.fi~~a) or 'incorrectness' (fasad), that is 
conformity to the rules or the lack of it, Sibawayhi uses a subtly 
and sometimes elusively graduated scale of values in order to 
express judgements about utterances. The main outlines of this 
system are put forth in a specific chapter of the Risala (Kitab, 1: 8). 
According to this chapter, utterances can, at a f1rst level, be 
classified between 'straight' (mustaqlm) and 'crooked' (mu~al); the 
examples show that a 'crooked' utterance is one from which no 
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kind of meaning can be recovered, as, for instance, 'I saw you 
tomorrow'. At a second level, 'straight' utterances are further 
divided between 'good' (~asan) and 'bad' (qabi~). Once again the 
examples show that 'bad' sentences are those through which it is 
possible to recapture some kind of meaning, even if their 
construction is faulty, such as qad Zaydan ra'aytu, which would 
sound something like 'I John have seen' in English; technically, 
the construction is faulty because it is impossible to insert 
something between the pre-verbal particle qad and the verb it 
modifies. But then, if one refers to the bulk of the Kitab, one 
quickly discovers that those are not the only criteria used by 
Sibawayhi. We have already seen him qualifying some utterances 
as 'weak', that is basically correct but somewhat infelicitous. But 
we also find another set of criteria, relating not to the value of 
such and such an utterance taken in itself, but to its frequency 
within the 'speech of the Arabs': an utterance can be declared 
'good Arabic' ('Arabi gayyid) or 'well-attested Arabic' ('Arabi 
kaffr) and so forth. In some cases there seems to be a 
compromise between what is actually attested and what the 
inherent logic of the language makes possible (or impossible). 
One sometimes gets the impression that what Sibawayhi calls 
'weak' utterances are actually 'bad' ones, except that they have 
been, so to speak, legitimated by the Arabs' attested use of them. 
In other cases, Sibawayhi explicitly states that, while an utterance 
such as qa'iman fi-ha ragulun ('Standing up, a man is in it') is 
theoretically possible, since one can say rakiban marra ragulun 
('Riding, a man passed') and since the locative phrase fl-ha has the 
status of a verb, it is impossible to use it, since the Arabs rejected 
it. 

Now we submit that this rather abundant terminology is quite 
understandable within our hypothesis. If we admit that Sibawayhi 
considers utterances as the global result of specific strategies, 
involving, at each level, a choice between several possible 
solutions, it follows that an adequate criteriology should be able 
to express the relative degree of success or failure of any given 
strategy; that is, the extent to which the semantic values actualized 
by every successive operation performed agree or disagree with 
each other, or again the extent to which the speaker's intended 
meaning is recoverable. This offers a wide range of possibilities, 
from total failure ('crooked' utterances) to complete success 
('good' utterances). But such a system, taken in itself, cannot 
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predict exactly which kind of utterances are acceptable and which 
are not, or, to put it differently, what degree of success an 
utterance must achieve in order to pass as acceptable. This is 
where the reference to the 'speech of the Arabs' comes in: the 
usage of the 'reference speakers' must be accepted as the primary 
norm in order to distinguish what is 'permissible' (ga'iz) and what 
is not. 

PREDICATION AND ENUNCIATION: 
SiBAWA YHI'S THEORY OF THE UTTERANCE 

Since Sibawayhi's whole project could be qualified as an attempt 
to describe exhaustively all the enunciative operations possible in 
Arabic, and all the ways they can be combined into different 
strategies, it would be quite impossible to examine, within the 
scope of this chapter, all the aspects of his system. We will, 
therefore, content ourselves with discussing briefly one major 
aspect of it, which we will call, for simplicity's sake, his 'theory of 
the utterance'. Properly speaking, however, it is not a theory at 
all, if by theory we mean a specific set of explicit general 
statements about something called 'utterance' (or some Arabic 
equivalent), locatable in a specific portion of the Kitab. Actually, 
what we will discuss here is an abstract reconstruction on the basis 
of several chance remarks and disjointed observations passed by 
Sibawayhi at different places in his work. But what seems most 
important and significant to us is that these remarks and 
observations only make sense if one brings them back to a single, 
coherent set of presuppositions, all the more so as there is nothing 
in the Kitab, to our knowledge, which explicitly or implicitly goes 
against these presuppositions. 

If our hypothesis is right, we should expect it to have important 
and significant implications on this aspect of Sibawayhi's system. 
Broadly speaking, an enunciative approach to the study of 
utterances would take into account not only the utterance itself, 
but also its relation to the communicative situation within which 
it is uttered; or, to use more technical terminology, the relation 
between the predicative situation (i.e. what is predicated by the 
utterance) and the enunciative situation. In the following pages, 
we will try to show that such is actually the case, and that, in 
several unrelated passages, Sibawayhi crucially and constantly 
implies that an utterance minimally consists of not two, but three 
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abstract elements, two of them being predicative and the third 
enunciative. 

At first view, such a statement seems to go directly against at 
least one explicit passage of the Kitab, namely the third chapter of 
the Risala, entitled bab al-musnad wa-1-musnad ilay-hi (Kitab, 1: 
7), which one could translate, with some caution, as 'Chapter of 
the two Components of the Utterance'. Here is the relevant 
passage: 

They [i.e. the musnad and the musnad ilay-hi] are what cannot 
exist independently of each other, and what the speaker 
cannot dispense with. Among these are the mubtada' noun 
[i.e. the theme of a nominal sentence; see below] and what is 
built upon it, as when you say 'Abdu-lliih axii-ka (''A. is 
your brother') and hii9_ii axii-ka ('This is your brother'). 
Like this is ya!!_habu 'Abdu-lliih ("A. is going away'): the 
verb cannot dispense with the noun, just as the first noun 
[i.e. the mubtada' in the above examples] could not dispense 
with the other in the ibtidii' [i.e. the nominal sentence]. 

Apparently, Sibawayhi means here that an utterance consists 
minimally in two elements, not more, these elements being either 
a (nominal) theme and a predicate, or a verb and a noun (which is, 
in the simplest case, the subject). However, if we read the text 
more attentively, we realize that this is not exactly what 
Sibawayhi says. Actually, the only point he explicitly makes is 
that the musnad and the musnad ilay-hi, the two predicative 
elements of an utterance, are strictly interdependent and mutually 
indispensable, so that no utterance can exist when one of them is 
lacking. In other words, the presence of two predicative elements 
is a necessary, not a sufficient, condition. Moreover, it should be 
stressed that Sibawayhi speaks here of words, not of abstract 
elements, which are quite different, as we shall see further on. 

It seems then that, after all, our problem is not so much with 
Sibawayhi's text as with its traditional interpretation by classical 
grammarians, who explicitly stated that a sentence consists 
minimally of a 'predicand' (musnad ilay-hi), being either the theme 
of a nominal sentence or the subject of a verbal one, and of a 
'predicate' (musnad), either the predicate (xabar) of a nominal 
sentence, or the verb of a verbal one, these two elements being 
united by an abstract relationship, isniid (see Chapter 3). As very 
often happens, the classical grammanans, while taking up 
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Si:bawayhi's terminology and formulations, gave it a quite 
different meaning. This fact, however, did not pass completely 
unobserved: in the late nineteenth century, F. Praetorius remarked 
that, apparently, Sibawayhi uses each one of these terms to mean 
what the classical grammarians mean by the other. For example, 
in one passage at least, while discussing the utterance hii4_ii 
Zaydun munfaliqan ('Here is Z., going away'), he quite incidentally 
states that hii4_ii (i.e. the predicand) is musnad, and Zaydun (i.e. 
the predicate) is musnad ilay-hi (Kitiib, 1: 256). For the classical 
grammarians, it would be exactly the other way round. This 
observation was in more recent years taken up by Levin (1981) 
and Goldenberg (1988), who examined some of its implications. 

In spite of their considerable erudition and the light they shed 
on the historical development of the Arabic tradition, these studies 
suffer, to our minds at least, from the limitations inherent in a 
merely terminological approach of the Kitiib. They tend to assume 
more or less implicitly that, even if S1bawayhi does not use the 
terms under discussion exactly in the same way as the classical 
grammarians do, they nevertheless have the same crucial relevance 
to his theory of the utterance as they do to, say, al-Zamaxsarl's. 
Our claim is that such an assumption is both unnecessary and 
partially misleading: unnecessary because the attestations of the 
terms musnad and musnad ilay-hi in the Kitiib are so few that one 
can hardly consider them as central concepts within S1bawayhi's 
system; misleading, because this assumption results in putting 
false questions (e.g. wondering what is musnad and what musnad 
ilay-hi in a verbal sentence, since S1bawayhi is quite silent on this 
point) and in not putting good ones. 

Actually, if one approaches the text without any preconceived 
idea about what one should find in it, S1bawayhi's conception of 
the utterance appears quite simple and straightforward, even if it 
must be, as always, reconstructed piecemeal from different 
passages of the Kitiib. Expressed in quite simple, ordinary terms 
(which is perhaps the best way of interpreting S1bawayhi), it runs 
something like this. Basically there are two modes of speech: 
either you speak about some person or object already known both 
by you and your allocutee by giving information (xabar) about 
him, her, or it, this information being supposedly not known by 
your allocutee; or you speak about a singular event (~ada.!) 

located in time, by specifying the person or object more directly 
concerned by it (if this event is an action, which is the most usual 
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case, it will normally be the 'doer' or agent, fa'i0. In the first case, 
you have a nominal sentence, consisting of a theme and a 
predicate; in the second a verbal sentence, consisting of a verb and 
a subject. As it appears from Sibawayhi's most familiar termin
ology, the semantic aspects of what we call predication are 
expressed by different terms according to whether it expresses a 
static property of a given object (nominal sentence) or a dynamic 
change in the current situation, brought about by a new event 
(verbal sentence). 

The first lines of the 'Chapter of the Musnad and Musnad ilay-hi' 
suggests that the main common point between these two 
structures is that they consist of two elements, and that both of 
them are equally necessary to the success of any utterance: you 
cannot speak about something unless you say something about it, 
and you cannot give information without giving it about 
something; conversely, you cannot mention an event without 
specifying what or whom is directly concerned with it. As for the 
rest of the chapter, it is exclusively devoted to nominal 
predication. This passage is certainly most important for under
standing Sibawayhi's conception of the utterance, and the crucial 
relationship it establishes between predication and enunciation. 

As usual, the passage consists mainly in constructing a family of 
utterances, which we will begin by listing, for the sake of 
convemence: 

(3) Zaydun muntaliqun 
'Z-nom. [is] departing-nom.' 

(4) kina Zaydun muntaliqan 
'Z-nom. was departing-ace.' 

(5) layta Zaydan muntaliqun 
'Would God Z-acc. [was] departing-nom.' 

(6) ra'aytu Zaydan muntaliqan 
'I think Z-acc. [is] departing-ace.' 

(7) marartu bi-Zaydin muntaliqan 
'I passed by Zayd-gen. departing-ace.' 

Sibawayhi, moreover, suggests two important ideas; first, that the 
interdependence between Zayd and muntaliq remains the same in 
all these examples, irrespective of their syntactic status (indicated 
by the different case markers they bear); second, that example (3) 
must be considered as 'primary' (awwal) relative to the others, 
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'just as unity is the first number, and that the indefinite noun is 
prior to (qabl) the definite one'. 

Now, if we examine this paradigm, we observe that all the 
elements which appear in examples (4-7) have two indissociable 
functions: on the formal level they modify the distribution of case 
markers; and on the semantic level they modify the way in which 
the predicative relationship is asserted. It is necessary, then, in 
order to follow Sibawayhi's train of thought, to distinguish 
clearly, in all these examples, between an unasserted predicative 
relationship, which consists of Zayd and mun(aliq, and a third 
element whose function it is to express the relation between the 
current enunciative situation and the predicative situation (i.e. the 
situation evoked by the predicative relationship, in this case 
Zayd's being departing). In other words, these elements are 
equivalent to what some modern enunciative theories (notably 
A. Culioli's) call 'locators' or 'pointers' (reperes) (see Culioli 1982). 

This leaves us with the first and most basic case, that of 
example (3): this is usually referred to by Sibawayhi as ibtida', 
literally 'the act of beginning'. Actually, this term, in its most 
original meaning, denotes an operation performed by the speaker; 
in this respect, it is not very different from the operations which 
consist in 'inserting' (idxal) any other locator such as kana, layta, 
and so on, the only difference being that it leaves no trace in the 
actual form of the utterance, except the fact that it assigns the 
nominative to its two components. But then, it is not to be 
wondered at, since 'simple' nominal sentences such as (3) precisely 
suppose that the predicative situation is immediately related to the 
enunciative situation; in other words, ibtida' can be considered as 
an operation by which the speaker establishes the enunciative 
situation itself as locator of the predicative situation. 

On these bases, then, it is possible to say that Sibawayhi's 
conception of the utterance crucially supposes not a twofold but a 
threefold system, composed of an unasserted binary predicative 
relationship and of an enunciative locator. But we still have to 
show how this model applies to the verbal sentence. Apparently it 
is more difficult, as Sibawayhi never refers to the existence of a 
necessary third element such as ibtida' when verbal predication is 
involved. But actually, if we refer to his conception of the verb, it 
clearly appears that for him it is not a simple unit, but a complex 
one. This idea is first set out in his well-known definition of the 
verb: 
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[a set of] morphological patterns taken from the pronunci
ation of the accidents of the nouns [or 'what is reported 
about the nouns'] and constructed in order to signify what is 
past, what will be and has not yet happened, and what is 
currently being and has not ceased to be. 

(Kitab, I: 2) 

This rather cryptic definition is made somewhat more explicit by 
a remark some pages later: 

So the nouns [i.e. subjects and assimilated] are that about 
which something is reported [ mu~addaJ.. 'an-ha], and the 
morphological patterns [i.e. of the verb] signify what is past 
and what is not past relative to what is reported about the 
nouns, that is the fact-of-going-away [4ahab], the fact-of
sitting-down [gulUs], the fact-of-hitting [qarb]. The morpho
logical patterns are different from the things reported and 
the things about which they are reported, that is the nouns. 

(Kitab, I: 14) 

In other words, Sibawayhi sees the verb as a complex unit, 
integrating a process (corresponding to a 'verbal noun' (ma~dar ), 
such as fl.ahab and the like) within a morphological pattern 
whose function is to locate the process with reference to the 
enunciative situation. As the first fragment clearly shows, he 
considers that the most intrinsically verbal part of the verb, so to 
speak, is its abstract morphological pattern, while its material 
part, denoting the generic process involved, is not primarily 
verbal, since its simplest form is verbal. In such conditions, it is 
quite clear that, as the second fragment explicitly suggests, a 
verbal sentence actually consists of three (abstract) elements: 
'that about which something is reported' (i.e. the predicand), 'that 
which is reported' (i.e. the predicate), and the locator, which 
corresponds to the pattern of the verb. 

In these pages, we have attempted to show, however briefly and 
perhaps clumsily, in what ways Sibawayhi's originality consisted 
in the Arabic tradition. We are perfectly conscious that our 
hypothesis still needs further discussion and many readjustments 
in order to be really adequate. We are also conscious that it raises 
many problems, notably that of accounting for the indisputable 
continuity between Sibawayhi and the classical grammarians. But 
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we feel that such problems can only be treated by a careful study 
of the transmission and reception of the Kitiib in the different 
periods of the Arabic tradition. Moreover, it should be stressed 
that while Sibawayhi's originality appears mostly in the syntactico
semantic level, his morpho-phonology and morpho-syntax (i.e., 
notably, all that concerns the more formal aspects of the 
distribution of case markers) are basically identical to that of the 
later grammarians. As these were more directly interested in these 
two formal aspects of grammatical analysis, it can be understood 
that they failed to perceive what was most original in the Kitiib. 

48 



3 

THE CANONICAL THEORY 
OF GRAMMAR: 

SYNTAX (NAI:IW) 

This chapter and the next one will be devoted to what can be 
considered as the two central fields of the Arabic linguistic 
tradition: syntax ('ilm al-na~w, 'ilm al-i'rab) and morpho
phonology ('ilm al-ta~rifJ, such as they were expounded within 
what we have defined as the 'canonical' theoretical framework. 
This central position is measured not so much in terms of 
'universal' relevance or interest (since we can quite legitimately 
feel that text linguistics or grammatical semantics are at least as 
important from this point of view) as it is in terms of enduring 
social and intellectual influence on the overall cultural system of 
Classical Islam. By then, a thorough knowledge of grammar (in 
the restrictive sense of morpho-phonology and syntax) was 
considered as a fundamental prerequisite for any other intellectual 
pursuit, religious or secular. Everybody who had any kind of 
cultural pretension was expected not only to know how to apply 
the basic rules of grammar so as to avoid gross errors, but they 
were also supposed to be able to expound articulately the most 
difficult points of grammatical theory, and to apply it to the most 
complex and recondite kinds of data. 

This social function of grammar, as both fundamental teaching 
matter and imaginary barrier distinguishing the cultivated 'elite' 
from the 'vulgar', was not without theoretical influence. While 
there was no objection in principle to the grammarians' indulging 
in disinterested speculation, the kind of theory they were expected 
to evolve ought primarily to answer to the needs of the society 
they lived in. It had, more specifically, to provide an effective, 
workable solution to the difficulties encountered by learners, who 
usually knew some form or other of vernacular Arabic, in 
mastering the most characteristic features of kaliim al- 'Arab, that is 
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those which were considered as distinguishing 'Classical' Arabic 
from the vernacular. 

In so far as syntax was concerned, the most important of these 
features was incontestably the use of case and mood markers 
(i'rab). This goes towards explaining how the theory of govern
ment, the aim of which was precisely to account for the 
distribution of i'rab marks, came to have a central position within 
the theory, while getting more and more formalized in the 
process. From a didactic point of view, it could seem much more 
expedient to teach a set of mechanical rules supposed to operate in 
any circumstance, than to take into account elements which were 
felt to be less easy to formalize, notably those which related to the 
enunciative aspect of language, which, as we saw in the preceding 
chapter, seem to have played an important part in Sibawayhi's 
approach. But on the other hand, the classical theory of 
government still allowed space for disinterested theoretical 
speculation, as it offered a way in which the syntactic relations 
between the components of the utterance could be expressed in a 
quite general and abstract way. That is why the two aspects of 
grammar, didactic and speculative, coexisted for such a long time 
within the tradition. They coexisted, moreover, not as two 
distinct subtraditions, but as two levels of the same theory. 

In this chapter we shall be concerned mainly with the scholarly 
or speculative level, such as it is expressed by the most 
representative grammarians of the sixth/twelfth and seventh/ 
thirteenth centuries, in whom the formal approach to syntax 
initiated by the fourth/tenth-century masters reached its apex. 

BASIC CONCEPTS 

Parts of speech 

Not very surprisingly, the first chapter of any grammatical 
treatise is usually devoted to the parts of speech, or, to use the 
exact terminology, the 'kinds of words' (al-kalim): namely, the 
noun (ism), the verb (fi'l), and the particle (~ar.f). As a matter of 
fact, this custom harks back to Sibawayhi's Kitab. However, the 
contents of this chapter can vary considerably between one treatise 
and another. Didactic grammars (such as the commentaries on the 
Alfiyya or Ibn Hisam's shorter treatises) commonly limit them
selves to enumerating, for each category, a list of characteristic 
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properties (usually morphological or morpho-syntactic) enabling 
the learner to assign any unknown word to its proper category. 
As for more theoretically oriented treatises, they endeavour to 
give a formal scientific (according to the criteria of the period) 
definition of each category, and to establish the general system on 
a rational basis, by 'proving' that no other is logically conceivable. 

These discussions, however, are of mainly academic interest: 
their only aim is to legitimate a pre-existent system on an a 
posteriori basis, without changing it in the least. As a matter of 
fact, there never was any disagreement between grammarians on 
the general principles (see J.-P. Guillaume, 1988). This remarkable 
consistency (as opposed to the chronic instability exhibited on the 
same question by the occidental tradition) can be partly explained 
by the simplicity and generality of the system, which could quite 
easily pass into other language-oriented disciplines, such as 
rhetoric and grammatical semantics, but also u~ul al-fiqh, Qur'anic 
exegesis, and theology. Besides, it was accompanied by a set of 
procedures which guaranteed its adequacy to the multiplicity and 
variety of the empirical data. These procedures, closely related to 
what we have called the 'integrative logic' of qiyas, enabled the 
Arabic tradition to escape the dilemma recurrent within occidental 
linguistic thought from classical times onwards: either to reduce 
the number of categories in order to enhance the generality of the 
system; or, inversely, to multiply them so as to match more 
closely the empirical data. 

The fact that the parts of speech form a closed system (since any 
word necessarily belongs to one class, and to one only) further 
enhances the efficiency of the 'integrative' approach. It becomes 
possible to distinguish, in each category, besides the 'hard core' 
(the a~l or bab) exhibiting all of its characteristic properties, two 
'margins', consisting of one or more subclasses which, through 
their particular behaviour, can be compared with one of the 
remaining categories. This 'likening' or 'formal assimilation' 
(tasblh) is made on the basis of a bundle of properties of the 
concerned subclass, all of which represent a 'deviance' from the 
normal behaviour of the class (identified with the behaviour of the 
'hard core'). These properties usually relate to different levels 
of analysis (morphological, morpho-syntactic, distributional, 
semantic). In this way, it is possible to account for each one of 
these 'deviant' properties in terms of the 'similarity' between the 
subclass to which they belong and another category, this similarity 
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being further argumented by referring to the other properties. 
The greatest number of such deviant subcategories appear, 

rather predictably, in the case of the noun. Besides the 'hard core', 
that is the substantive (ism al-gins, ism al- 'ayn), it comprises two 
'margins', one related to the verb and one related to the particle. 
The latter consists mainly of the different kinds of pronouns 
{personal, demonstrative, interrogative). This assimilation is based 
upon both formal and semantic considerations: formally, pronouns 
have in common with particles that they take neither case nor 
determination marks (actually, of course, they are determinate by 
nature); and, semantically, they have no meaning in themselves 
but signify in something else, as particles do. In modern 
terminology, we would say that they have no meaning but only 
sense effects (see Ibn Ya'B, Sar~ al-MufaHal, Ill: 80; 84; 126; 137). 
On the same side, but nearer to the noun, are the 'circumstants' 
(~uriij), nouns designating abstract spatial and temporal relation
ships which, because of their particular meanings, are used much 
in the same way as prepositions, such as amiima ('before') or 'inda 
('at, near by'). 

Related to the verb are to be found several classes of 'verba
nominal' elements such as the ma~dar (i.e. the name of the verbal 
notion considered independently of its instantiation), the active 
and passive participles, and some classes of adjectives, which all 
have in common that, like· the verb and unlike the hard-core 
substantives, they can govern the nominative and accusative. The 
most typical case is that of the active participle (ism aljii'il, literally 
'the name of the doer'), which can assign accusative marking to 
the object of the process, but only when it has the meaning of the 
imperfect: besides qaribu Zaydin ('hitter-nom. Zayd-gen. ', i.e. 'the 
one who has hit Zayd'), where the participle has its nominal 
value, one can have al-qiiribu Zaydan ('the-hitter-nom. Zayd-acc. ', 
i.e. 'the one who is presently hitting Zayd'), or even qiiribun 
Zaydan ('one who is hitting Z.'), where it has its verbal value. 
Moreover, the morphological structure of the active participle, 
according to the grammarians, exhibits a basic similarity with that 
of the imperfect verb, ya)al, as shown in this diagram (for the 
status of alif, notated here as , ' see below, p. 99 n.3). 

f a 
, 

1 
I I I 
y a f a I 
c v c c v c 
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Lastly, the use of the active participle and, for that matter, the 
qualificative adjectives, is somewhat more restricted than the use 
of the 'true' nouns. For instance, they cannot very well function as 
subject of a verbal sentence when they are undetermined, e.g. 
qama gamilun ('a handsome stood up', for 'a handsome man stood 
up'). According to Sibawayhi, such a sentence is, if not downright 
unacceptable, at least awkward (4aTJ). On the other hand, 
participles and adjectives can very well be used as predicates of a 
nominal sentence, such as Zaydun gamllun ('Z. is handsome'). 
Now, according to the Arabic grammarians, this behaviour 
closely parallels that of the verb, which is always predicate of the 
sentence and never predicand. 

The same similarity between the active participle and the verb is 
also used with respect to the verb, in order to account for the fact 
that the final vowel of the imperfect is subject to variation 
(corresponding to mood marking), a phenomenon which the 
Arabic grammarians assimilate to the case markings of the noun. 
The arguments for this comparison are the same, only the 
explanation goes the other way round. Symmetrically, there are 
several categories of verbs which are likened to particles: the 
exclamative verbs, such as bi'sa ('how bad') and ni'ma ('how 
good'), which have no inflection whatsoever, and exhibit a 
nonverbal radical CiCC. The second main subclass of particle-like 
verbs are the aspectual auxiliaries of the kana class, called by the 
later tradition 'deficient verbs' (nawaqi~). as they signify only a 
time, while true verbs signify both a time and a process. Their 
case is likened to the modal particles of the inna class, as they also 
affect a nominal predication. 

A residual category (it is often defined as 'what is neither noun 
nor verb'), the particle, comprises only one margin, on the verb's 
side: it consists in the inna class, which, as we saw earlier, governs 
both predicand and predicate of a nominal sentence, while 
'normal' particles either have no government or govern one 
element only. For this reason, the particles of the inna class are 
likened to the kana class auxiliary verbs. Here again, the 
circularity of the system goes for greater strength and generality. 

rrab and bina' 

Immediately after the chapter devoted to the parts of speech there 
is, in nearly every treatise, a chapter analysing the contrasting pair 
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formed by the notions of i'riib and binii'. The former is classically 
defined as 'the variation of the final vowel in words after their 
insertion in the utterance, and determined by the different 
governing operators ( 'awiimil) which affect them'; the latter is 
simply defined as the absence of such a variation. I'riib can be 
observed in two cases: the noun, where it corresponds to a system 
of case markers; and the imperfect verb, where it corresponds to a 
system of mood markers, as can be seen from the chart provided 
here. 

Vowel u a 0 

Technical term raf na~b garr gazm 

Noun nominative accusative genitive 0 

Verb indicative subjunctive 0 jussive 

Actually, there are several other systems for the spelling of case 
markers, which appear in particular cases; their enumeration, 
which would be pointless here, occupies considerable space in 
most treatises. 

As is apparent from this chart, the Arabic tradition uses the 
same terms to denote both nominal cases and verbal moods. For 
the classical grammarians, however, these two categories are not 
put on the same level. The prevailing idea is that the function of 
i 'riib is to mark the several semantic values (rna 'iin0 which can 
affect an element by its insertion in an utterance. But then, this 
function, according to the grammarians, is only fulfilled in the 
case of the noun, where it helps to distinguish between the subject 
and the object of the verbal sentence. The topical argument is 
that, if there were no i'riib, an utterance such as qaraba 'Amr Zayd 
('hit Z. A.') would either be ambiguous, since there would be no 
way to know who hit whom, or interpretable through word 
ordering only, since the subject normally precedes the object; but 
in the latter case, speakers would lack all freedom to modify the 
'canonical' word ordering, which would be quite inconvenient, 
notably in poetry. Accordingly, the nominative is claimed to be 
intrinsically the mark of the subject (fii'il) and the accusative the 
mark of the object (mafiil hi-hi); all their other uses (such as the 
theme and predicate of the nominal sentence, or the accusative 
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after the exceptive particle ii/ii) being considered as 'secondary' 
and derived from the basic ones. As for the genitive, it was 
identified for the sake of coherence as the mark of the 'annexion' 
(iqafa), a rather vague term usually designating the (mainly) 
formal relationship between the noun and its complement (see 
al-Zaggagi, lqa~: 69ff.; Ibn Ya'is, Sar~ al-Mufa~~al, I: 72f.). 

Now, the classical grammarians argued that such a systematic 
relation between i 'rab marks and semantic values did not obtain in 
the case of the imperfect verb; they concluded, accordingly, that 
the verbal i'rab was simply a 'formal' (as opposed to semantic) 
phenomenon, which could be adequately accounted for by the 
equally formal 'likeness' between the imperfect verb and the active 
participle, and described by listing the several elements which can 
govern the verb, and mentioning the kind of mark they assign to 
it. Such a decision, actually, is rather symptomatic of the Arabic 
tradition's lack of interest in the semantics of the verbal system, 
which was never approached in a systematic way. 

Sentence and utterance 

Besides the parts of speech and case-marker system, in which 
consists the conceptual backbone of the syntactic theory, an 
important number of treatises devote a chapter of their proleg
omena to the notion of 'utterance' (kaliim). In the didactic 
treatises, this discussion is usually very short, and confined to the 
statement that the minimal utterance is composed of two elements 
joined together by a predicative relationship (isniid}, these elements 
being either two nouns, such as Zaydun axii-ka ('Z. is thy 
brother'), or a verb and a noun such as qama Zaydun ('Z. stood 
up'). More scholarly treatises, on the other hand, devote longer 
developments to a more precise analysis of the notion of isniid, and 
of the difference between 'utterance' (kalam) and 'sentence' 
(iumla). 

The use of the term isniid in the meaning of 'predicative 
relationship' seems to have become generally accepted only at a 
rather late period. We have seen that it does not appear in 
Sibawayhi's Kitiib, although he uses, sporadically, the· etymologic
ally related terms of musnad and musnad ilay-hi. As for Ibn 
al-Sarrag, he seems to prefer terms derived from the roots XBR 
(muxbar 'an-hu, xabar) or J:IDT (mu~adda!_ 'an-hu, ~adlj) 
(also used by Sibawayhi), even if other fourth/tenth-century 
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grammarians usually used isnad and its derivatives. As far as we 
know, however, it is only from the sixth/twelfth century onwards 
that some grammarians, such as Ibn Ya'is (Sar~ al-Mufa~~al, I: 20) 
or al-AstarabaQi (Ka.fiya, I: 8f.), begin to distinguish explicitly 
between the notion of xabar, which refers to a constative 
predication, and the more general notion of isnad, which also 
comprehends non-constative predications. However, the number 
and nature of these 'speech acts' vary considerably between one 
author and another. While Ibn Ya'is only mentions, besides 
constation or 'information' (xabar), order (amr), prohibition 
(nahy), and interrogation (istifham), al-AstarabaQi, on an 
altogether more perceptive basis, mentions performation (insa'), 
request (talab, which includes order, prohibition, and optation), 
but also cases of non-asserted or pre-asserted predication, notably 
those which are implicit in the ma~dar and in the active and passive 
participles. 

The distinction between kalam and gumla also took some time to 
become fully evolved. While it is ignored by Sibawayhi, the term 
gumla appears in al-Mubarrad's Muqtaqab (I: 8), but it is not clear 
whether he intends by it something different from what 
Sibawayhi means by kalam. A century later, Ibn Ginni seems at 
first glance to use the two terms interchangeably when he says: 
'kalam means any semantically independent sequence of sounds: 
that is what grammarians call "sentences" (gumal, plur. of gumla)' 
(Xa~a'i~, I: 17); but then he adds two pages further: 'kalam are 
those sentences which are independent in themselves, and do not 
need anything else' (ibid.: 19): this seems to exclude, at least 
implicitly, 'dependent' sentences, i.e. subordinate clauses. The 
same ambiguity can still be found in Zamaxsari's Mufa~~al and its 
commentary by Ibn Ya'is, as kalam, according to the latter, is the 
common 'genus', the 'species' of which are respectively the 
'nominal' and 'verbal' sentences (gumla ismiyya, gumla .fi 'liyya). On 
the other hand, al-AstarabaQi draws a neat distinction between 
kalam, which is intended as a semantically independent utterance, 
and gumla, which can be used for any sentence, whether it be 
independent or not: 'any kalam is a gumla, but not the reverse'. 

As a matter of fact, it seems that the distinction between the 
two terms does not depend so much on the kind of linguistic 
sequence to which they can refer as on the way in which this 
sequence is considered: what characterizes kalam is the fact that it 
bears a single load of information (fa'ida), to the realization of 
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which all the constitutive elements of the sequence contribute; 
while gumla suggests a more formalistic approach, taking into 
account the nature of these elements and their structural 
relationships. That is why it is possible to speak of gumla ismiyya 
or fi'liyya (nominal and verbal sentences), while no grammarian, 
to our knowledge, ever uses the expression kalam fi'tl or ism!. 
Moreover, gumla, whether it is independent or not, is the maximal 
domain in which operates the basic syntactic analytical device 
evolved by the Arabic tradition: namely, the theory of govern
ment, as we shall see presently. 

THE THEORY OF GOVERNMENT 

General principles 

While they are never formally laid down by any treatises, the 
general principles of the theory are quite often referred to in 
discussions about empirical cases. For the sake of clarity, we will 
briefly state them here as they were accepted by most classical 
grammanans. 

1 Any i 'rab mark exhibited by a noun or an (imperfect) verb in 
a sentence is assigned by an 'operation' ( 'amal) performed by 
another element of the same sentence, whether it be independent 
or not. 

2 This 'operating element' or 'governing operator' ('amil) must 
necessarily occur before its operand (ma 'mul ft-ht) in the canonical 
(i.e. unmarked) order of the sentence; the order can be later 
changed, under specific conditions, by transfer rules (taqdlm wa
ta'xlr, literally 'anteposition and postposition'). For instance, on 
the basis of a 'canonical' verbal sentence such as 4araba Zaydun 
'Amran (' 'Amr hit Zayd'), where the verb 4araba successively 
assigns the nominative to the subject, Zayd, and the accusative to 
the object, 'Amr, it is possible to derive 4araba 'Amran Zaydun and 
'Amran 4araba Zaydun by transfer of the object. On the other 
hand, the anteposition of the subject brings about a complete 
change in the syntactic structure of the sentence: while Zaydun 
4araba 'Amran is perfectly correct, in this case Zaydun is no more 
analysed as an 'anteposed subject', but as the 'theme' (mubtada} of 
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a nominal sentence, governed by the ibtidii' (see below, p. 60). 

3 A given element can never govern another element belonging 
to its own category: a verb cannot govern a verb, neither can a 
noun govern a noun (except in the case of the verbo-nominals; 
see below, p. 59). A given element can only govern elements 
belonging to the same category. 

4 Government only operates on the head of a verb or noun 
phrase; the i'riib mark is later assigned on the head's 'dependencies' 
(tawiibi}, in so far as they can receive such a mark. The 
'dependencies' of the noun are the epithet (na't), the apposition 
(badal), the corroborative (tawkld), the specificative ('aif bayiin), 
and the coordinated noun or nouns (ma'tiij}; the only dependency 
of the verb is the coordinated verb or verbs. 

Some classical treatises devote considerable space to the discussion 
of the metalinguistic status of the notion of 'amal. As far back as 
the fourth/tenth century, grammarians such as al-Zaggagi and Ibn 
Ginni (and probably others too) took pains to stress that, when 
grammarians say that 'such a word operates on such another', 
they do not mean that it actually does something to it, as words, 
being only sequences of articulated sounds produced by the 
phonatory organs, cannot act upon each other as bodies do. The 
use of the term 'amal must be understood metaphorically, as a 
'convention' {i~tilii~) specific to the grammarians' technical usage 
(awqii' al-na~wiyyln): properly, the assignation of i'riib marks is an 
act of the speaker. This clarification was, actually, only a part of a 
wider movement, perceptible in many contemporary grammatical 
works, by which the grammatical metalanguage became explicitly 
and systematically distinguished from ordinary language. But, 
whereas such a statement was perfectly commonplace in the 
fourth/tenth century, when most thinkers were under the in
fluence of the Mu 'tazilite school of thought, it became somewhat 
embarrassing after the mid-fifth/eleventh-century 'Sunni restora
tion' brought about the triumph of AS'arism as the majority 
expression of Islam, as, for consistent As'arites, only God can be 
qualified as 'acting', and not a human speaker. 

This point was raised notably by the Andalusian grammarian 
Ibn Ma<;la' (d. 1208), who, in his Radd ('The Refutation of 
Grammarians') categorically rejects the notion of 'amal as heresy; 

58 



SYNTAX (NAI:fW) 

but this rejection remains at a merely verbal level, as he concludes 
by advocating the use of ta'alluq (dependence) in practically the 
same sense. This suggestion, however, was never accepted, and 
the tradition as a whole followed a more conservative solution, 
which enabled them to keep the litigious terminology while 
reinterpreting it in a theologically harmless way. According to 
one of the main representatives of this 'middle way', Abu 1-
Barakat al-Anbari, the so-called 'operators' ('awamil, plur. of 
'amil) must be considered not as affecting in an actually physical 
way the elements they operate upon, but only as 'marks' or 
'pointers' ('alamat), enabling the speakers to assign the correct 
endings to nouns and verbs; in other words, there is no material 
relationship between the operator and its operand, only a 
conventional link. 

The governing operators 

As we saw, the fact that an element can govern another (or, 
conversely, can be governed by it) is determined by the part of 
speech it belongs to. It is on such a basis that the treatises expound 
the general rules of the system. 

The noun, by definition, is always submitted to another 
element's government; on the other hand, according to the 
majority opinion, it has not the capacity to govern anything. It 
should be noted here that this decision entails a rather complex 
analysis in order to account for the assignation of the genitive to 
the adnominal complement (see below, p. 63). As for the 
government exercised by verbo-nominals such as the ma~dar, 

participles, and participial adjectives, it is attributed to the verbal 
notion (rna 'na 1-.fi 'l) which is implicit in them. 

The verb is the governing element par excellence, as it necessarily 
assigns at least the nominative to the noun which immediately 
follows it (in the unmarked case, its 'subject' or 'doer', ja'il), and 
the accusative to all the nouns which occur after that, whenever 
they are not already governed by another element (e.g. a 
preposition). When the verb is in the imperfect, it can also be 
governed by several particles, which assign it either the subjunctive 
or the jussive. A verb not governed by any such particle is in the 
indicative, the unmarked mood. However, the logic of the system 
(no i'rab mark without a governing element) induced the 
grammarians to try and identify also in this case, an element 
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which assigns the indicative to the verb. According to the 
majority, it is an 'abstract operator' ('ami/ ma 'nawl; see below), 
that is a phonetically void element, identified by the fact that the 
verb occurs in a position which can be occupied by a noun. For 
instance, in yaqumu Zaydun ('Z. is standing up'), yaqumu occurs in 
a position where one could also find the active participle, qa'imun 
Zaydun ('He's standing up, Z. '). 

As for the particle, it does not necessarily govern (contrary to 
the verb), but some particles can (contrary to the noun). Among 
the latter, some can govern verbs, assigning to them either the 
subjunctive or the jussive, while the others govern nouns, 
assigning them either the genitive (in the case of prepositions) or 
the accusative (in the case of some negative and exceptive 
particles). We have already mentioned the case of the inna-class 
particles, which govern two nouns. 

There is, lastly, a fourth category of governing element, the 
'abstract operator' ('amil ma'nawi), characterized by the fact that it 
is phonetically void. The most important and representative kind 
of 'amil ma'nawl is the ibtida', which assigns the nominative to the 
theme (mubtada') and predicate of the nominal sentence. For the 
most consistent classical grammarians, ibtida' is defined in a 
drastically formalistic way, as the lack of any phonetically 
representable governing element, which amounts to a governing 
element devoid of phonetical representation. Some treatises, 
however, use expressions relating to it which suggest Sibawayhi's 
more enunciative approach; these expressions, however, have no 
longer any precise theoretical status within the formal syntax 
evolved by the classical tradition. 

Abstractness in the theory of government 

The highly formalized character of the system and the great 
generality of the case-assignment rules often make it necessary for 
the grammarians to use abstract analyses in order to process 
adequately some classes of data. These analyses, generally 
speaking, imply the reconstruction of an underlying form (taqdlr) 
exhibiting an element both absent from the actual form and 
crucial to account for the data. This reconstructed element can be 
either an i'riib mark which, for some reason, cannot appear in the 
actual form but can be deduced at an abstract level from the status 
of the term in the syntactical structure of the sentence; or it can be 
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a governing element lacking from the actual form, while its 
presence is necessary to account for the distribution of i'rtib marks 
within the sentence. 

Statutory i'rab (i'rab ma~alli) 

This notion actually covers two rather d.ifferent kinds of facts, 
according to whether it relates to an isolated term (noun or verb) 
or to a dependent sentence. The former concerns the nouns which 
do not exhibit distinctive i'rcib marks, either because they are by 
nature undeclinable (e. g. demonstrative or relatives), or by the 
play of morpho-phonological constraints. In this case, the nature 
of the abstract i'rab mark will be figured out on the basis of the 
status (ma~all) of the word within the sentence. For instance, 
in ha!la Zaydun ('This is Z. '), the demonstrative ha!la is 
'statutorily' in the nominative, since it is the theme of a nominal 
sentence. 

Dependent sentences are formally assimilated to nouns, as they 
occur in the same places as nouns do. For instance, in Zaydun 
abu-hu qa'imun ('Z., his father is standing'), the nominal sentence 
abu-hu qci'imun is analysed as the predicate of the 'greater sentence' 
(al-gumla al-kubra), of which it is a part, exactly as the noun 
mun(aliqun would be in Zaydun mun(aliqun ('Z. is going away'); 
accordingly, it is analysed as statutorily in the nominative (marfo' 
ma~allan). While the general principle underlying this kind of 
analysis is quite straightforward, its practical application can 
sometimes raise difficult problems, as in many cases there is no 
formal mark enabling one to decide at first glance whether a 
sentence is independent or not. Consequently, there are many 
cases when two different analyses for the same utterance can 
coexist. For instance, in Zaydun mun!aliqun wa-abu-hu qci'imun 
('Z. is going away and his father is standing up') the second 
sentence, wa-abu-hu qa'imun, can be analysed either as coordinate 
with the first, in which case it must be considered as independent 
(and, consequently, as having no statutory i'rab), or as coordinate 
with the predicate of the first, in which case it will be considered 
as dependent and statutorily in the nominative, the underlying 
analysis being something like Zaydun mun(aliqun wa-Zaydun abu-hu 
qa'imun ('Z. is going away and Z., his father is standing'). In this 
specific instance the ambiguity is, admittedly, of a minor kind, 
but in other, more difficult cases different analyses can hold for 
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quite different semantic interpretations. 
Quite predictably, it is in the field of text linguistics, and in 

particular in Qur'anic exegesis, that this kind of problem was 
most constantly raised, and produced most sophisticated dis
cussions. However, it usually occupies a quite minor position in 
grammatical treatises, since it is only evoked through local 
discussions about points of detail; the reason being that the 
grammarians' approach usually remained within the bounds of the 
sentence. But rather later, some writers devoted whole chapters 
to the question, bringing together data and arguments which, 
until then, had remained scattered in grammatical treatises as well 
as in exegetical works. The most important text in this field is the 
second part of Ibn Hisam's Mugni' 1-Lahlb. 

Taqdir al-i'rab 

The second manifestation of abstractness in syntactic analysis 
occurs whenever an element exhibits an i'rab mark in the absence 
of any governing operator (whether phonetically full or not) liable 
to assign it. In this case it is necessary to reconstruct an abstract 
representation of the sentence (taqdlr) where the distribution of 
i'rab marks can be affected normally, then to elide (~a#J from 
this abstract form the surplus element or elements (i.e. those 
which do not appear in the actual sentence). This elision, 
moreover, should normally be motivated on grounds of principle. 

In the most straightforward kind of case, the motivation is that 
the elided element is redundant due to some other element in the 
context. For instance, if a speaker answers the question Man 
ra'ayta? ('Whom did you see?') by saying Zaydan ('Z.-acc. '), the 
presence of the accusative in Zaydan will be explained by 
reconstructing an abstract representation, ra'aytu Zaydan ('I saw 
Z.-acc. '), where the verb ra'aytu regularly assigns the accusative to 
Zaydan, and by subsequently eliding this verb on the grounds that 
it is already present in the immediate context (ha!!f li-sabq 
al-wuriid). Another, not very different case occurs when the 
extralinguistic situation makes the explicit mention of the verb 
useless (~a!!f li-dalalat al-~al); for instance, if a speaker, seeing 
somebody shooting with a bow, exclaims Al-qir(asa wallah! ('The 
mark-ace. by God!'), the 'elided' verb being, of course, a~abta 
('you hit'). 

In other cases, the reconstruction of the abstract form can 
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appear less intuitively evident, and widely different from the 
common-sense paraphrase of the sentence concerned. Ibn Ginni, 
for instance, stresses that in an utterance such as ahla-ka wa-1-layla 
('Your kin-ace. and the night-ace.'), it is necessary to distinguish 
between the semantic paraphrase (tafslr al-ma•n.i), which would 
give something like i1~aq ah1a-ka qab1a 1-1ayli ('Catch up with your 
kin before the night'), and the technical taqdlr (taqdlr a1-i'rab), 
which is il~aq ah1a-ka wa-sbiqi 1-iay1a ('Catch up with your kin and 
overtake the night'). Although this utterance does not seem very 
natural, it enables one to account for the accusative in a1-1ayla, 
which the first paraphrase evidently could not. 

In other cases, the reconstructed abstract representation can 
even be an unattestable utterance, or an utterance attestable only 
with a different meaning. An instance of the first can be found in 
the traditional analysis of utterances such as Zaydan qarabtu-hu 
('Z.-acc., I hit him'), where the accusative in Zaydan cannot be 
accounted for by the government of the verb qarabtu, since it is 
already exercised on the anaphorical pronoun -hu. The abstract 
representation is accordingly reconstructed as qarabtu Zaydan 
qarabtu-hu, where the second occurrence of qarabtu is analysed as a 
'corroborative' (ta'kld) of the first; after having assigned the 
accusative to Zaydan, the first occurrence of the verb is elided on 
the grounds that it is made redundant by the second. As for cases 
where the reconstructed form has a different meaning from the 
surface one, they are most typically exemplified by the analysis of 
the assignment of genitive to the adnominal complement, that is 
what the Semitists usually call 'annexion' (iqaja), such as gu1amu 
Zaydin ('page-boy Zayd-gen~ ', i.e. 'Z. 's page-boy'). As the theory 
explicitly precludes a noun directly governing another one, and 
postulates, moreover, that prepositions are the only kind of 
elements able to assign the genitive to a noun, it is necessary to 
reconstruct an abstract representation containing a preposition, 
such as gulamun li-Zaydin ('a page-boy [belonging] to Z.-gen. '). In 
other kinds of 'annexions', the underlying preposition will be 
identified with min ('of, from') or ft ('in, at'). But, in this case, the 
elision of the preposition will furthermore give to the first noun a 
value of determination (ta•rifJ which it did not have in the abstract 
representation, as gu1amu Zaydin means 'Z. 's page-boy' and not 'a 
page-boy of Z. 's'. 
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GOVERNMENT AND PREDICATION 

The two models 

The general economy of the government theory leads to a 
distinction between local government, effected by an operator 
(usually a particle) on a single element, and global government, 
where a single element (paradigmatically a verb) effects the 
distribution of i'rab marks on all the other components of the 
sentence. Although this difference is never actually stated by the 
grammarians, it is nevertheless strongly suggested by (among 
others) their belief that every prepositional phrase (iarr wa-magriir) 
is statutorily in the accusative, since it is a sentence specifier 
governed by a verb or a verb-like element. 

In its most transparent and paradigmatic form, the model of 
global government is represented by the canonical verbal 
sentence, where the verb in the leading position successively 
assigns the nominative to the subject, and the accusative to the 
object (and, actually, to all the other nominal components of the 
sentence): 

(1) Verb Subject 
~~raba Zaydun 

Object 
'Amran 

('Z. hit 'Amr') 

The very nature of the data dictate a ternary model, with a 
governing element and two governed ones, each one being 
affected with a distinctive mark correlated with its semantico
syntactic function within the sentence. As we saw earlier, the 
classical grammarians applied the same model to the analysis of 
the nominal sentence, where the ibtida', represented by a void 
element (0), has the· same function as the verb in (1): 

(2) Ibtida Mubtada' Xabar 
0 Zaydun mun~aliqun 

('Z. is going away') 
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This analysis is further reinforced by the fact that it can account in 
a systematic, if utterly formalistic, way for the fact that the ibtida' 
can alternate with other elements which modify the distribution of 
case marks within the sentence while changing its aspectual or 
modal value. These elements, which were at a rather late period 
gathered within the general category of nawasix al-ibtida' ('abro
gators of ibtida' '), comprise the aspectual auxiliary verbs of the 
kana class, the modal particles of the inna class, and the 'epistemic' 
verbs of the -?anna class: 

(3) kana Zaydun munpliqan 

nom. I 

ace. 

('Z. was going away') 

(4) mna Zaydan munraliqun 

ace . I 

nom. 

('Here is Z. He is going away') 

(5) a?unnu Zaydan munraliqan 

ace. I 

ace. 

('I believe (that) Z. (is) going away') 

As for the predicative model, it relies on a binary pattern, 
distinguishing, at a ftrst level, between the predicative elements of 
the sentence ('umad, literally 'pillars') and the non-predicative 
elements {faqalat, literally 'surplus'); at a second level, a new 
binary distinction is made among the 'umad between the predicand 
(musnad ilay-hi) and the predicate (musnad). It should be stressed 
that these logico-semantical categories do not directly correspond 
to syntactic ones, as the musnad ilay-hi can be realized either as a 
theme or a subject (according to whether it occurs in a nominal or 
a verbal sentence) and the musnad either as a predicate (xabar) or as 
a verb. The autonomy of these two levels of analysis is further 
enhanced by the fact the two kinds of sentences exhibit somewhat 
different formal structures, notably in what concerns word 
ordering. 
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Actually, the predicative model seems to apply most trans
parently to the nominal sentence (see (1) above), in so far as it 
shows an immediately recognizable binary structure, and, more
over, a predicand-predicate ordering, which, according to some 
grammarians, is the most 'normal', unmarked order. However, its 
application to the verbal sentence, while being neither impossible 
nor arbitrary, nevertheless necessitated some important theoretical 
decisions on the part of the grammarians. The most notable of 
these was to consider the markings of person on the verb as 
pronouns; for instance, an utterance like saribtu ('I drank') is 
analysed as a conjugated verb, sariba, and the first-person 
masculine singular pronoun -tu, exactly as sariba Zaydun ('Z. 
drank'). In this system, the pronoun of the third-person singular 
has a peculiar status, since it corresponds to a phonetically void 
element, the 'masked pronoun' (al-qamlr al-mustatir), which is in 
complementary distribution with full nouns. Hence, qama ('he 
stood up') will be analysed as qama-/3, where i3 stands for the 
qamlr mustatir, which has exactly the same function as Zaydun in 
qama Zaydun. In the same way, Zaydun qama ('Z., he stood up') 
will be analysed as a nominal sentence with Zaydun for theme, 
and for predicate a verbal sentence, the subject of which is a qami'r 
mustatir co-referent with Zayd. So the analysis of this sentence will 
be strictly identical with that of Zaydun qama abu-hu ('Z. his father 
stood up'), where the place of the subject is occupied by a full 
name. In the same way, the presence of a qamlr mustatir was 
postulated in the 'implicit' verbal predications, that is those which 
are implied by the participles or participial adjectives. For 
instance, qcfimun in ragulun qa'imun ('a man standing up'), or 
gamllun in ragulun gamllun were analysed as qa'imun-/3 and 
gami'lun-/3 respectively, since the position of i3 can be occupied 
by a full name, as in ragulun qa'imun abu-hu ('a man standing his 
father', i.e. 'a man whose father is standing'), or ragulun gamllun 
waghu-hu ('a man handsome his face', i.e. 'a handsome-faced 
man'). 

Another problem related to the application of the predicative 
model to the verbal sentence is that of the semantic link between 
the verb and its predicand (i.e., normally, the subject), but also 
between the verb and the other components of the sentence (the 
faqalat). The general idea expressed by many grammarians is that 
the verb is a semantically complex element, composed of several 
internal functions, and that every one of these can be specified by 
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an element in the sentence. In order for there to be a verb or, 
more precisely, a 'doing', there must be a 'doer' (fail), that is a 
subject, and a 'thing done' (maful), either as the process itself ('to 
hit' is 'to do a hitting'), which correspond to the internal object 
(maJUl mutlaq) or as the object or objects affected by the process 
(one generally hits something or somebody), which corresponds 
to the external object (maful bi-hi), or both. Moreover, a doing 
necessarily happens in a specific time and place, to which 
correspond the 'circumstances' (~urii.fJ. Lastly, to these intrinsic 
functions are added some others which have a less direct 
relationship to the process, such as the cause or motivation (maful 
la-hu), or the situation (~al) in which the subject or the (external) 
object can be concomitants of the process. 

In the classical theory, all these functions are 'signified' in a 
generic way by the verb, and can be specified by an element of the 
sentence. But for most grammarians this idea seems to be used 
only in order to explain the relationship between the verb and its 
complements; as Ibn al-Sarrag has it: 'Generally speaking, the 
verb does not assign the accusative to an element unless it [i.e. 
the verb] contains an indication of it.' Such a formulation seems 
to exclude implicitly the element to which the verb assigns the 
nominative, that is the subject. There was, however, a place 
within the theory where this distinction, founded on purely 
formal criteria (subject = nominative and complements = 
accusative) was no longer relevant: the analysis of the passive 
verbal sentence, or, in Arabic terminology 'the doing whose doer 
is not named' (fi'l ma Ia yusamma failu-hu). In this case, the place 
of the subject in the active sentence, both as predicand and as the 
element bearing nominative marking, is occupied by a 'surrogate 
subject' (na'ib Jail), corresponding to one of the following: 

the external object, e.g. quriba Zaydun ('Z. was hit'); 
the internal object, provided it is specified (muxaHa~). either 
qualitatively, e.g. quriba qarbun sadldun ('A violent hitting 
was hit'), or quantitatively, e.g. 4uriba qarbatan ('Two hits 
were hit'); 
the local circumstance (~arf makan), e.g. slra farsaxan ('Two 
leagues were travelled'); 
the temporal circumstance (~arf zaman), e.g. ~lma Ramaqanu 
('Ramadan was fasted'). 

While the didactic treatises limited themselves to listing all these 
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possibilities, with a stress on the external object, which represents 
after all the most common occurrence, more theory-oriented 
grammarians tried to build a unified theory of the verbal 
predication so as to account both for the active and the different 
cases of passive sentences. Two distinct solutions were actually 
held: one by al-Zamaxsari and his commentator Ibn Y a 'iS and the 
other by al-AstarabiiQi. The former's solution consists in 
redefining the category of ja'il on a purely formalistic basis, as 'the 
predicand of a verb when it is postposed to tl,Iis verb' (Ibn Ya'is, 
Sar~ al-Mufa~~al, 1: 74() which goes for the subject of the active 
sentence as well as for the different kinds of 'surrogate subjects' of 
the passive sentence. The latter's, which may seem more 
interesting, consists in finding a common semantic property 
subsuming all the elements which can be used as the predicand of 
a verbal sentence, whether active or passive. According to 
al-AstarabaQi, all these elements have in common that they 
specify an intrinsic, 'necessary' dimension of the verbal notion 
(qarii.riyyiit al-.fi'l); if the verb denotes a 'doing', it must necessarily 
involve a 'doer' (the subject), something 'done' (the internal 
object), somebody or something 'done to' (the external object), 
and a time and place when and where the doing is done (the 
circumstances). Consequently, the verb can accept any one of 
these as a predicand, even if there is at least a partial hierarchy 
between these elements (notably, whenever the 'doer' is 
expressed, it must necessarily be the predicand, and, in default of 
the 'doer', the external object). On the other hand, terms 
specifying less intrinsic or necessary dimensions of the verbal 
notion, such as the 'cause' or 'motivation', cannot be used as 
predicands of passive verbs, since, remarks al-AstarabiiQi, 
'many an action is done with no cause at all'. 

Two models or just one? 

In neai:-ly all the classical treatises, the models of government and 
predication are explicitly or implicitly considered as globally 
autonomous and irreducible. But then, this dichotomy seems to 
have been a comparatively late development, since the tradition 
keeps the traces of a period when the distinction was much less 
clear-cut. One of the most easily recognizable manifestations of 
this state of things is the existence of an alternative theory about 
the assignment of the nominative to the theme and predicate of 
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the nominal sentence. Whereas, as we saw earlier, the classical 
analysis postulates the existence of a phonetically void element 
governing both elements, the 'Kiifan' theory of tariifu' ('reciprocal 
assignment of the nominative) claims that the theme assigns its 
case to the predicate and vice versa. This analysis, in other terms, 
made crucial appeal to predicative considerations within the 
theory of government: what enabled the theme to govern the 
predicate, and vice versa, was the fact that they were joined by a 
predicative relationship. 

It is also clear that the tariifu' theory violated nearly all the basic 
principles of the theory of government; for this reason, it was 
attributed by classical grammarians to the 'Kiifan' school of 
grammar. That such an attribution (together with many others) is 
purely conventional is shown by the fact that Ibn al-Sarrag 
himself (a Ba~ran if there ever was) seems to use it without the 
least compunction. In his preliminary chapter, where he lays 
down the main principles of the theory of government, he cites 
among 'the cases where a noun can govern another noun [sic]' the 
theme and the predicate, saying in substance that the former is in 
the nominative because it is the 'point of departure' (mubtada') on 
which the predicate is 'constructed' (mabn~. and the latter is also 
in the nominative because it is 'constructed' on the theme ( Usiil, 1: 
52). It seems here as if the assignment of case marks did only 
reflect, on the formal, syntactico-semantic level, the semantic 
relation between the two terms 'by the combination of which the 
utterance is constituted and achieved' (ya'talif bi-gtimii'i-himii 
1-kaliimu wa-yatimm; ibid.). 

Now, it seems indisputable that this analysis is substantially 
equivalent to the tariifu' theory attributed by later grammarians to 
the 'Kiifan school'. But then, if we read further on, we soon 
realize that things are somewhat more complex than that: some 
pages later, Ibn al-Sarrag, treating in a more detailed fashion the 
problem of the assignment of nominative to the mubtada', states 
without apparently seeing any contradiction with what he has 
formerly said: 'they [i.e. the mubtada' and the xabar] are both in the 
nominative; the mubtada' receives the nominative from the 
ibtidii', and the xabar from both [i.e. the ibtidii' and the mubtada']' 
( Usiil, 1: 58), ibtidii' being explicitly assimilated to the lack of a 
phonetically realized governing element. In other words, it seems 
as if the two analyses which in later times will be crystallized into 
rival theories (the Kiifans' tariifu' vs. the Ba~rans' ibtidii') were still 
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perceived as substantially equivalent and equally acceptable 
expressions of the same theory. We must, then, suppose that it is 
only in some later period that a stricter and more explicit 
elaboration of the theory of government caused the previous 
analysis to be perceived as inconsistent, and, accordingly, to be 
split into two antagonistic theories. Of these theories, the one 
which was in accordance with the current theoretical framework 
of syntax was naturally attributed to the Ba~ran 'school', and the 
other, rejected one, to the Kufans. 

However, the dichotomy between the two models, predicative 
and governmental, was not so absolute that it precluded any 
attempt at finding analogies between the analyses they allowed. 
For instance, the idea is very often expressed that there is a regular 
correlation between the nominative and the predicative elements 
of the sentence (the 'umad), and between the accusative and the 
non-predicative ones (the Ja4aliit). But then, this idea remained in 
most cases confined to mere chance remarks devoid of any 
effective theoretical status; with a notable exception, no gram
marian that we know of ever attempted to construct a unified 
system where the distribution of case marks would be directly 
accounted for on the basis of the theory of predication. The 
exception we alluded to is, once again, al-AstarabaQi, incident
ally the most brilliant and perceptive grammarian of the later 
classical period, on a page remarkable both for the lucidity and 
cogency of the reasoning and for the tactical cleverness of the 
argumentation. 

The two theoretical obstacles standing in the way of a unified 
theory such as al-Astaraba9:i aimed at were, on one hand, the 
idea that the actual distribution of the i 'riib marks was governed, 
in its formal aspect, by the mechanics of the 'amal and, on the 
other hand, the idea that its semantic aspect was adequately taken 
care of by saying that the nominative and the accusative were 
intrinsically the marks of, respectively, the subject and the object, 
their other uses being considered as secondary and derived. 
Al-Astaraba9:i's first step consists in refuting the latter, which 
certainly was the weakest of the two. Taking his departure from 
the current idea that the function of case marks is to discriminate 
the different semantic values which can affect a noun through its 
insertion in an utterance, he establishes that these values are only 
two: namely, the predicative or non-predicative character of the 
considered noun. The former corresponds to the nominative, the 
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latter to the accusative in the most normal case, or, in some local 
configurations, the genitive. Having neatly tackled the first 
problem, he then addresses himself to the second. Once again 
taking his departure from what was, in his time, a quite 
commonplace idea, that the relation between the 'operating' (i.e. 
governing) element and the one on which it operates is purely 
conventional (i.e. not physical), he suggests that an alternative 
formulation of the same idea would be that the element which 
governs another is the element through which the governed 
element acquires both its semantic value as predicative or non
predicative and the corresponding marking, as these are indis
sociable. It is for this reason, he continues, that grammarians say 
that the verb governs its subject, since it is only through its 
relationship with the verb that the subject acquires its semantic 
value as a predicative element. 

Up to now, al-Astaraba4i's reasoning may appear only as a 
somewhat roundabout, but basically orthodox, way of expressing 
the common tenets of the classical tradition. But, after having 
most cleverly manoeuvred himself into a firm position, he 
suddenly passes to the attack, simply by applying to the nominal 
sentence exactly the same analysis that he has just used for the 
verbal sentence: since the theme only becomes a predicative 
element through the predicate, and vice versa, it follows logically 
that each one of them must be considered as governing the other, 
'according to al-Kisa'l and al-Farra' ', specifies al-Astaraba4i, 
who naturally attributes this theory to its putative fathers, the two 
leading figures of the 'Kiifan' tradition. It is also to al-Farra's 
authority that he appeals for his analysis of the accusative
assignment process to the faqaliit: the governing element in this 
case is identified with the whole predicative nucleus, that is, 
normally, to the verb + subject group. He also mentions 
favourably the claim attributed to one Hisam ibn Mu'awiya (a 
disciple of al-Kisa'i's; Ibn Mu'awiya died in 209/824) that the 
governor in this case is simply the subject: what seems interesting 
about this claim, says al-AstarabaQi, is the fact that the subject 
'saturates', so to speak, the predicative relationship opened by the 
verb and thus prevents the following elements from participating 
in it. 

Al-Astaraba4i's thesis (which should be compared with those 
of contemporary grammatical semantics, see Chap. 6) certainly 
made possible a drastic simplification of syntactical theory. It is 
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interesting to note that, as far as we know, it was never accepted 
by any other grammarian. Of course, one should make allowance 
for the intellectual conservatism which was then dominating the 
most representative aspects of Islamic thought. But this is perhaps 
not the only reason which explains the survival of the classical 
dichotomy between the predicative and the governmental models: 
one should also take into account the weight of pedagogical 
constraints on the theory, which were always a constant in the 
development of the Arabic grammatical tradition. If what defines 
the social ends of grammar is to teach, among other things, the 
correct use of the case and mood endings, then the question needs 
to be asked whether al-Astarabagi's approach, whatever its 
theoretical merits, is a more appropriate means for this end than 
the formalist method, which consists (more or less) in listing the 
different kinds of governing elements together with instructions 
for their correct use. Actually, the advantage of the classical 
system is that the theory of government represents both its 
theoretical hard core and the apparatus through which grammar, 
or, in any case, syntax, achieves its specific socio-cultural 
programme; any attempt at removing it from its central position 
had few chances of success. 
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4 

THE CANONICAL THEORY 
OF GRAMMAR: 

MORPHOLOGY, 
PHONOLOGY, AND 

PHONETICS (T ASRIF) 

This part of grammar includes, for the AG, what we now call 
morphology, which defines the structure of words, phonology, 
which describes the variations within this structure, and phon
etics, which is most often treated when studying one phonological 
process, gemination (idgtim). 

The division between two of the parts of this field, morphology 
and phonology, is perfectly explicit in the writings of the later 
grammarians. We find, for example, at the beginning of Ibn 
'U~fiir's Mumti': 

Ta~rif is comprised of two parts. The first consists in giving 
different forms to words in accordance with their various 
'meanings' (rna 'nti), 1 for example: 4araba, 4arraba, ta4arraba, 
ta4tiraba, i4!araba. 2 Thus, from the word 4arb comprised of 
I), R, B, such structures are derived for different 'meanings'; 
similarly, where the noun is concerned, the forms differ in 
accordance with the 'meanings' which affect it, such as the 
diminutive and the broken plural, examples: zuyayd ['little 
Zayd'] and zuyud ['Zayd-s']. 

The second consists in changing the a~l of the word, 
without this change indicating that the word is affected by a 
new 'meaning', as is the case for the change from qawala to 
qtila. It is clear that this change is not effected in order to 
indicate a 'meaning' different from that of qawala - the a~l -
if the latter were used. 

Let us look, then, at the components of the two parts of ta~rif. 
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MORPHOLOGY 

Morphology enumerates the basic nominal and verbal structures 
(binya a~liyya) and describes the processes of derivation which 
make it possible to generate from them other forms of the 
language. A basic structure is an arrangement of the positions of 
consonants and vowels linked with a grammatical 'meaning' 
(ma'na II) (e.g. verb, past ... ). The positions of consonants and 
vowels are written F, ', and L: F=C1, first consonant; '=C2, 
second consonant; and L=C3, third consonant. The last of these is 
repeated to represent a fourth and, possibly, a fifth consonant. 
Thus CACC is writren FNL and CACCAC is written FA'LAL. 

The segments of the root (a~l) take their positions in the 
arrangements thus defined. The root itself is a complex element 
comprising two sides, one phonic (three or four consonants) and 
the other semantic (a semantic value common to all words which 
are derived from it, i.e. ma 'na I, see note 1). 

No new words, except plurals and diminutives, can be regularly 
derived from the basic nominal structures (ten triconsonantal: 
FA'L, FI'L, FU'L, FA'AL, FA'IL, FA'UL, FI'AL, FI'IL, FU'UL, 
FU'AL; six quadriconsonantal: FA 'LAL, FI'LIL, FU'LUL, 
FI'LAL, FI'ALL, FU'LAL; and four pentaconsonantal: 
FA'ALLAL, FI'LALL, FA'LALIL, FU'ALLIL). Hence, once their 
inventory is closed, they have been fully dealt with and we turn to 
the basic verbal forms (three triconsonantal: FA 'ALA, FA 'ILA and 
FA'ULA; and one quadriconsonantal: FA'LALA) which are the 
source of numerous morphological processes. 

A preliminary question, which has been the subject of long 
controversies, concerns the way in which the association between 
the root and these basic verbal structures is effected. The 
prevailing opinion is that the association between the two is 
brought about by means of a nominal form (the ma~dar) which, by 
expressing a process without linking it to a given time is 
conceptually simpler than the verbal form, which is intrinsically 
linked with time, and constitutes the initial stage of all 
derivational processes. 

Verbal morphology 

The basic structures, which assume the form of the third person 
masculine of perfective verbs, e. g. 4araba, are involved in two 
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types of processes: without augment and with augment. The first 
corresponds to what is traditionally called inflectional mor
phology, and the second to the morphology of derivation and 
composition. 

1 Derivation 'without augment' does not modify the basic 
consonantal structure and makes it possible to derive the verbal 
form of the imperfect and of the imperative, by prefixation and 
modification of the vocalic structure, as m: 

Peifect Imperfect Imperative 

kataba-+ yaktubu-+ uktub 

nazala-+ yanzilu-+ inzil 

fataha-+ yafta~u-+ ifta~ 

The elimination of the first vowel of katab is justified by a general 
constraint (any 4CV sequence is prohibited within a word) and 
the predictability of the alternation of the second (ali,a/u,a/ a) in 
accordance with the consonantal context, and the syntactic, or the 
semantic properties of the verb, have been debated at length, in 
particular the relationship between the presence of the a and that 
of a guttural in its immediate vicinity. 

2 Derivation 'with augment' modifies the consonantal pattern of 
the basic structure, by affixation or doubling, to give an 
augmented form, from which one can thereafter form an 
imperfect and an imperative. This modification is correlated with 
the expression of a grammatical 'meaning' (ma'na II). Hence, for 
example, in the augmented verbal form 'a_fala, the adding of the 
prefix 'a brings about a modification of the properties of the verb, 
since the verb fl.ahaba ('he has departed') acquires transitivity 
through this prefix: 'afl.haba ('he has caused to depart'). 

Derived nominal morphology 

Participles and their intensive forms, adjectives, nouns of time, 
place, and instrument, and comparatives are derived from the 
imperfect with which they have a relationship which is formal 
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(they share the same structure, CVCCVC: yafal, mafal, mafil, 
'afal ... ) and/or semantic. The explanation of the derivational 
schema (see Figure 4.1) proposed in Bohas and Guillaume (1984), 
applied to the intensive adjective 'akuwl ('guzzler'), enables one to 
have a more precise understanding of these processes. 

In the first stage, the root (its phonetic and semantic aspect) 
combines with the meaning (ma'na II) of the process and forms 
the ma~dar. The addition of the tense (past) is effected in the basic 
verbal structure FA 'ALA. Thence, by derivation without augment 
the imperfect is obtained, then, by nominal morphology, one 
obtains the participle FA"'IL which expresses 'the being of the 
subject' (the person who is eating) and its intensive form 
FA 'UWL. The central idea being that every element in the chain 
of derivation cumulates the 'grammatical meanings' of those 
which precede it and adds another one. This is how the 
relationships which exist between the binya-s, basic and derived, 
which can be found in the language are expressed; certain 
morphological or syntactic properties of the derived forms being 
deducible from their antecedents. 

From the nominal forms, basic or derived, it is possible to form 
the plural and the diminutive. These two processes are the subject 
of particularly intensive study because they are often the source of 
very complex phonological processes. 

In addition, ta~rif comprises a procedure of recognition which 
makes it possible to link all words in the language to one of the 
structures defined or produced by morphology. This procedure 
consists of assigning a pattern (wazn) to every word (except 
particles). The wazn is itself written by means of the symbols F'L 
and the augments are reproduced as they are. Thus, for a word 
like istarga'a ('to demand the return of something'), this procedure 
allows us to assign to it the wazn istafala, the perfect of an 
augmented verbal form, which is the same as saying that ista has 
been recognized as an augment, r as C1 (=F), ,~ as C2 (=') and 
'as. C3 (=L). 

PHONOLOGY 

Each phonetic form having been assigned to a structure, basic or 
augmented, it is still necessary to explain the discrepancies which 
exist between these structures and some of their phonetic 
realizations: for example, the form qa"la3 [qala] ('he said'). The 
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'kl (phonic side) 
'to eat' side: ma'nii I) 

[process] 

'akl ma~dar ('to eat') 

[verb] 
[past] 

FA'ALA structure 
!!!!!! 
'aka l a ('he ate') 

YAF'ULU (by derivation without augment) 
! ! ! ! ! ! ! 
ya' ku I u ('he eats') 

[the being of the subject] 

FA'"IL (by derived nominal morphology) 
UlUl 
'a" ki l 

FA'UWL 

u!!!! 

('eating', 'eater') 

' a k u w l ('guzzler') 

Figure 4.1 The process of word derivation (The various 'meanings' 
(ma'ani) are in square brackets.) 
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procedure of recognition makes it possible to detect the wazn 
fa 'ala, linking it ipso facto to the basic structure FA 'ALA ([verb], 
[perfect]), and permits the identif1cation of its root-segments: 
QWL. Thus, its phonetic form should be qawala. The function of 
the second part of the ta~rif is precisely to explain this gap between 
the representation at the end of the application of the identification 
procedure and the form actually pronounced (laf~). 

This explanation is always conceived in a synchronic system, 
linking the primary-form a~l to the occurring form, and the 
relevance of a diachronic explanation is explicitly denied: 

It should be un~erstood that when we say that the primary 
form (a~l) of qa"ma [qama] and ba"'a [ba'a] is qawama and 
baya'a, that of axa''fa [axija] and of aqa"ma [aqama] axwafa 
and aqwama, that of ista'a"na [ista'ana] and istaqa"ma 
[istaqama ], ista 'wana and istaqwama, that definitely does not 
mean that we are implying that, at some time, people 
pronounced qawama and bay a 'a, and so on for the forms 
which undergo transformations, and that this manner of 
speaking would have been dropped later on. We simply 
mean that if these forms were pronounced in accordance 
with the qiyas4 by referring to the forms which are similar to 

them, the pronunciation would be qawama, baya 'a, istaqwama 
and ista 'wana. 

(Ibn Ginn1, Mun~if, 1: 190) 

To illustrate what we have just said about the organization of 
the ta~rif and the argumentative procedures of AG, we will 
reproduce the arguments of Ibn Y a 'iS about the primary form of 
the verb qiila. This verb, as we have just seen, includes a w as 
second root-segment, but how is it possible to justify referring it 
to the basic structure FA'ALA rather than to FA'ILA or FA'ULA? 

If anyone should make the following objection: What right 
have you to say that the verbs of this class, such as qa "Ia 
[ qala], 'a" da ['ada], fa ''fa [ ftifa] and qa "ma [ qama], have the 
primary form (a~l) fa 'ala and not fa 'ila or fa 'ula, you shall 
answer that, in any case, these verbs could not have any 
other primary form than fa 'ala (like qaraba (to strike)), fa 'ila 
(like 'alima (to know)) and fa'ula (like ~arufa (to be 
distinguished)). 

It cannot be fa 'ila because their imperfect is yafulu, like 
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yaqwulu [yaqulu] and ya 'uwdu [ya 'udu ]; the primary represent
ation of these two forms is yaqwulu and ya 'wudu, then the u 
was moved forward. Now we know that yafulu cannot 
correspond to fa 'ila except in a few exceptional cases, such as 
faqila/yafqulu and mittaltamuwtu [tamutu], and an argument 
can only be based on general facts. 

(Sar~ al-MulUkl: 52) 

Granted that the imperfect of qala is yaqUlu, which has yaqwulu 
as its subjacent representation, it is impossible to uphold that qala 
goes back to the basic structure FA 'ILA, for the verbs with the 
basic structure FA'ILA form their imperfect in yafalu, apart from 
a few exceptions which do not enter int<? the argument. Finally, 
when we are dealing with opaque data, we have no reason to 
suppose that they are exceptional, but we must attempt to 
explain them in terms of general and well-established facts. 

It is not possible that it is FA'ULA either, and that for two 
reasons. The first is that the [ancient] Arabs said: qultu-hu (I 
said it) and 'udtu 1-marlq (I visited the sick person), while we 
know that FA'ULA is never transitive. The second is that if 
their primary form included a u (i.e. FA'ULA) the noun 
derived from it would be of the form fa 'iyl [fa 'i1], as is the 
case for ~arufa (to be distinguished) and ~ariyf [~arff] 
(distinguished), sarufa (to be noble) and sariyf [sarif] (noble). 
As such is not the case and, on the contrary, what is said is 
qa'"il [qa'il] (speaker) and 'a"'id ['a'id (visitor), it can only be 
fa 'ala and not fa 'ula. 

(ibid.) 

The first argument is particularly clear: all FA 'ULA are 
intransitive; now, the verbs analysed are transitive, therefore they 
cannot be assigned to FA 'ULA. The second brings us back to the 
chain of derivation on page 77. From all transitive verbs, we can 
indeed form an active participle, which the AG call ism alja'il, 
whereas from an intransitive verb an adjective (~ifa musabbaha) can 
be derived which most often has the formfa'i1. Since it is an active 
participle which is derived from qala and not an adjective, it is 
impossible for its primary form to be FA 'ULA. 

If, in the course of this argumentation, it has been demonstrated 
that two of the possible hypotheses must be rejected, then the 
third must be the right one, that is, the primary form to which the 
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rules of phonology must apply really is qawala. 
As for the formulation of the rules which describe the passage 

from the initial representation to the pronounced representation, it 
naturally includes precise phonetic contexts, but also morpho
logical data which can easily be expressed in the notation F'L. 
These rules in their turn are justified by a natural tendency which 
is supposed to have governed the linguistic behaviour of the 
ancient Arabs, the only speakers considered to be reliable 
informants:5 the lightness (xlffa) according to which a is lighter 
than i, which is in turn lighter than u (a)im), a gradation which 
agrees with the sonority scale of modern phoneticians. This 
gradation distributes all of the· segments of the language in the 
following way: 

a i u " y w consonants 

light heavy 

Phonological rules are applied in order to avoid 'heavy' sequences, 
which would have offended the linguistic sensitivity of ancient 
Arabs, which was characterized by a tendency towards general 
balance and harmony. As for the phonological processes which 
make it possible to avoid the manifestation of heavy sequences, 
they are of several kinds, as described in the following sections. 

Substitution (badal) 

Under this heading come all the phenomena of consonantal 
assimilation, thus: 

m is substituted for n when the latter is not followed by a 
vowel and comes before a b, as in 'anbar (amber) and qanbar 
(small), for which the phonetic form is: 'ambar and qambar 
. . . If the n is followed by a vowel it does not change to m 
and you say, in the plural: 'ana "bir [ 'atul"bir] and qana "bir 
[qanabir]. 

(Ibn Ginni, Muliikl: 289) 

Sophisticated criteria make it possible to decide which allopone 
figures in the primary form, examples of which are given in the 
following subsections. 
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Morphological parity 

One considers all the terms derived from the same root and, if one 
observes in one segmental position a segment which does not 
appear in the other terms, one concludes that it has been 
substituted for the one which appears in the other terms. For 
example (see al-Astarabarli, Safiya, III: 197): tawaggaha ('turn 
one's face towards'), muwagaha ('to face'), waglh ('possessing a 
beautiful face') and 'ugiih ('faces'), all derived from wagh ('face'). 
In the F position (first root-segment) there is always a w, except in 
'ugiih, where there is a ': we can conclude that the primary 
segment is the w, that the ' is the substituted segment, and that the 
primary form of this term is wuguwh. 

The lack of peer 

It can be seen that substitution has occurred because, if it were not 
said that the segment in question has been substituted for another, 
that would imply the existence of a structure which is unknown 
elsewhere. For example, if we do not say that the h of hara"qa 
[ haraqa] ('to pour') has been substituted for a ', that the ( of 
i~(abara ('to be patient') has been substituted for a t, like the first 
of the two d's in idda "raka [ iddaraka] ('to reach and seize one 
another'), we are led to suppose the existence of the structures 
ha]ala, ifra'ala, and iffa" 'ala which are unknown elsewhere' 
(al-Astarabarli, Safiya, III: 198-9). 

The phonetic reasons for the substitution in the case presented 
above are the following: 

The n which is not followed by a vowel is a flexible, weak 
segment which spreads, due to its resonance, into the nasal 
cavity. The b is a strong plosive segment, and its point of 
articulation is constituted by the lips. If we suppose that an 
n, not followed by a vowel, is pronounced before a b, there 
is a transition from a weak segment to one that has opposite 
specifications and which are incompatible with its own, 
which is 'heavy'. The Arabs therefore put an m in the place 
of the n, for the m shares with the n its nasal resonance and 
agrees with the b in respect of the point of articulation, since 
it is labial, so that instead of the dissonance existing between 
the n and the b, harmony between the sounds·is achieved. 

(Ibn Ya'is, Sar~ al-Mu/Ukl: 289-90) 
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This requirement for harmony, which constitutes the ultimate 
reason for the application of the rule of substitution, was a part 
of the nature of the ancient speakers of the language. 

Erasure ( ~a4/) 

This process applies particularly to verbs with an initial w which, 
when their perfect is of the FA'ALA class, lose this w in the 
imperfect, for example wa~ala/ya~ilu ('to arrive'), but keep it in the 
other cases, for example wagi'a/yawga'u ('to feel a pain') and 
wafura/yawfuru ('to be abundant'). For the AG, the rule must 
therefore be formulated in a precise enough way so that it only 
erases the w's of the first class, but they have also to find an 
explanation for the fact that it does not apply in a very similar 
context, that is in the FA 'ULA. 

Let us pass on to the account of Ibn Ginni: 

When the first radical of a verb the perfect of which is in 
FA'ALA and the imperfect in yafilu is a w, this w is erased 
because it occurs between a y and an i, as in wa 'ada (to 
promise), wazana (to weigh), warada (to arrive); the forms 
used in the imperfect are: ya 'idu, yazinu, yaridu, whereas the 
primary form is: yaw'idu, yawzinu, yawridu. The w is erased 
for the reason we have just mentioned. Our analysis is 
strengthened by the fact that if the w is followed by an a it is 
retained, as in yuwzanu, [yuzanu], yuwradu [yuradu] and 
yuw 'adu [yu 'adu] and it is based on the word of the 
Almighty: lam yalid wa-lam yuwlad [yulad} (He has not 
begotten dlld was not begotten). Similarly in yaw~al and 
yawgal the w is retained because it is followed by a. 

(Ibn Ginni, in Ibn Ya'iS, Sar~ al-MulUkl: 333-4) 

The erasure of the w is attributed to the heaviness of the 
sequence in question: 

If the w is erased, it is solely because of the heaviness which 
causes it to occur between a y and an i in the verb. The w 
is indeed considered heavy and is here surrounded by two 
elements which are also heavy: the y and the i [in the 
primary form: yaw 'idu]. Furthermore, the verb is, of itself, 
heavier than the noun, consequently, any additional heavi
ness which could affect it is felt more strongly than in the 
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noun. Since all these elements of heaviness are found 
together, it is necessary to effect a lightening thereof by 
erasing one of the elements held to be heavy. 

(Ibn Ya'is, Sar~ al-Mulukl: 334) 

If the cause of the erasure of the w is the heaviness of the 
sequence yXwXi, how can one explain the same fact in the other 
forms of the verb, for example na'idu (lpl.) (primary form: 
naw'idu) where this sequence is not met? The AG have recourse 
here, as in many other arguments, to the principle of class unity: 

They have related all the other forms of the imperfect to 
ya'idu and said: ta'idu, na'idu, 'a'idu. They have erased the w 
in these forms, although it was not situated between a w and 
an i, so that there would be no difference in the form of the 
imperfect and that there would be a unique pattern in the 
imperfect, in addition to the lightening brought about by 
erasing the w. 

(Ibn Ya'is, Sar~ al-MulUkl: 334-5) 

But if the cause of dropping the w is linked with its constituting 
a heavy sequence, how is it that in the imperfects of the FA 'ULA 
class, like watu'a/yawtu'u, the w is retained? Given the heaviness 
scale, a yXwXu sequence should be heavier than a yXwXi 
sequence. This objection has been the subject of long debate. It 
was made by Ibn Ginni himself to his teacher, Abu Ali, who 
replied that the stability of the FA'ULA class prevented the rule 
being applied. Indeed, whereas the verbs in FA 'ALA can have an 
imperfect in YAF'ULU, YAF'ILU, and YAF'ALU, those of the 
FA 'ULA class keep their u: they are therefore stable and this 
stability is opposed to all other changes, in particular to erasure. 
As for Ibn 'U~fiir (Mumti': 428ff.), he argues laboriously to 
demonstrate that the sequence yXwXu would be, in spite of 
appearances, lighter than the other. The justification for this rule 
has raised many other objections and was an important point in 
the controversy between the Ba~ra and Kufa 'schools'; for more 
details about this point, one should consult Kouloughli (1987a). 

Mutation (qalb) 

This process explains the transformations which affect the glides 
in accordance with their vowel context; hence: 
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Y is substituted for w when the latter is preceded by i, not 
followed by a vowel and not geminated. This is the case for 
miy'a"d [ml'ad] (promise), miyza"n [mi"zan] (scales), miyqa"t 
[mi"qat] (date), riy~ [ri"~] (wind) and diyma [di"ma] (continuous 
rain). In each of these cases, the y arises from the mutation 
of a w preceded by i and not followed by a vowel. Their 
primary forms are: miwza"n, miw'a"d, miwqa"t, riw~ and 
diwma, because they come from wazn, wa 'd, raw~, dawa "m 
(forms in which the w appears phonetically, since it is not 
preceded by a vowel). 

(Ibn Ya'IS, Sar~ al-Muliikt: 242) 

It should be remembered that for the AG, there are three glides: 
thew, they, and the ", which correspond respectively to u, i, and 
a. We will study in detail the argumentation of the AG in respect 
of the intervocalic glide, for example in forms like qala and rama, 
the primary forms of which are qawala and ramaya. Ibn Ginni 
expresses the process in the following way: 

When the w and the y are preceded by an a and followed by 
a vowel, they are changed into alif, except in a few 
exceptional cases which reveal the primary form and give 
clues to its composition, or when there is fear of ambiguity, 
or when the retaining of the glide as such constitutes a sign. 

(in Ibn Ya'IS, Sar~ al-Mu!Ukt: 218) 

Here are some examples in which the mutation has taken 
place: qa"ma [qama] (to rise) and ba'"a [ba'a] (to sell). Their 
primary forms are: qawama and baya'a; also ta"la [!ala] (to be 
long), xa''fa [xafa] (to fear) and ha"ba [haba] (to fear) of 
which the primary forms are: fawula, xawifa and hayiba; an 
alif has been substituted for the two segments w and y. The 
same applies to 'a~an (rod) and ra~an (mill), the primary 
forms of which are: 'a~awun and ra~ayun. The primary forms 
of gaza" [gaza] (to make a raid) and rama" [rama] are gazawa 
and ramaya and the change was carried out for the reason 
which we have mentioned. 

(ibid.: 218-19) 

As the examples show, mutation can apply to the w andy of the 
second radical in the verbs of each class and to the w and the y of 
the third radical in nouns and verbs. It is therefore a process 
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whose field of application is very wide. The phonetic context is 
therefore very precise: 

The justification of the rule by recourse to the linguistic feeling 
of the speakers is provided, for example, by Ibn Y a 'is: 

The cause of the mutation of the w and y into alif ( ") when 
they are preceded by a and followed by a vowel is that the 
union of similar sounds was distasteful to them. It is for the 
same reason that gemination is necessary in sadda (to tighten) 
and madda (to extend). 

(Sar~ al-Muliikl: 220) 

If, in the primary form of these last two verbs, that is sadada and 
madada, one can easily see that the sequence of the two consonants 
can constitute a union of like sounds, one must wonder where the 
like sounds are in the primary forms qawala and bay a 'a. The 
answer to this question may be found in the Sar~ al-Mufa~~al of 
Ibn Ya'iS: 

It is because the w is counted as two u's and they as two i's; 
as they are both preceded by a and followed by a vowel 
themselves, that amounts to four similar elements . . .. 
Granted that this is so, they used the alifbecause it cannot be 
followed by a vowel. 

(X: 16) 

One can be sure that the sequence of four similar elements will 
not arise again; indeed, to be unable to be followed by a vowel is, 
for the AG, one of the distinctive properties of the alif. 

However, this justification, to which is due the application of 
the rule, is hardly sound and that is why its field is limited to the ' 
and the L of words, and that is also why the rule is subject to 
numerous conditions. The first condition is that the vowel which 
follows the w or the y should be supplied by the base and not be 
of epenthetic origin. The second condition is that 'the application 
of the mutation process should not give rise to an ambiguous 
form'; thus in the dual, in qaqaya" for example, the rule is not 
applied, because its application would give rise to the appearance 
of qaqa" [ qaqa] and the form of the dual would lead to confusion 

85 

w

w
ww w



THE ARABIC LINGUISTIC TRADITION 

with the singular form. The third condition is that if the word is a 
noun it should resemble the verbal form; so the rule is not applied 
to nazawa"n and galaya"n, for a verbal base in FA 'ALA"N does 
not exist. 

If we return to the primary form qawala and apply the rule to it, 
as it has been formulated, we have to ask ourselves another 
question: if the w becomes ", that gives rise to qa"ala; now, the 
spoken form being qa"la [qala], how is the disappearance of the a 
effected? 

You should know [replies Ibn Ya 'IS] that mutation applies to 
the w and y only after these two segments have been 
weakened by the erasure of the vowel which follows them. 
That does not imply that the rule applies to sawt or sayx, for 
here the glides are not followed by vowels in the base and 
there is therefore no reason to lighten the sequence by 
erasing the vowel on the right. If you wanted to change the 
w and the y directly into alif, in words like qawama and 
bay a 'a, when they are still followed by vowels, it would not 
be possible because the vowel would protect them. 

(Sar~ al-MulUkt: 225) 

It is therefore necessary to add all these elements to the 
formulation of the rule: 

V /supplied by the base 
1 

~ " I a_ 0 /pattern identical to the verbal patterns 

The appearance of the forms qa"la [qala] and ba"'a [ba'a] will 
therefore be explained in the following way: 

Primary form (a~l): qawala ramaya 

Analysis: awa and aya constitute sequences which are rejected by 
the linguistic. intuition of the speakers of the language. 

Weakening of the glide by erasing the vowel, which gives: 
qaw@la ramay@ 

Changing of the glide to alif: qa"la rama" 

As for the alif, which is, as we said on page 84, the low 
homorganic glide of a, it is distinguished from the two others (w 
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and y) by certain properties: it is never followed by vowels; it can 
never be situated at the beginning of a word; it cannot be 
pronounced in isolation but must necessarily be realized after an a, 
which is the only vowel after which it can occur; it cannot be 
geminated; it is not a part of basic structures, either in nouns or in 
verbs. At any rate, it allows the AG to treat what we call the 
long vowels in a unified way. For them the a of qala, like the u of 
yaqulu and the I of yabl'u are composed of two elements: a vowel 
(~araka) and a consonantal segment (~arj), which allows perfect 
isomorphy between the sequences evv and eve (see 
Kouloughli 1986). 

Transfer (naql) 

This is a metathesis glide/vowel in certain verbal radicals and in 
those which present an identical structure: yaqwulu - yaquwlu. 
Studying the twql will allow us to state precisely once more what 
the formulation of a phonological process is for the ALT. 

Vocalic transfer is produced in the imperfect of all verbs 
which include a glide in ' position, like yaquwmu [yaqumu] 
(to rise), yabiy 'u [yabl'u] (to sell), yaxa ''fu [yaxafu] (to fear) 
and yaha"bu [yahabu] (to fear). Their primary form is: 
yaqwumu, yabyi'u, yaxwafu and yahyabu; the u, the i and the a 
have been transferred to the preceding segment. This 
consists therefore in giving a vowel to a segment which did 
not have one and taking away a vowel from a segment 
which had one. In yaxawfu and yahaybu, the w and the y 
change into alif because they were followed by a vowel in 
the underlying form and are now preceded by a. The same 
applies to the derived verbs with a glide in ' position, like 
yuqiymu [yuqlmu] (form IV of qama), yuriydu [yurldu] (form 
IV, to want), yasta'iynu [yasta'lnu] (form X, to call for help), 
yastariybu [yastarlbu] (form X, to be sceptical) the primary 
form of which is yuqwimu, yurwidu, yasta 'winu, yastaryibu. 
The i has been transferred to the preceding segment and the 
glide is now without a vowel, whereas in the primary form 
it was followed by an i, then the w was changed into y, by 
dint of the fact that it is preceded by i and not followed by a 
vowel. 

(Ibn Ginni in Ibn Ya'is, Sar~ al-MulUkl: 444-5) 
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The facts treated here pose a problem both as regards the 
application of the rules and the justification by having recourse to 
the linguistic intuition of the ancient speakers of the language. In 
the simplest cases it seems to be, as we have said before, a 
phenomenon of metathesis which none of the Arab grammars 
which are at all consistent has failed to include. As the imperfect 
of the FA'ALA verb always has the structure yaCCVC, say 
yifulu for example, we assume under a qiyas that qawama has 
yaqwumu for the primary form of the imperfect, and we will have 
seen that the passage from yaqwumu to yaquwmu [yaqumu] has been 
effected by means of metathesis. But why must the sequence Cwu 
be transformed into Cuw, when it is commonly found in the 
language, for example in dalwun ('bucket'), and in ;;;abyun 
('gazelle')? Al-AstarabaQ,i says expressly (Sa.fiya, III: 144) that a 
glide preceded by a consonant and followed by a vowel should 
not be subject either to transformation or to mutation, for this 
sequence is light. So does Ibn Y a 'iS: 'When a glide is preceded by 
a consonant, the vowel does not weigh down on it' (Sar~ 
al-Mulitkl, 448). 

The explanation of the process resembles the one invoked to 
justify the erasure of the w in naw 'idu, that is the unity of the 
paradigm, but here it is broadened: 

The application of phonological processes in these imperfects 
was made necessary, in spite of the fact that the w and the y 
are preceded by a consonant [and are therefore light], by the 
fact that they have been related to the perfect: qa "la [ qala], 
ba'"a [ba'a], xa''fa [xafa] and ha"ba [haba]. Since all the verbs 
constitute one single genus, the speaker found it distasteful 
that rules would apply to one [the perfect] without being 
applied to the other [the imperfect]. 

(Ibn Ya'is, Sar~ al-Mulitkl: 446--7) 

We therefore have a new case where the application of a rule to 
a 'light' form is justified by reference to the related 'heavy' form, 
but this time no longer within a paradigm, but within a 'genus': 
the verb and its derived forms. The argument is supported by 
cases where, in order to safeguard the unity of the genus, 
processes are at work in the forms of the perfect because they are 
applied to the forms of the imperfect, which are considered to be 
heavy. 

But let us now consider yaxa''fu [yaxiju] and yaha"bu [yahabu]. 
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Ibn Ginni says that the w and the y of their primary form, yaxwafu 
and yahyabu, are changed into alif. Now, it is obvious that these 
primary forms do not answer the phonetic context of the rule of 
mutation, at least not in the standard conception of the application 
of a rule, but the latter does not correspond with that of the AG. 
For them, a rule can always refer to an earlier state of the 
derivation, and the application of mutation to obtain yaxa'ju 
constitutes an excellent example of this. Mutation, as we have 
seen, applies in a phonetic context where the glide is preceded by 
a and followed by a vowel. If we consider the primary form 
yaxwafu, we note that the w is indeed followed by a vowel and 
that the context of the right side of the mutation is fully satisfied. 
The vowel transfer gives the form yaxawfu and that is where the 
context of the left side of the mutation rule is satisfied, since the w 
is preceded by a vowel, precisely the a which has just been 
transferred. This can be set out in the following way: 

Primary form 

Transposition 

Analysis 

Mutation 

Application 

yaxwafu 

yaxa 'ju [yaxafu] 

But what will happen in a case where the subjacent form does not 
contain a vowel, as in form IV of qama, aqama? The primary form 
being aqwama, the w is not preceded by a vowel and yet mutation 
has been applied after the transfer, to give aqa"ma [aqama]. This 
does not create a bigger problem than the w in na 'idu or the 
transfer of the u in yaqwulu: 'If forms like ara"da [arada] and aqa"ma 
[aqama] have been affected by changes, it is because they have 
been related to the simple form' (Ibn Ya'is, Sar~ al-Mu/Ukl: 449), 
that is qawama and rawada, where the heavy sequence effectively 
exists. We see how far the unity of the genus must be extended to 
justify the application of the rules here. 
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Gemination (idgam) 

When the ' and the L are identical consonants, two rules apply: a 
rule of erasure, when the sequence in question is preceded by a 
vowel, as in madada, which becomes madda; and a rule of 
metathesis when it is not: yamdudu becomes yamuddu. 

In each verb whose second and third root-segments have the 
same point of articulation, gemination is effected without 
exception in the perfect, as in sadda (to tighten), madda (to 
pull), qanna (to keep back) and ~abba!l.a zaydun (how 
handsome Zayd is!). Their primary forms are respectively: 
sadada, madada, qanina and ~abuba. The union of such 
segments, both followed by a vowel, was considered heavy, 
so that the first consonant was geminated with the 
second . . . . In the imperfect, the transfer of the vowel is 
effected, as in yasuddu, yamuddu, yaqannu, yasta 'iddu and 
yafma'innu. The vowel was transferred and then the first of 
the two identical consonants was geminated with the 
second. 

(Ibn Ginni, in Ibn Ya'iS, Sar~ al-Muliikl: 450--1) 

The phonetic context and the changes effected by the rule are 
clear, but what is their justification? 

They found it distasteful to unite identical segments, for it 
seemed to them that it was heavy to move the tongue from a 
place only to put it back there immediately afterward, which 
is an irksome operation for it. Al-Xali:l compared this to the 
gait of a man in chains: he raises his foot and puts it down in 
the same place, or almost, because his shackles prevent him 
from moving forward and lengthening his step . . .. When 
the two identical consonants are separated neither by a 
vowel nor by a pause, they become, due to the fact that they 
are so strongly linked, as if they are fitted one into the other, 
in such a way that the tongue articulates them at the same 
time, strongly: they found that lighter than to have to raise 
the tongue twice. 

(Ibn Ya'iS, Sar~ al-Muliikl: 451-2) 

Gemination is not effected, however, in the nouns. It is not, 
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furthermore, the only phonological process which distinguishes 
the verb from the nouns, applying to the former and not to the 
latter. The nouns being considered as lighter, the heaviness which 
is constituted by the succession of identical elements appeared 
tolerable and did not cause any change. 

Gemination having been effected, both elements have a special 
status: 

'They are as if imbricated in one another', and 'the tongue 
articulates them together', and furthermore, they escape 
certain phonological processes, for example, mutation. It has 
in fact been established that the sequence uy changes to uw, 
as in muysirun which is realized as muwsirun [musirun] (easy), 
but if the y is geminated, as in 'uyyal (poor) and suyyal 
(plural of sa'il: liquid), mutation does not take place: if the w 
and the y are geminated, they reinforce one another and 
escape mutation because their status of a glide vanishes, and 
their resemblance to the a/if, which is never geminated, is 
diminished; the two geminated segments have, in fact, the 
status of a single element, the tongue articulates them 
together, so that the geminated group has the same status as 
a consonant followed by a vowel. 

(Ibn Y a 'iS, Sar~ al-MulUkl: 497) 

The late phonological processes 

Finally, ta~rif entails late processes of erasure and epenthesis which 
are intended to explain the phenomena of pause and sandhi. In 
both cases, the aim is once more to avoid 'heavy' sequences 
considered to be 'unpronounceable', which would consist of two 
consecutive consonants not followed by a vowel. This 'lightening' 
is effected by erasure or epenthesis. 

Erasure 

'The erasure of the alif occurs in lam yaxaf and lam yahab. Their 
subjacent forms are yaxa'Ju and yaha"bu' (Ibn Ya'iS, Sar~ 
al-Mufa~~al, IX: 122). The first stages are therefore known; they 
bring transposition and mutation into play: 
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Primary form yaxwafu yahyabu 

Transposition yahaybu 

Mutation yaxa')u yaha"bu 

'The introduction of the particle of apocope has led to the erasure 
of the last vowel. The erasure of this last vowel gives rise to the 
forms yaxa') and yaha"b' (Sar~ al-Mufa~~al, ibid.). These forms 
include a sequence of two consonants without vowels, the " and 
the for b, 'and the " is erased, because of the coming together of 
the two consonants without a vowel' (Sar~ al-Mufa~~al, ibid.). 
This gives rise to the two attested forms: yaxaf and yahab. In the 
forms yabi' and yaqum, it is the y and w which are erased (from 
yabiy'u ~ yabiy' and yaquwmu ~ yaquwm) in a like manner. 

Epenthesis 

The groups of three consonants are separated by a rule of 
epenthesis which inserts an i after the first one: 

The general rule, in all cases where two consonants without 
a vowel come together is to insert an i after the ftrst, as in 
bagat i l-'ama (the slave fornicated) and in qa"mat i l- ga"riya 
(the servant arose), and is not applied only when there is a 
good reason for not doing so. 

(Ibn Ya'iS, Sar~ al-Mufa~~al, IX: 127) 

The heavy sequence constituted by t 1 ' and t I g, which was 
offensive to the ancient speakers' linguistic feeling, was thus 
lightened. This heaviness of the three vowelless consonants is 
presented by Ibn Ginni (Xa~a'is, 1: 90) as an articulatory constraint 
which is a part of human nature and applies 'as well to the black
skinned as to the red-skinned'; but, Ibn Ginn! wonders, how then 
can we explain how the sequence in question is found in Persian, 
as in ma"st ('milk')? For Ibn Ginn! that only occurs when the first 
is an alif and, as the alif resembles an a, it is as if it were mast, and 
two vowelless consonants are permissible in the pausal forms 
(al-Astaraba~!i. Sa.fiya, II: 210). Others did not fail to point out 
that it is not only with the a/if that the occurrence of three 
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consonants can be observed in Persian, since there are words like 
kuwst ('meat'). It must be noted in conclusion that it is only in this 
debate about the coming together of vowelless consonants that 
any Arab grammarians took any interest, and that only margin
ally, in the phonetic facts presented by neighbouring languages; 
for them there was never any question of doing general or 
comparative linguistics. 

PHONETICS 

Unlike morpho-phonology, which has remained the exclusive 
domain of grammarians, phonetics has interested numerous 
categories of scholars in the Arabo-Islamic cultural system, and 
has benefitted to various degrees from different approaches. 
Among these was, of course, that of the grammarians proper, but 
also that of the specialists of tagwld, the ritual recitation of the 
Qur'an, and that of the physiologists. We will try in the following 
subsections to give a synthetic idea of the most significant 
contributions of these three approaches to the study of the sound 
system of Arabic. 

The phonetics of the grammarians 

It is reasonable to consider that the earliest analysts of the sound 
system of Arabic were the obscure precursors who adapted the 
North-Western Semitic writing system to the needs of their 
South-Western Semitic language. Unfortunately nothing is 
known about them. Not much is known either about their 
successors, who, under the impulse of the Umayyad caliph 'Abd 
al-Malik Ibn Marwin (d. 86/705) and, according to numerous 
traditions, under the supervision of the governor of Iraq, 
al-J:Iaggag Ibn Y iisuf, made the Arabic script better adapted to the 
needs of an administrative language by providing it with diacritic 
dots and vocalization marks. It seems obvious that the high degree 
of functional adaptation of the writing system they evolved arises 
from a profound technical analysis of the workings of the 
phonetic system of Arabic. But they have left us no trace of their 
thoughts on that matter. 

The first name which may be cited in the phonetic study of 
Arabic is that of al-Xalll (d. around 175/791). Various more or 
less legendary traditions associate his name with the 'invention' of 
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many 'Arabic sciences' such as metrics, lexicology, music, and 
even mathematics. As far as phonetics is concerned, the fact is that 
an apparently early lexicographical work attributed to him, the 
Kitab al-'Ayn, is arranged according to a definitely phonetic 
pattern. The lexical units are arranged following a phonetic 
scheme, that is in such a way that their radical consonants start 
from the lower points of articulation, in the throat, and proceed 
upwards to the lips. This explains the title of the book, which is 
the name of the voiced fricative pharyngeal in Arabic, one of the 
lowest-articulated consonants in the language. Apart from the 
direct contributions of al-Xalil, it should be noted that in many 
passages of Si:bawayhi's Kitab where phonetic and phonological 
questions are raised, reference is explicitly made to the teachings 
of al-Xalil, which suggests that in these matters he may have been 
considered an authority in his time. 

Coming to Si:bawayhi, it may be said that phonetics is probably 
the domain in which his teachings have been most widely and 
faithfully accepted. In fact, his treatment of phonetic matters is 
quite marginal, as it comes only at the end of the Kitab, when he 
discusses the problems of assimilation (idgam) in certain classes of 
words. Only at that point does he feel the need to give a general 
view of the classification of Arabic speech sounds, their social 
classification into high and low variants and the major phonetic 
traits according to which they are to be classified. His whole 
presentation of these general questions does not take more than a 
few pages, but the method and terminology he uses to do so will 
be re-used with great faithfulness by all his successors, and it may 
be said that nothing radically new has been added to his basic 
approach since then. 

The classification of Arabic consonants, elaborated by 
Si:bawayhi and practically re-used without modifications by 
subsequent grammarians, rests on what has to be recognized as a 
system of phonetic features. These features describe not only the 
points and manner of articulation of each segment, but also a 
number of general properties, partly articulatory and partly 
auditory, which are supposed to organize all the segments into 
families of sounds. These features generally present a positive and 
a negative value. Among the most general ones are the opposition 
between 'loud' and 'murmured' consonants (maghiira/mahmiisa), 
which has been the object of much controversy in contemporary 
linguistic and orientalistic circles, and the opposition between 
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'strong' and 'soft' consonants (sadldalrixwa). 
Sibawayhi's phonetic analysis also clearly differentiates between 

primary articulation, which gives a sound its basic identity, and 
secondary articulations, which help differentiate segments belong
ing, so to say, to the same family. For example 'emphasis' (itbaq) 
is clearly identified as a secondary phonetic feature, for the author 
of the Kitab writes, concerning the so-called 'emphatic' con
sonants of Arabic: 

As to these four [consonants], they have two points of 
articulation with the tongue . . . and were it not for 
emphasis [f] would become [d], [~] would become [s] and [?] 
would become [g]; as to [9] it would no longer exist in the 
language for there is no other sound sharing the same point 
of articulation. 

(Kitab, II: 406) 

The problematic status of syllables in Arabic linguistic studies 
has already been alluded to and will again be touched upon in the 
chapter on metrics (Chap. 7). It seems appropriate, in this section 
dealing with the phonetic intuitions of the Arabic grammarians, to 
mention that the terms for 'consonant' and 'vowel' universally 
used in the technical literature, that is ~aif and ~araka, respectively 
mean, as far as etymology is concerned, 'limit' and 'movement'. 
This suggested to some scholars (particularly Hadj-Salah 1971) 
that there might very well be, hidden behind these acccepted 
terms, an intuition, if not an explicit theory of syllable structure. 
This idea is further strengthened by the fact that the simplest 
syllabic sequence, that formed by a consonant followed by a 
vowel, received in the Arabic linguistic tradition the name of 
'mobile segment' (~aif muta~arrik), while the final consonant of a 
closed syllable was qualified as 'quiescent' (sakin). If this 
admittedly does not constitute a fully-fledged syllabic theory, it 
would, however, be a very weak position indeed to maintain that 
this consistently 'kinetic' terminology does not suggest a coherent 
conception of the dynamic aspects of consonant-vowel combina
tion and that it is only an inexplicable and non-significant 
metaphor. 

The precision and sophistication of Arabic phonetic scholarship 
has led some orientalists to hypothesize an Indian influence on the 
elaboration of these ideas. But as far as we know, no convincing 
argument has ever been proposed in support of this view. 
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The next great name in Arabic phonetics after Sibawayhi is Ibn 
Ginni (d. 392/1002). He is the author of the first book almost 
exclusively devoted to the study of the phonetic properties of 
Arabic,· a book which he entitled Sirr ~ina'at al-i'rab. His other 
well-known book, 'The Peculiarities' (Xa~a'i~). also abounds in 
phonetic observations. Ibn Ginni seems to have been the first 
grammarian to clearly and unambiguously recognize vowels as 
phonetic segments on a par with consonants though differing 
from them on account of their manner of articulation. He also 
seems to have clearly felt the functional complementarity between 
these two major classes of sounds with respect to the constitution 
of syllables. Some passages of these two texts even suggest that he 
had perceived the linguistic importance of stress and intonation, a 
fact which, if properly ascertained, would belie the widely 
received opinion that Arabic linguists completely failed to 
recognize these phenomena. Moreover, Ibn Ginni proposed a 
detailed analysis of the phonotactic constraints which bear upon 
the collocational possibilities of consonants in an Arabic root. 

The phonetics of the reciters 

It is generally admitted that the first way in which the Qur'an was 
learnt and transmitted was through oral tradition. Actually, even 
after the establishment of the 'U.!_manian corpus, this mode of 
transmission remained the main one. The best witness to this is 
that the Islamic community had to admit that there existed seven 
more or less divergent oral traditions (qira'at) concerning the 
rendering of a number of passages in the sacred text. These 
recognized oral traditions were the object of careful codification, 
and more generally, the ritual recitation of the Qur'an evolved 
quite early into a fully-fledged technical specialization requiring 
long and painstaking training. 

There exists an abundant literature on the art of ritual recitation 
(tagwld) but it should be borne in mind that a great number of the 
technical terms used to describe the modes of articulation of 
sounds, the proper rhythm, and the techniques of pausing cannot 
be properly understood without empirical demonstrations from 
specialists who have mastered the art of recitation through 
practice with experienced masters. 

On the whole, the field of tagwld constitutes an invaluable 
source of information on a number of questions relating to the 
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phonetics of Arabic. This is essentially due to the fact that it was 
essential to this mainly empirical discipline to record in extremely 
fine detail the phonetic realization of every sound of the Arabic 
language and to keep track of the minutiae of the modification of 
the articulatory and/ or acoustic properties of each sound in almost 
every possible environment. 

One of the domains in which a careful study of the techniques 
of tagwld could be most rewarding is doubtless that of the 
prosodic properties of Arabic. In many instances, it is crucial that 
certain pauses be respected or, on the contrary, forbidden in the 
recitation of the Qur'an lest the meaning should be gravely 
impaired. Consequently, the specialists of tagwld developed an 
impressive descriptive apparatus indicating to the reader when to 
observe an obligatory pause, or a facultative one, and when 
continuous reading is mandatory. 

This information is all the more important because it still has a 
physical realization through the techniques of recitation trans
mitted from generation to generation to the specialists of tagwld. 
Unfortunately, too little scholarly work has been conducted in 
this field so that most of what could be learnt from it still remains 
to be discovered and interpreted. 

The phonetics of the physiologists 

What we have in mind in this last section is essentially the research 
conducted by physicians on the workings of the human vocal 
apparatus. The work most representative of this research is 
undoubtedly Ibn Sina's (d. 429/1037) book on 'The Causes of the 
Production of Speech Sounds' (Asbab ~udu.!_ al-~uriij). It is a 
very brief treatise presenting in no more than a score of pages 
almost all that was known to Arabic physiology about the 
production of speech sounds. The book is divided into six 
chapters respectively devoted to the following issues: 

the cause of the production of sound (in general); 
the cause of the production of speech sounds; 
the anatomy of the vocal apparatus; 
the analysis of each Arabic speech sound; 
the analysis of non-Arabic speech sounds; 
the non-vocal synthesis of speech-like sounds. 

Among the things that one 1s surprised to discover, when 
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reading this booklet, is the fact that the vibratory nature of sound 
and the basic structure of the auditory process had been correctly 
identified. This is what Ibn Sina writes on the subject: 

I think that the immediate cause of sound is the strong and 
fast undulation (tamawwug) of the air whatever the cause of 
this may be ... Then that wave (mawg) is transmitted to the 
still air in the auditory meatus and makes it vibrate 
(yumawwiguhu) so that the nerve spread over its surface can 
feel that. 

(Asbab: 4-5) 

This text may also be the first one, as far as we can tell, that 
correctly identifies the role of the larynx and the vocal cords in the 
production of speech sounds. In his third chapter, Ibn Sina, after 
giving a detailed description of the different components of the 
laryngeal cavity and their movements relative to one another, says 
that these movements cause a narrowing or a widening of the 
pharynx and that this is the reason for the acute or grave quality 
of sounds. 

Finally, this treatise may very well be the first one to have 
tackled the question of the artificial synthesis of speechlike sounds. 
In the last chapter a number of experimental ways of producing 
sounds imitating those produced by human beings are suggested, 
and conclusions are drawn from these experiments concerning the 
way speech-sounds are actually produced by humans. 

NOTES 

1 In the field of ta~rif, rna'nii has two meanings: 

the semantic content of a root, e.g. the concept 'strike' linked to 
J?RB; 
the syntactico-semantic properties of a form. 

We will therefore speak of rna 'nii I and rna 'nii II when we want to refer 
precisely to each of them. 

2 The syntactico-semantic properties rna 'nii II of each of these forms are 
the following: 

qaraba: [verb], [past] 
qarraba: [intensivity ], [verb], [past] 
taqarraba: [middle voice] of qarraba 
taqiiraba: [middle voice] of qiiraba 
'i4taraba: [middle voice] of qaraba. 

3 For the ALT, all long vowels are analysed into a vowel followed by a 
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homorganic glide which constitutes the element which prolongs the 
vowel. There are three glides: w, homorganic with u; y, homorganic 
with i; and the alif, which we symbolize with ", homorganic with a. In 
order to facilitate reading, we also give the usual transcription in square 
brackets. 

4 See pp. 22-6. 
5 See pp. 26--30. 
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5 

MAJOR TRENDS IN THE 
STUDY OF TEXTS 

Besides grammar, whose historical development and logical 
structure have been presented in the previous chapters, Arabic 
culture evolved interesting approaches to the analysis of language 
and texts in four other fields of research: literary criticism (naqd), 
rhetoric in the Greek sense (xa(aba), the foundations of juris
prudence (u~Ul al-:fiqh), and rhetoric in the Arabo-Islamic sense 
(balaga). The common denominator of these four fields of research 
is that they are all concerned, though for different reasons, with 
the study of texts, whether literary, religious, or legal. That is 
why the present chapter will be devoted to a brief presentation of 
them. One should not forget, however, that although these four 
disciplines were considered different both from grammar and 
from each other, they all belonged to the same cultural fabric, so 
that quite often one and the same scholar could be involved in the 
practice of two of them or even more. Consequently, it should 
not be surprising to see that many questions were the object of 
discussion in more than one of these fields, and that a number of 
concepts were in use in different disciplines, sometimes with 
different terminology. 

LITERARY CRITICISM 

This field is the more specifically Arabian in scope and method, 
and is almost entirely concerned with the analysis of poetry. Its 
first manifestations may be traced back to the pre-Islamic period 
when, as tradition has it, some authorities were called upon to 
judge the comparative poetic skills of two or more poets, each 
claiming to be the best. The reports transmitted to us by tradition 
as to the content of these judgements suggest that they were based 
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on very heterogeneous views, mingling formal considerations 
relating to the well-formedness of verse, and semantic ones 
having to do with what vocabulary was considered appropriate 
for the treatment of a given theme. Sometimes even moral 
principles might be called to bear on the overall aesthetic 
evaluation of poetry. The language used to express these 
judgements, mostly made up of coarse comparisons and crude 
metaphors, sounds strangely primitive and wild to the modern 
reader, and is, at any rate, so subjective that it can hardly be 
transposed to any situation other than that which gave birth to it. 
Yet, however archaic and unsophisticated they may be, these 
views suggest that there already existed, in the Gahiliyya, some 
sense of the fact that a text could be more highly praised than 
another for form and/or meaning. 

As a matter of fact, it is not before the establishment of the 
Abbassid caliphate and the evolution of Islamic society from the 
status of loosely federated Beduin tribes or small villages and 
towns to that of a centralized empire with important cities and a 
powerful administrative class, that one finds texts which can really 
be ascribed to the birth of a critical attitude towards literary 
production. 

Al-A~ma'i (d. 216/831) seems to have been the first author to 
have composed a study (actually a booklet) on 'Major Poets' 
(Fu~Ulat). But his contribution remained essentially eclectic and 
subjective and he is remembered primarily as an immense 
transmitter (rawiya) of traditional poetry and a reference (!jqa) 
for all that has to do with the ancient Arabian literary heritage. 
Al-Guma):J.i (d. 232/846) with his 'Classes of Poets' Cfabaqat) 
constitutes the first philological approach to literary texts in 
Arabic culture. He attempted a historical and geographical 
classification of poets, both pre-Islamic and Islamic, and attached 
considerable importance to the question of the authenticity of 
authorship. This preoccupation was quite new at that time and as 
a matter of fact ran counter to the widespread habit, very frequent 
in oral cultures, of ascribing texts to great poets without much 
worrying about the validity of such ascriptions. Al-Guma):Jfs 
concern with authenticity had probably much to do with the 
strategic status that old Arabian poetry had gained in the cultural 
fabric of Islamdom as a key to the lexical and grammatical 
elucidation of Qur'an and I:Jadi! texts. But whatever his reasons 
were, al-Guma):Ji may be considered one of the first modern 
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philologists as far as the question of the recension of literary texts 
is concerned. 

On the other hand, and although al-Gumai).i still makes use of 
al-A~ma'i's primitive concept of fu~ula (literally 'maleness') to 
characterize great poets, he can be credited with a number of new 
ideas which would help develop the technical analysis of literary 
texts in later times. For instance, he is the first author to have 
established the technical term for literary criticism (naqd), a term 
borrowed from the field of money changers and originally applied 
to the operation of testing coins to assess their real value. He also 
contributed interesting views in what one could call an incipient 
sociology of literature by trying to elucidate such questions as 
where and why poetry emerges in a community, and how it is 
transmitted. 

With al-Gumai).i the era of precursors in literary criticism came 
to an end. The age of mature elaboration of this field as an 
independent domain of scholarship now opened up. This process 
took place in an atmosphere of lively debate concerning the place 
of the old Arabic literary heritage and its cultural relevance in the 
new Islamic community. With the conquests, the Arabs had 
inherited the economic and cultural achievements of more highly 
civilized groups, whose elites now fought for their cultural legacy 
to find a dominant place in the emerging society. This meant 
objecting to the dominant role that traditional Arabic culture was 
trying to maintain for itself and led to almost systematic 
disparagement of everything felt to be typically Arabian. And 
since the main cultural heritage of the Arabs was, besides the 
unassailable religious texts, their poetic corpus, it was against that 
corpus that the most systematic attacks were conducted. One of 
the arguments of the su'ubiyya (i.e. the non-Arab elite) was that a 
dominant role for old Arabic poetry could not be justified in the 
name of Islam, which had condemned it as basically pagan and 
impious. It was usually added that this literature could not 
compare with that of more civilized peopfe as to good taste, nor 
in matters of edification or entertainment. 

Now, considering the fundamental place that old Arabic poetry 
occupied in the elucidation of religious and legal texts, these 
attacks were bound to appear to the religious-minded people as 
potentially jeopardizing the very basis of the new community. It 
was therefore quite natural that a strong anti-.Su 'ubiyya tide, 
defending Arabism and the Arabic literary heritage, should spring 
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up. Two great characters will, in the course of this rehabilitation 
of the Arab component in the cultural fabric of the new society, 
make major contributions to the field of literary criticism: 
al-Ga}:Ii~ (d. 254/868) and Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889). 

Al-Ga}:Ii~, one of the greatest prose writers in the Arabic 
language in view of the quantity and the quality of his literary 
production, seized all possible opportunities to display the 
eminence of the Arabic heritage and to show that there is no field 
of learning and wisdom in which the Arabs did not make valuable 
contributions. His epoch-making 'Book of Expression and 
Exposition' (Bayan wa-1-tabyln) is nothing less than an encyclo
paedia of all contemporary knowledge concerning the evaluation 
of texts and more generally human expression, Arabic or other. It 
is not an exaggeration to say that everything that has been done in 
the several fields of text linguistics in Arabic culture since then 
somehow echoes questions first raised by al-Ga}:Ii~ in that book. 
Suffice it to say that one will find within its pages the elaboration 
of the basic issue which will dominate and direct all important 
subsequent studies in the field, that of the relationship between 
form (laf?) and meaning (ma'na). 

With Ibn Qutayba a new step is taken towards the elaboration 
of literary criticism as an autonomous field of scholarship. His 
'Book of Poetry and Poets' (Si'r wa-1-su'ara) contains the first 
attempt at a structured analysis of the great ode (qa~lda) which 
constitutes the canon of traditional Arabic poetry. He also 
sketches in that book what could be termed a pragmatic approach 
to the major themes (rna 'ani) found in Classical Arabic poetry by 
relating these themes to both the intentions of the poet and the 
expectations of his audience. The thematic approach to poetry was 
already familiar to the Arabs, but Ibn Qutayba gave it psycho
logical foundations, from which later studies would seldom 
depart. Most of the other themes elaborated in Ibn Qutayba's 
book, such as the evaluation of poems as to content and as to 
form, the question of originality and the notion of plagiarism 
(sariqa) in poetry, or the classification of poets into hierarchical 
ranks, would remain standard topics in all subsequent studies 
dealing with the subject. It should be mentioned that this strong 
defender of traditional Arabic poetry clearly recognized that age is 
by no means a criterion of literary quality and that modern poets, 
provided they had a good command of their art, could be just as 
good as the venerable ancestors. In another famous work, 'The 
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Secretary's Culture' (Adab al-katib), Ibn Qutayba presents the first 
global synthesis of the Arabic and Persian ingredients which will 
form the basis of the new literary culture and contribute to the 
fixing of the new linguistic standards which will shape Classical 
Arabic prose. 

After Ibn Qutayba literary criticism emerged as a firmly 
established field of research and witnessed the publication of many 
technical studies of great interest. Among its major authors we 
must mention !a'lab (d. 291/903) and his 'Bases of Poetry' 
(Qawaid al-si'r) and Ibn al-Mu'tazz (d. 296/908) and his 'Book of 
Embellishment' (Bad!}. The former presents an attempt at a 
comprehensive classificatory system for all literary texts using the 
well-known opposition of base and derivative (a~/ wa:far} and 
taking into account both semantic content and formal techniques 
of composition. The latter, prompted by the quarrel between the 
traditionalists and the supporters of new trends in poetry, 
elaborated the first systematic descriptive apparatus for the 
analysis of various types of figures and tropes at the root of the 
aesthetic value of poetic texts. The terminology he introduced in 
this field has become almost entirely standard. Further scholars 
made interesting contributions, descriptive or methodological, all 
aiming at providing the critic with the means to rationally analyse 
literary texts. Notwithstanding this fact, one can hardly shake off 
the impression that literary criticism will always retain, in Arabic 
cultural tradition, a good amount of the subjectivity which it 
inherited from its early promoters. 

'GREEK' RHETORIC (XA'fABA) 

The word xa(aba, which, non-technically, means 'oratory art', 
was used (sometimes alongside the Arabized rltiirlqa) by the 
translators of Aristotle's Rhetoric to denote the art dealing with 
argumentation and the regulation of public speech. Two things 
should be emphasized from the start concerning the way this 
discipline was introduced and developed in medieval Arabic 
culture: first, it was essentially considered as part of the integral 
corpus of Greek philosophy (falsafa), and hence almost exclusively 
a field of study for philosophers and logicians, rather than for 
literary critics. Second, the interpretation of its place and status in 
the system of falsafa is noticeably different from the one many 
specialists think it had in the Greek original. This second point 
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should, as a matter of fact, be made even more general, as not 
only rhetoric but also poetics is considered by Arabic philosophers 
as an integral part of Aristotle's logic. This appears clearly from 
the examination of the corpus of logical studies left by al-Farabi 
(d. 336/948) or Avicenna (Ibn Sina, d. 429/1037). 

The way Arabic philosophers justified the inclusion of rhetoric 
and poetics in the field of logic, was through the establishment of 
a global parallelism between the objects and methods of the three 
disciplines. It seems that this was done by reasoning along the 
following lines: logic is the discipline that aims at demonstration 
through syllogism; rhetoric is likewise the discipline that aims at 
persuasion through enthymeme; as to poetics it aims at assent 
through mimesis (mu~akat) and representation (taxy'il). Two basic 
assumptions seem to justify this twofold parallelism. The first one 
is that Aristotle himself, though he only regards as a science the 
theory of syllogisms, admits that rhetoric is 'a replica of dialectics' 
as a general theory of argumentation dealing with likely premises. 
And indeed an enthymeme (qiyas al-4am'ir) is nothing but a weak 
type of syllogism (qiyas). The second one is that, in the opinion of 
al-Farabi and his followers, the object of poetry is not merely to 
imitate what happens in the real world, as the Aristotelian concept 
of mimesis may suggest, but to do so with a pragmatic objective in 
mind: that of stirring up in the human soul some kind of passion, 
positive or negative. Hence the two complementary concepts of 
mu~akat (imitation) and taxy'il (suggestion) found in the poetics of 
Arabic philosophers. In so far, then, as poetry aims at a practical 
goal, it can be compared to rhetoric and logic. In fact the three of 
them seem to stand at different levels on a kind of continuum of 
techniques dealing with the means of influencing humans through 
language. 

Although the corpus of texts devoted to the 'philosophical' 
analysis of poetics and rhetoric is by no means negligible, the 
philosophers made no attempt to apply their theoretical views to 
the study of actual literary texts, so that their contribution to the 
field of text linguistics has remained essentially speculative. It has 
already been mentioned, regarding this point, that Greek 
conceptions do not seem to have exercised a profound influence 
on the actual practice of literary criticism in the Arabic-speaking 
world. There are, however, a number of exceptions to that 
principle, three of which, at least, deserve mentioning. 

The first, and possibly the most influential one is Qudama 
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Ibn Ga 'far (d. 337 /948). His 'Critique of Poetry' (Naqd al-si'r) 
intends to lay the foundations of a science of poetical criticism 
whose object would be 'to differentiate good poetry from bad'. 
Qudama emphasizes that questions having to do with metrics, 
prosody, rhyme, or lexical choices are not an integral part of such 
a science but only interfere with it in an accidental, secondary 
way. Slightly modifying al-Farabi's conceptions, he defines poetry 
as 'metricalized rhymed meaningful utterances' and then sets out 
to analyse its simple elements, form, meaning, meter, and rhyme: 
for each he tries to find the positive and negative attributes which 
make it good or bad. He then passes to the complex unities 
resulting from the various combinations of simple elements (form 
and meaning, form and meter, meaning and meter, etc.), and 
likewise seeks to establish their positively and negatively valued 
attributes. The study of meaning is devoted the largest amount of 
space. In this respect Qudama essentially continues the traditional 
conceptions in that he considers that the meaning of a verse is 
essentially equivalent to the intentions (agrii4) which caused the 
poet to produce that verse. These intentions boil down to six 
major types, which of course turn out to constitute a typology of 
poems: the panegyric (madl~), the satire (higii'), the elegies 
(marii.!.J), the comparison (tasblh), the description (wa#), and the 
love poem (naslb). These 'meanings' can be assessed according to 
a number of attributes, positive or negative, such as correct (or 
incorrect) oppositions, or respect (or transgression) of usage. 

The basic idea in Qudama's system is that the assessment of a 
piece of poetry must proceed from simple to complex units, and 
for each unit recourse should be had to a precise and finite set of 
attributes positively or negatively valued. The overall valuation 
would then emerge as the algebraic sum, as it were, of the partial 
evaluation procedures applied to the smaller units. This method 
seems to have strongly appealed to the contemporaries of 
Qudama and their successors for its simplicity and methodic 
aspect. In more or less modified form it has survived in many 
treatises on poetics. Qudama's work may also be considered as 
having established the basic terminology of Arabic literary 
criticism, and later usage in this field will introduce only minor 
changes in content or form. The considerable success of Qudama 
seems to have been due to the happy synthesis he achieved 
between the purely Arab tradition of naqd, from which he 
borrowed most of his concepts and aesthetic judgements, and the 
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contributions of Jalsafa, on which the essentials of his method 
are based. 

The second adapter of the Greek approach to literary criticism is 
a contemporary of Qudama, Is):taq Ibn Wahb (fourth/tenth 
century). His book devoted to these questions was first published 
in 1932 under the title of 'Critic of Prose' (Naqd al-naJ!). This 
title and the strong Aristotelian flavour of its contents first led 
some specialists to wrongly attribute it to Qudama. However, 
notable discrepancies between the approaches developed in the 
two books and the very strong Si'ite bias in Ibn Wahb's text led 
Taha J:lusayn to question this attribution, and about sixteen years 
later another manuscript of the book made it possible to identify 
the real author and the real title of the work: 'The Demonstration 
on the Modes of Expression' (Al-Burhan). This book can be 
characterized as both an elaboration on GaJ:ti?'s previously 
mentioned study, and an extensive adaptation of Aristotle's views 
on poetics and rhetoric. Like GaJ:ti?, Ibn Wahb considers that 
linguistic expression is but one of several modes of expression 
available to man, and like him he seems to aim at an 
encyclopaedic presentation of all of them. And indeed the book 
touches a large number of issues, including logic (to which the 
author devotes a good number of pages) and even questions 
hinging on hermeneutics and jurisprudence. In the specific field of 
literary criticism Ibn Wahb treats both poetry (which he does not 
characterize in purely formal terms as Qudama did) and prose. 
Concerning this latter field of inquiry, Ibn Wahb, following 
Aristotle, divides expression into two basic types: assertion (xabar) 
and command (talab), the first type being the only one 
constituting a judgement and hence liable to truth or falseness. 
This dichotomy was not unknown in the Arabic technical 
literature on the analysis of texts: it was familiar to GaJ:ti? and Ibn 
Qutayba, and it played an important classificatory role in 
Ia'lab's book on poetry. But Ibn Wahb's religious convictions 
lead him to discuss under this heading very specific problems 
relating to the Si'ite practice of taqiyya, the lawful right to lie 
under oppressive governments, or to their theory of bada', God's 
aptitude to change His mind. An important part of the book is 
devoted to the analysis of specifically grammatical questions 
relating to the structure of linguistic expressions in Arabic. Ibn 
Wahb thus treats problems of morphology, regular and irregular 
lexical derivation, and other technical points such as word order 
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and the organization of sentences in a text. Ibn Wahb also 
discusses at length a number of questions which were considered 
strategic at that time in literary criticism: namely the diverse types 
of tropes, and figures of composition such as allusion, symbolic 
expression, exaggeration, understatement, etc. 

Ibn Wahb's treatment of poetry is more faithful to Aristotle's 
approach than Qudama's. Ibn Wahb follows Aristotle in his 
characterization of poetry as untruthful and proposes a gross 
adaptation of the Stagirite's typology of verse to the Arabic 
context. Apart from this, he harps on the classical string of the 
need to adapt one's discourse to the situation and the addressee 
and to give every audience what suits their needs. On the whole, 
Ibn Wahb's book gives the impression that its author strived to 
strictly follow Aristotle's approach in his books on rhetoric and 
poetics. This and the obscurities of the man's style possibly 
explain why his book has remained rather unknown to the general 
public for a long time. 

The last important follower of the philosophers' teachings in 
rhetoric and poetics is J::lazim al-Qarraganni (d. 684/1285). In his 
work 'The Way of Eloquent People' (Minhag al-bulaga'), which 
appears in a historical and theoretical setting notably different 
from that of the previous authors, he tries to formulate a global 
system integrating technical elements from the field of Arabic 
rhetoric (balaga) into a logical framework essentially based on 
Greek rhetoric and poetics. Yet he intends to consider this 
framework in itself, that is independently from the logical and 
philosophical envir.onment in which it was traditionally set within 
the system of falsafa. But this leads, inevitably, to a considerable 
reduction of the importance of rhetoric as such, because all its 
argumentative aspects, which connect it to logic, tend to be more 
or less neglected. Consequently, poetics appears as the major 
concern of J::lazim and his contribution to this field sounds indeed 
wider and more profound than those of his predecessors. To 
bc~in with, his conception of what poetry is appears obviously 
different from the purely descriptive, and somehow superficial 
definition of a Qudama. J::lazim insists on the twin concepts of 
mu~akat (imitation) and taxyll (suggestion) as constituting the 
necessary and sufficient ingredients of any poetical discourse. As 
to the classical question of whether poetical discourse is true or 
false (a question to which it was usual, following Aristotle, to 
answer with the second term of the alternative), J::lazim retorts that 
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it is completely inessential to poetry. The essence of poetry, he 
says, is quite indifferent to this opposition, because it does not aim 
at giving knowledge about things but at creating, through a 
specific process of representation (tam!fl) of things, an attitude 
towards them, and this, he says, is something basically alien to 
things in themselves and hence to truth or falsehood. J:lazim 
al-Qarragannl's contribution remained rather aloof from the major 
trends of research in literary criticism. Yet it appears to us as 
astonishingly modern in its search for an essence of the poetic and 
in its defence of the autonomy of literary art, far from the 
temptations of commitment or the lure of didacticism. 

THE FOUNDATIONS OF JURISPRUDENCE 

'The science of the foundations of jurisprudence' ('ilm u~iil al:fiqh) 
has as its object the elaboration of legal rules (al-a~kam al-sar'iyya) 
on the basis of legal sources (al-adilla al-sar'iyya). The first 
systematic contribution in this field was the 'Thesis on the 
Foundations of Jurisprudence' (Risala ft u~iil al-fiqh) by al-Safi'i 
(d. 150/767). Its author established the four legal sources of 
Islamic jurisdiction as being, by order of importance, the Qur'an, 
the sunna (received custom) as embodied in ~adl!_ (reports of 
sayings and/or acts of the Prophet), the agreement of the 
community (igma}, and finally analogical reasoning (qiyas). This 
classification was accepted by later u~iill scholars who developed 
the discipline, such as Gazali (d. 505/1111), whose 'Selection' 
(Mustasfa) is one of the major references in the field. 

The importance of the u~iill reflection on language and the study 
of texts stems from the fact that the first two sources of Islamic 
jurisdiction, namely the Qur'an and J:Iadi! are textual sources 
written in a rather archaic form of Arabic and hence needing 
thorough linguistic investigation if one is to be sure of their 
proper comprehension. Moreover, it is quite natural that ordinary 
people should establish legal conventions and contracts among 
themselves and resort to everyday language for this purpose, so 
that the u~iill was also faced with the necessity of studying the 
ways and rules of ordinary language in order to assess the legal 
validity of such conventions and contracts. Consequently the 
specialists of u~iil al-fiqh had, by professional obligation, to deal 
with linguistic questions relating to the study of texts and to 
develop a good grasp of the rules governing the use of language, 
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both archaic and contemporary. As a result of this twofold 
constraint, the u~ull reflection on language developed in two 
directions, theoretical and descriptive. In the first direction they 
elaborated complex theories on the general relationship between 
linguistic form (laf~) and meaning (ma 'na) and the diverse possible 
modalities of this relationship. In the second direction they 
evolved sophisticated models accounting for such specific ques
tions as the meaning of conditional sentences or the scope of 
determiners, quantifiers, and exceptive particles in Arabic. 

We will hereafter try to give the reader a very simplified 
account of some of the general questions raised in this field of 
research. It should be borne in mind, while reading it, that all of 
the topics touched on here have been the object of very long and 
elaborate discussions loaded with arguments and counter
arguments, and that it would take a whole volume to present 
them in any detail. 

One of the major theoretical issues discussed by the u~Uli' 

scholars was that of the origin of language. Two main theories 
were elaborated on this subject: the first was that language was 
originally established by a convention (i~(ila~) men passed among 
themselves; the second was that it was the result of a decree 
(tawqifJ enacted by the Originator of language (waqi' al-luga). The 
followers of the first view argued that it was asserted in the 
Qur'an that 'We sent no Prophet unless with the tongue of his 
people, in order that he enlighten them' (Qur'an, 14, 4), which 
meant, according to them, that languages preceded God's sending 
any decree to His creatures. The opponents of this view retorted 
that it was unambiguously said in the Holy Book that God 'taught 
Adam all the names' (Qur'an, 2, 31) and, more generally, that 'He 
taught man what he did not know' (Qur'an, 96, 5). Of course, 
each party proposed an interpretation of the crucial texts that 
nullified their opponents' arguments. Oddly enough, the 
supporters of each theory basically made the same objection to 
their opponents on purely logical grounds: understanding a divine 
decree, said the followers of convention, presupposes being 
possessed of language; passing a convention, objected their 
opponents, is impossible without previously mastering a means of 
communication. A third party tried to strike a happy medium 
between the first two: the initial intuition of language, they said, 
was inspired by the Lord, possibly to just a handful of wise men, 
and the rest was slowly established by convention. Needless to 
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say this impure theory was criticized by the supporters of the first 
two, who endeavoured to demonstrate that it came, basically, to 
admitting that one or the other extreme position was right. 

Now these controversies, however deep they may seem, should 
not obscure the basic agreement of almost all u~ull scholars on one 
essential fact: namely, that they considered the relationship 
between form and meaning to be purely conventional. This 
position was generally accepted even by most followers of the 
decree theory, and only a small minority of thinkers in the Arabo
Islamic culture tried to maintain that there could be found a 
natural relationship between sound and meaning in language. The 
primary argument which was put forward to support the former 
opinion was that a given meaning was referred to by different 
words not only in different languages but even within the same 
idiom. As to the feeling of the native speaker that there seems to 
exist some kind of compelling and almost causal relationship 
between a given word and its meaning, it was explained by the 
bond of association (iqtiriin) established between sound and 
meaning through learning and continual use. 

As has previously been said, the different possible modalities of 
the relationship between sound and meaning received much 
attention on the part of u~ult scholars. One of the first distinctions 
they were led to recognize in this relationship is the difference, 
essential in order to correctly interpret legal texts, between proper 
and figurative meaning. Their definitions in this field are roughly 
equivalent to those in circulation in other areas of text linguistics. 
What is original in their conceptions is that they admit that what 
was primarily the proper meaning of a word may very well 
become archaic or even forgotten, and that some figurative 
meaning may come to be the only meaning which occurs to 
ordinary people when the word in question comes to be used. 
And since spontaneous occurrence of a given meaning (tabiidur) is 
considered as the token of proper meaning, they conclude that in 
such cases the new meaning has become the proper one and that 
the old one, even though it be the original meaning, is no longer 
the proper one. This attention to the evolution of language and 
their firm sticking to the principle that general usage is to be 
respected when interpreting texts is one of the most interesting 
contributions of 'ilm al-u~U1 to Arabic linguistic thinking. 

Another general distinction established by u~ull thought in the 
study of meaning was the distinction between two basic categories 
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of meanings: noun-like meanings (ma'tinl ismiyya), which can be 
the object of independent representations; and particle-like 
meanings (ma 'ani ~arfiyya), which cannot, because they are, by 
essence, relational. Nouns are, of course, endowed with the first 
type of meaning and particles with the second. As to verbs, they 
are analysed by u~ull thinkers as composed of a substance (mtidda) 
and a form (hay' a): the substance of a verb, presented as being its 
verbal noun (ma~dar), is considered not to be different from any 
noun, and hence has a noun-like meaning. Its form, on the other 
hand, is not, the u~ulls argue, reducible to a noun; otherwise it 
would be possible to do without verbs altogether in language. 
Consequently the form of verbs carry particle-like meaning, that 
is some kind of relational meaning. 

Coming to the analysis of sentences, u~Ull thinkers consider that 
it is necessary that we should recognize in them some kind of 
relational meaning: for example, when we hear a nominal 
sentence like 'Mu):lammad (is) a prophet' we do recognize the 
noun-like meanings of the two nouns that make up the sentence, 
but we also understand something more than these two meanings, 
something not conveyed by either of the two nouns in isolation, 
but by the very structure of the sentence. This means that the 
structure of the sentence carries particle-like meaning. Elaborating 
this analysis further, the u~iills argue that the difference between 
independent sentences and subordinate ones leads to the identifica
tion of two subtypes of relational meaning: the first, found in 
particles and dependent constructions, and which they call 
'fusional' (indimtigi); and the second, found only in independent 
sentences, and which they call 'non-fusional' (gayr indimtigi). 

Furthermore, u~ull scholars think that different levels of 
meaning have to be distinguished to account for the way language 
is put to use in effective linguistic communication. The first is the 
level of linguistic meaning (daltila lugawiyya), that is the meaning 
which is evoked in the brain of anyone who knows a given 
language by the mere recognition of linguistic forms pertaining to 
that language. This meaning, u~ull scholars insist, may be 
produced without any intention of communication: for instance, 
by some physical device, or by a parrot repeating something it has 
heard, or else by a delirious person unconscious of what he or she 
is saying. That is why ensuring effective linguistic communication 
takes more than the mere production of that level of meaning. It is 
also necessary, in order to really convey meaning, to endow the 
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linguistic form produced with what u~ulls call 'assentive meaning' 
(dalala ta~dlqiyya). Assentive meaning is, in turn, analysed into two 
components: the first is 'the intention of use' (inida isti'maliyya); 
and the second the 'intention of effectiveness' (irada giddiyya). This 
last component may be lacking when a speaker utters something 
jokingly or when a linguist uses a sentence for purely meta
linguistic purposes. These distinctions may remind the reader of 
the ones developed by some modern scholars in the field of 
language philosophy or by some contemporary trends in lin
guistics dealing with pragmatics or the theories of enunciation. 

ARABO-ISLAMIC RHETORIC (BALAGA) 

Arabo-Islamic rhetoric (balaga) developed essentially out of the 
large political and theological debate which opposed Mu'tazilism 
and As'arism during the ninth and tenth centuries (third/fourth 
centuries AH). Among the major themes which crystallized this 
debate was the important problem of the exact nature of the 
Qur'an. This problem involved not only the well-known, if 
somewhat esoteric, question of whether or not the Holy Book 
was created, but also questions like: 'What is exactly meant by the 
dogma of the inimitability (igaz) of the Qur'an?' To the first 
question, Mu'tazilis answered that the Qur'an was indeed created. 
Consequently, they were inclined, quite naturally, to an attitude 
which consisted in stressing its non-exceptional aspects as a text 
destined for human beings and hence having a temporal history 
and being liable to rational linguistic investigation as any other 
Arabic text. In fact, some Mu'tazili:s, such as Abu Miisa 
al-Murdar (d. around 226/840), even disputed the fact that the 
Qur'an could in any reasonable sense be said to be inimitable. 

One of the first important theses on i gaz is attributed to 
al-Na~~am (d. around 226/840), one of the great theoreticians of 
Ba~ran Mu'tazilism and, by the way, one of the masters of Ga}:li~. 
whom we met earlier. His thesis is known as the thesis of 
'diversion' (~aifa) as it consists in saying that the Qur'an is not 
inimitable but just 'unimitated', and this because God, although 
He challenged the Arabs to imitate it, 'diverted' them from the 
temptation to do so. This thesis would be very strongly criticized. 
One of the first to reject it was al-Xagabi (d. 388/998) in his 
'Epistle on the Inimitability of the Qur'an' (Risala fi igaz 
al-Qur'an): not only, he said, does the duplicity implied by the 
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very idea of 'diversion' not become the Lord's greatness, but also, 
if it were the case, there would be no inimitability at all. It would 
be for purely circumstantial reasons that the Qur'an would not 
have been imitated and not because it is intrinsically matchless. 
Al-Xanabi also criticizes the thesis, then current, which ascribed 
inimitability to the informational content of the Qur'anic text and 
in particular to its eschatological message, which is beyond the 
reach of humans. The author of the Epistle insists that the Qur'an 
is inimitable because of its eloquence (balaga) which manifests 
itself by the presence in the Holy Text of all the literary styles 
recognized as worthy of admiration. Such diversity cannot exist in 
the production of one and the same human author because of the 
limitations inherent in the capacities of men due to their inevitably 
partial knowledge of the language and of the principles that 
command the art of 'pouring meanings in the mould of words'. 
The celebrated Mu'tazili grammarian, al-Rummani (d. 386/996), 
also tackled the problem of igaz in his 'Remarks on the 
Inimitability of the Qur'an' (Nukat). His work is not outstand
ingly original, as he includes in his argumentation almost 
everything that had been said before on the question. However, 
one can find in his book relatively thorough developments on the 
purely linguistic aspect of igaz, particularly with regard to the 
analysis of figures of speech and to certain aspects of the phonetic 
properties of the Qur'anic text such as assonance. 

The AS'aris reply with the now classical study of al-Baqillani 
(d. 403/1012), I'gaz al-Qur'an: the thesis of 'diversion', which al
Rummani still considered a component of igaz, not only has 
nothing to do with it but would be, if admitted, its pure and 
simple negation. As to the sapiential content of the Qur'an, it 
cannot be considered as an element of i gaz either: other books, 
whether revealed, as the Jewish Thora or the Christian Gospels, 
or not, as the books of wisdom of Persia or India, do present a 
comparable content without having ever been considered inimit
able. Al-Baqillani sees in the Qur'an three components of igaz. 
The first is the fact that it gives information about things beyond 
the access ofhuman beings (ixbar 'an al-gayb). The second is that it 
manifests knowledge of past events, relating to the ancient 
prophets and which corroborates the contents of the other 
revealed books, Jewish and Christian, but which the Prophet 
Muhammad, being unable to read or write, could not access 
through these sources. The last is its eloquence: 'The Qur'anic 
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text is so marvellously arranged, so astonishingly composed, it 
goes so far in eloquence that one has to recognize the creatures' 
impotence in front of it.' In a sense, al-Baqillani's contribution 
does not seem to take us very far, as it comes to saying that the 
Qur'an is inimitable because ... it is inimitable. Yet there is in his 
text an intensive use of a term which will have an exceptional 
future: the term na?m, which may be translated by 'organization' 
or 'arrangement'. This term seems to have first been introduced 
by Ga}:li~ in the technical literature on the Qur'an, and probably 
meant for its first users something between 'style' and 'literary 
genre'. In this sense of the word the na?m of the Qur'an would be 
unique, in that it is neither poetry nor prose. It seems that it is 
through elaborating on the content of this word that grammatical 
semantics slowly emerged from the discussions on igaz. 

The Mu'tazilis took back the offensive with the Qa<;fi 'Abd 
al-Gabbar (d. 415/1024) who, in his immense theological 
compendium 'The Dispenser in Matters of Unity and Justice' 
(MugnQ, dedicates a whole volume to the question of igaz. His 
study is almost entirely centred on the concept of na?m, to which 
he endeavours to give a really operative content. He first presents 
the conclusions to which his master, Abu Hasim al-Gubba'i 
(d. 321/933), arrived concerning the notion, central in such 
discussions, of fa~a~a, that is 'clearness of expression'. Such a 
quality cannot, according to him, be attributed to na?m. 
understood as style or literary genre, for two reasons: on the one 
hand, no one can be considered as being the owner of a particular 
na?m in this sense and, on the other hand, because you will always 
be able to say, comparing two authors using the same na?m, that 
one of the two has more fa~a~a than the other. This consequently 
demonstrates that na?m, as understood in the traditional way, has 
nothing to do with the superiority of one text over another. 
Through this, Abu Hasim arrived at a crucial conclusion: namely, 
that there is nothing to be taken into account, in the assessment of 
a text, beyond its form (laf?) and its meaning (rna 'na); there is no 
third term and hence fa~a~a should only bear upon these two 
notions. 

Clearly, then, 'Abd al-Gabbar contests al-Baqillani's opinion 
that the inimitability of the Qur'an could be ascribed to its specific 
na?m understood as a 'textual type' which it would own 
exclusively. It is, he argues, in the particular arrangement of form 
and meaning that the irreducible specificity of any text resides, 
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and nowhere else should its qualities be sought. 'Abd al-Gabbar 
takes one more step: he stresses, in order to avoid falling back into 
a trivial conception of Ja~a~a, that this quality is not to be looked 
for in isolated words: 'You must know', he writes, 'that fa~a}_la 
does not show up in the isolated elements of speech but only 
appears in it through association in a specific way (bi-1-qamm 'ala 
tar!qa max~ii~a).' The Qa<)i: identifies three modalities of that 
association: the selection of terms, their case markings, and their 
positions relative to one another. He clearly indicates that 'there is 
no fourth part to these three because either you consider the word 
or its case endings or its position and such considerations are 
inevitable in every single word and then in all of them when they 
get associated to one another'. 

The circuit is now almost completed: the AS'ari grammarian 
'Abd al-Qahir al-Gurgani: (d. 472/1078) will start right from 
where the Mu'tazill theologian 'Abd al-Gabbar arrived, but he 
will tackle the problem with his specific mastery of the workings 
of the Arabic language. He will, in his turn, reprove his 
predecessor for having stuck to general statements when speaking 
of na~m in words as resulting from their 'association in a specific 
way' without really treating the subject in full detail. The 
objective which al-Gurgani assigns to himself in his epoch-making 
book 'The Signs of lnimitability' (Dala'il) is to make the whole 
question of identifying the na~m of a given text, and hence 
assessing its value, a technical problem of linguistic analysis. His 
basic discovery holds in the following: na~m, that long-sought 
essence of text, of any text, from the most down-to-earth to the 
Inimitable, can be studied in a rational and analytical way. Its 
atoms are nothing but the set of semantico-grammatical categories 
which the language puts at the disposal of its users and whose 
arrangements according to a limited number of patterns produce 
the infinity of what may be said, trivial or inspired, human or 
divine. These atoms and their patterns of combination the old 
grammarians had discovered a long time ago. But their successors 
reduced that knowledge to dead rules, devoid of meaning. The 
science of na~m, whose bases al-Gurgani: claims to have estab
lished, would revive it through returning to the study of texts 
(Qur'an, poetry, prose) and even everyday language. This science 
will reveal that the treasures of meanings hidden in texts are 
always analysable into infinitely varied arrangements of elementary 
'grammatical meanings' (ma'an! al-na~w). 
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The whole subsequent evolution of research in this field boils 
down to two essential facts. On the one hand, the integration 
of the 'science of na?m' in the already existing cultural edifice of 
the Arabo-Islamic sciences of language would take place. Not, 
however, as its author seemed to wish, in the position 
illegitimately occupied by grammar, but as an auxiliary discipline: 
one will first learn the traditional rules of grammar, and then, 
later, study what their semantic import can be. On the other 
hand, the disciples of al-Gurgani: will undertake a more or less 
systematic and diversely inspired exploration of the empirical and 
theoretical field opened up to research by the master. The next 
chapter will deal with the most linguistically significant results of 
these developments. 
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RHETORIC AND 
GRAMMATICAL 

SEMANTICS 

After al-Gurgani, the next great figure to emerge in the new field 
of the semantico-grammatical study of texts was the great 
Mu'tazili scholar al-Zamaxsari (d. 539/1143). His bulky com
mentary of the Qur'an, entitled 'The Explorer' (Al-Kassij), which 
may rightfully be considered as one of the most representative 
intellectual achievements in Islamic scholarship, may be thought 
of as a practical application of the approach laid down by 
al-Gurgani. His dictionary, called 'The Basis of Rhetoric' (Asas 
al-balaga), should also be mentioned, at least for a feature which 
remained unique in the technical literature on the subject: for each 
entry, the author distinguished between proper and metaphorical 
uses. This was, of course, consonant with the Mu'tazili dogma 
stipulating that such a distinction is essential to the true faith, 
which refuses to assign human attributes to God and hence 
interprets as metaphorical phrases which could suggest that. 

About a century after al-Zamaxsari, al-Sakkaki (d. 629/1228) 
composed an encyclopaedic work, which he called 'The Key to 
Sciences' (Mifta~ al- 'ulum) and which covered all the aspects of 
linguistic science known to the Muslim world: phonology and 
morphology, grammar, rhetoric, argumentation, and metrics. 
This work, whose value has been diversely assessed, is indisput
ably the most important one, after al-Gurgani's, as far as Arabic 
rhetoric is concerned. In it this discipline was given a general 
structure which it has ever since retained. Following 
al-Zamaxsari, al-Sakkaki conceived of rhetoric as divided into two 
complementary fields of research. 

The first one, called 'the science of meanings' ('ilm al-ma 'ani), was 
defined as consisting in 'the study of the properties of the 
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structure of utterances in speech and the evaluation thereof, in 
order to avoid mistakes in the use of language in accordance with 
the requirements of the situation [of communication)'. In the field 
so defined would be treated all the questions relating to 
grammatical semantics and pragmatics. 

The second one, called 'the science of expression' ('ilm al-bayan), 
was characterized as the discipline dealing with how to 'produce 
the same meaning in different ways with different degrees of 
clearness'. In this field would be studied all that has to do with 
figures of speech. 

To these two fields of research, al-Sakkaki added an auxiliary 
discipline, which he called 'the science of embellishment' ('ilm 
al-badl}, to which he assigned the task of studying the techniques 
used to adorn the form of texts by the use of semantic and/ or 
formal devices. 

Unfortunately al-Sakkaki's style was far from having the ample 
cogency of al-Gurganl's, and his prose was too terse and 
concentrated to be easily understood. Consequently his book, and 
more specifically its rhetorical part, gave rise to a series of 
commentaries, which aimed at making his teachings more 
accessible. 

The most influential of his commentators was al-Qazwini 
(d. 739/1338), who composed a commentary called 'The 
Summary' (AI- Talxl~). Al-Qazwini's book was itself the object of 
many commentaries, including his own book, called 'The 
Clarification' (Al-lqa~), so that it can rightfully be considered as 
presenting the standard form of Arabic rhetoric. 

The present chapter will be devoted to a survey of the main 
themes of grammatical semantics as developed, under the name of 
'ilm al-ma'anl, in the framework sketched by al-Sakkaki and 
further elaborated by al-Qazwini. 

THE GENERAL ORGANIZATION OF GRAMMATICAL 
SEMANTICS 

From the works of al-Qazwini on, the technical questions 
studied in treatises on 'ilm al-ma'anl have been divided into eight 
parts. This is how the author of the lqa~ himself justifies this 
division: 
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The object of 'ilm al-ma'anl may be circumscribed in eight 
chapters: the first one deals with the modes (a~wal) of 
'informative' predication (xabar), the second one with the 
modes of the predicand (musnad ilayhi), the third with the 
modes of the predicate (musnad), the fourth with the modes 
of the verbal complements, the fifth with restriction, the 
sixth with 'performative' predication (insa'), the seventh 
with conjunction and disjunction, and the eighth with the 
volume of expression. This delimitation is due to the fact 
that an utterance is either informative or performative 
because either it has an external reference to which it is or is 
not adequate, or it does not: in the first case it is informative, 
in the second performative. Moreover, every informative 
utterance requires a predicative relationship (isnad), a 
predicand (musnad ilayhi) and a predicate (musnad): the modes 
of these three are the object of the first three chapters. 
Furthermore the predicate, if it is a verb or assimilated to it, 
may have complements: this is the object of the fourth 
chapter. Then predicative or complement terms may have a 
restricted or unrestricted scope: that is the object of the fifth 
chapter. Performative utterances are dealt with in the sixth 
chapter. And again, when two sentences follow each other 
they may be either coordinated or not: that is what the 
seventh chapter studies. Finally, eloquent expression may, 
regarding the content it conveys, be either verbose or not, 
and this is the object of the eighth chapter. 

(l4a~: 85) 

This apparently very systematic organization of the field of 
research of 'the science of meanings' is not, actually, as coherent 
as it might seem at first sight. For example, certain matters dealt 
with in the chapter on the modes of the predicand, such as 
anteposing, determination, or modification, should strictly speak
ing be resumed in the chapter on the complements, for they may 
apply to any noun phrase and not specifically to noun phrases 
functioning as predicands. It should be noted that al-Gurgani's 
approach was quite different, since he focussed on general 
linguistic operations independently of where in an utterance these 
operations could show up. 
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SOME BASIC TENETS 

Superficially, it might look as if the rhetorician's point of view on 
utterances and texts was not basically different from the 
grammarian's, since both shared such basic concepts as 'predica
tion', 'complements', and so on. But such an opinion can be 
maintained only by overlooking the fact that rhetoric set up a 
completely new paradigm of reflection on language and that even 
the old terms which were imported from grammar took on 
another content in this new context. 

In order to correctly assess this fact, one should first remember 
that rhetoricians have consistently defined the very object of 'ilm 
al-ma'anl in reference to such pragmatic notions as 'the require
ments of the situation' (muqtaqa 1-~al) or 'the situations of 
communication' (maqamat al-kalam), which are notions basically 
alien to the way grammarians, at least the late ones, conceived of 
their object of study. It is very significant, in this respect, that the 
basic unit of investigation that the rhetoricians chose was not the 
late grammarians' notion of 'sentence' (iumla), but the rather 
antiquated concept of 'utterance' (kalam): the latter, unlike the 
former, cannot be reduced to a mere sequence of words analysed 
in terms of well-formedness, but, on the contrary, requires that its 
conditions of production be taken into account. 

Moreover, rhetoricians have systematically interpreted the 
formal and semantic properties of utterances as related to the 
communicative functions they fulfil in the interaction between 
speaker (mutakallim) and addressee (muxatab). 

A clear example of this attitude may be seen in the dichotomy 
established in 'ilm al-ma'atzl between informative and performative 
utterances. Such a dichotomy is manifestly a pragmatic one, as it 
rests on the distinction between two basic types of usage of 
language: one only aiming at transmitting information to the 
addressee; the other at actually acting on him or her through 
language. 

Another, even clearer example is to be found in the way 
informative utterances are themselves divided into three basic 
categories depending on the state of mind of the speaker regarding 
the attitude of his or her addressee towards the information being 
transmitted. If the speaker feels that the addressee has no 
preconceived opinion at all regarding the information he or she 
wants to convey, he or she will present it in a simple, plain way, 

121 



THE ARABIC LINGUISTIC TRADITION 

and consequently choose an 'initial' type of utterance (kalam 
ibtida'~. If, on the other hand, the speaker has the impression that 
the addressee is to some degree dubious about the information, he 
or she will present it in a more forcible manner by using 
corroborative markers (mu'akkidat), and the utterance will then be 
of the 'requisitive' type (kalam talab~. Finally, if the speaker thinks 
that the addressee is frankly hostile, he or she will face the 
addressee with a highly strengthened enunciation, that is with an 
utterance of the 'denial' type (kalam inkar~. This classification is 
further refined by envisaging cases when the speaker anticipates 
and attributes to the addressee states of mind which the latter has 
not actually manifested. Obviously, such a fine typology 
presupposes that the conditions of production of speech are taken 
into account while analysing an utterance, an attitude which is 
quite alien to the grammarians' preoccupations. 

Linguistic and non-linguistic contexts also play a crucial part in 
the way rhetoricians approach the relationship between form and 
meaning in Ianguage. 

This is particularly apparent in the way they account for the 
opposition between proper and figurative meanings. Proper 
meaning, they say, is the one which is understood in the context
free use of a linguistic item; figurative meaning, on the other 
hand, needs a context, linguistic or not, in order to be 
understood. 

More generally, rhetoricians distinguish between the 'primary 
meanings' (ma 'ani awa'il) of an utterance, which result from its 
linguistic. analysis, and its 'secondary meanings' (ma'anll_awan~, 
which reflect the intentions and objectives of the enunciator and 
which are sometimes quite far from the linguistic meaning. Of 
course, understanding those 'secondary' meanings takes much 
more than merely knowing the rules of grammar: you also need 
to know a lot about the conditions in which speech was produced, 
and to have a good grasp of the strategies used by the speaker to 
convey what he or she really had in mind. 

UTTERANCE ANALYSIS 

As has previously been said, the basic unit of investigation in 
rhetoric is the utterance (kalam). An utterance, whether simple or 
complex, contains a predicative structure (tarklb isnad~, which is 
to be analysed into four basic components: 
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a predicand (musnad ilayhi), which is the term spoken of; 
a predicate (musnad), which is the term with which 
something is said about the predicand; 
a predication (isnad), which is the relationship or judgement 
(~ukm) established between predicand and predicate; 
constraints (singular qayd, plural quyiid), which serve to 
determine the extension and/or comprehension of any of the 
three preceding components in conformity with what the 
speaker has in mind. 

While the first two components are well known to anyone who 
is familiar with grammar, the last two deserve special attention, 
because they reveal how radically different Arabic rhetoric is from 
grammar in its approach to language. 

As to isnad, it has generally been considered by grammarians as 
somehow automatically resulting from the mere presence of a 
predicand and a predicate. This 'conjuring away' of the operation 
which puts together the two terms of a predicative structure is 
very revealing of the grammarians' forgetfulness of the process 
of production of speech, and of their exclusive attention to the 
results of speech acts rather than to these acts as such. This is of 
course correlated with forgetting the speaker in the grammarians' 
analysis of sentences. 

Quite opposite is the rhetorician's attitude. This is, for instance, 
how al-Gurgan1 argues about the need to recognize the operation 
of predication, besides recognizing predicand and predicate: 

Now, if you have recognized that no information can be 
imagined if not between two things, that which is· spoken 
and that which is spoken about, you also need to recognize 
that there is a third term after these two, and this is because, 
just as you cannot figure out there being information if there 
is not both [something] informing and [something] 
informed about, in the same way there can be no 
information until there is an informant (muxbir) from whom 
it stems and from whom it occurs, so that it is attributed to 
him and he is responsible for it in such a manner that he be 
considered right if it is true and wrong if it is false. Don't 
you see that it is well known that there is no affirmation and 
no negation until there is someone who affirms or denies so 
that he be their source and so that he be their asserter and the 
one who imposes or refuses in that matter, and so that he 
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be, through that, agreeing or disagreeing, right or wrong, 
just or unjust? 

(Dala'il: 406) 

In this text, the speaker, referred to as the 'informer' or 
'asserter', is considered as the source of the predicative relation
ship and as assuming the responsibility of the truth value of the 
assertion so produced. This way of considering predication as 
resting on the activity of the speaker is, of course, consonant with 
what has previously been said about the classification of utterances 
by the strength of their assertion. The predication is affirmative or 
negative, strong or neutral according to the speaker's beliefs and 
to what he or she anticipates of the addressee's attitudes to what 
he or she wants to tell the addressee. 

As to the concept of 'constraints', it appears as a remarkably 
unifying instrument of analysis of all the possible operations of 
determination and specification which contribute to making 
language fit the communicative needs of its users. For rhetor
icians, everything that allows the speaker to make his or her 
meaning more specific is a 'constraint', whether it be the 
determiners which restrain the extension of nouns, the com
plements which define the spatial and temporal location of the 
event associated with the verb or its terminus ad quem, or the 
different ways of describing entities or actions. Even the 
corroborative markers whose status has been discussed earlier are 
considered as constraints applying not to the predicand or 
predicate but to predication itself, as they allow the speaker to 
modulate the strength of his assertion. 

Of course, 'constraining' (taqyld) is considered a recursive 
operation: a qayd such as the direct object of a verb may very well 
be specified by an adjective, which would then be analysed as a 
qayd in the first qayd. In the same trend, nothing prevents a qayd 
from having itself the structure of a predicative relationship: you 
may very well wish to specify a noun with a whole sentence, as is 
the case with relatives. But in such a case this predicative 
relationship is somehow incomplete, because it lacks the predica
tion element: this is because, however complex an utterance may 
be, recognizing it as a single utterance necessarily means that it has 
a single ·meaning and hence results from a single act of 
predication. When analysing complex utterances, some rhetor
icians sometimes qualify the 'main' predicative structure, the one 
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endowed with predication, as being 'the main sentence' (al-gumla 
al-ra'lsiyya) and speak of 'secondary sentences' (gumal gayr 
ra'lsiyya) when dealing with those predicative structures which 
function as 'constraints' in an utterance. But all consistently 
reserve the term 'utterance' (kalam) to that unique whole resulting 
from the act of predication. 

It might be worth while to observe that the rhetorical notion of 
'secondary sentence' does not correspond with the grammatical 
notion of 'sentence filling a functional position' (gumla laha ma~all 
min al-i'rab). For example, relative sentences are not considered as 
sentences 'filling a functional position' in grammar, while, quite 
obviously, they would be considered as 'secondary sentences' in 
rhetoric, since they necessarily play a qualifying role of some sort 
in an utterance. This fact, if correctly considered, would in itself 
suffice to show how deep the difference of approach is between 
grammar and rhetoric. 

TYPES OF PREDICATIONS 

All grammarians recognized two basic types of sentences, verbal 
and nominal. Some added to these two more types, which they 
called 'circumstancial' sentences (gumal ;;;aifiyya) and 'conditional' 
sentences (gumal sar(iyya). This classification, which finds its most 
achieved form in Ibn Hisam's treatise called 'The Dispenser' 
(Al-Mugni), was based, as has previously been shown, on 
essentially formal criteria. 

Rhetoricians also felt the need for a typology of utterances, but 
theirs was not merely formal: it endeavoured to establish 
systematic relationships between formal and semantic properties 
of utterance types. In their study of the modes of the predicate, 
rhetoricians distinguish between verbal and nominal predicates. If 
the speaker chooses a verbal predicate, they say, it is to stress that 
the predicative relationship has a dynamic, progressive and/or 
evolutionary aspect. This is basically because verbs entail a 
meaning of 'renewal' (tagaddud). On the other hand, verbs being 
time-bound, using them in an utterance means that the state of 
affairs predicated is anchored in a temporal series. In contrast to 
this, the speaker's use of a nominal predicate means that he or she 
disregards in the predication all dynamic or temporal aspects, 
since nouns are essentially characterized by permanency (!_ubiit). 
The speaker may, moreover, introduce secondary nuances of 
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meaning in his or her basic choice by limiting the range of a 
nominal predication or extending that of a verbal one through the 
use of adequate constraints. 

Nominal predications are further differentiated depending on 
the determination of the predicate. When it is not determined, as 
in 'Zayd (is) rich' (Zaydun ganiyyun) the predication only realizes 
an attribution to the predicand of the property designated by the 
predicate. When the predicate is determined, as in 'Zayd (is) the 
prince' (Zaydun al-amlru), then the predication aims at indicating 
to the addressee that an entity which is known to him or her is 
identical with another entity also known. The new information in 
this case is neither the predicate nor the predicand, but the fact 
that the former is to be identified with the latter. 

Concerning verbal predication, it might be useful to remind the 
reader that the objects of transitive verbs are analysed as 
specifying constraints on the predicate. This seems quite natural 
when you consider the difference between 'Zayd writes novels' 
and 'Zayd writes poetry': you actually have two different types of 
writing (and of writers, by the way) by just changing the object of 
the verb. This approach naturally led rhetoricians to examine the 
case of transitive verbs being used without any mention of 
objects. Al-Gurgan1 (Dala'il: 118f.) explains that this situation 
might arise out of two quite different intentions. The first is when 
an object is in fact intended and when its nature is quite clear 
'from the speech situation or the context' (bi-dalll al-~al aw ma 
sabaqa min al-kalam). The second is when no specific object is 
intended at all, because it is the absolute realization of the 
predicate which is pertinent. It is, for example, the case in this 
verse of the Qur'an (24, 19): 'And God knows and you do not 
know'. 

Rhetoricians also recognized a circumstantial type of predica
tion, characterized by the fact that the predicate is either a 
prepositional group (garr wa-magrur) or a· circumstancial (?m:f). 
They considered that such predications functioned somehow as a 
condensed type of verbal utterance (ixti~ar al-fi'liyya). 

As for conditional utterances, they were, as might have been 
expected, treated as complex utterances, where the protasis (Jar~) 

is a constraint on the predication of the apodosis (gawab). 
The typology of predication elaborated by rhetoricians allowed 

them to reach a high degree of sophistication in their analyses of 
texts. For example in this Qur'anic verse (2, 8) 'Among the 
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people are some who say we believe (amanna) in God and in the 
Last Day while they are not believers (wa-ma hum bi-mu'minln)' 
they interpret the opposition between the two basic types of 
predicates as stressing the contrast between what 'some people' 
pretend to be something new, that is their having become 
believers, and what is actually going on without any change, that 
is their being unbelievers. As to the preposition [hi-] which 
precedes the nominal predicate, it is interpreted here, after a 
negation, as a mark of reinforcement which is here to emphasize 
the negation of these people being believers. 

GENERAL OPERATIONS ON NOMINALS 

Nominals, whether they are predicands, predicates, or constraints, 
are liable to three general linguistic operations having different 
effects on the meaning of utterances. These operations are 
determination and/or specification (taqyld), elision (~a4f), and 
displacement (taqdlm wa-ta'x'ir). 

As to determination, its conditions and effects on meaning can 
readily be understood: a nominal is determined either when it is 
supposed to be known to the addressee, and this is 'referential 
determination' (al-ta 'rif al- 'ahd0, or when the speaker does not 
mean a specific individual but rather the genus, and this is 'generic 
determination' (al-ta 'rif al-gins0. Specification, on the other hand, 
has a number of modalities and may be indicated, in Arabic, by 
many different markers: construct state (iqafa), adjectives, relative 
sentences, appositions, and so on. In general, specifications are 
supposed to give the addressee a clearer idea of what the speaker 
has in mind and to help him or her identify more easily what is 
referred to. But sometimes they rather indicate the speaker's 
attitude, laudatory or derogatory, towards what he or she is 
speaking about, or else they may just aim at reinforcing the 
express10n. 

Elision of an essential element such as the predicate or predicand 
is submitted to a very general constraint, namely that the context 
or the speech situation make it possible to recover the elided 
element. As to the reasons that may justify elision, rhetoricians 
cite a great number of them, one of the most significant being that 
an utterance is sometimes much more expressive and forceful 
when a recoverable element is elided than when everything ts 
flatly exposed. 
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Displacement has been the object of detailed research since 
al-Gurgani. Grammarians had already recognized that some 
elements of the sentence could, in certain conditions, be realized 
elsewhere than in their canonical places, and they had enumerated 
where and on what formal conditions such displacements could 
take place. But, and this constitutes one of al-Gurganl's most 
severe reproaches to them, they never worried about identifying 
what effects these displacements could have on the semantic 
content of the sentence. Worse than that, they often explicitly 
suggested that displacement had no effect at all on the meaning of 
sentences, as, for example, when they said that when the two 
nominal terms of a predication are determined nouns you may 
consider whichever you wish as predicand. This, says al-Gurgani, 
amounts to disfiguring the language. 

In rhetoric, the basic modality of displacement is anteposition 
(taqdlm) and its most general import is emphasis. More precisely, 
anteposing a term serves to mark that the relationship of which it 
partakes is explicitly limited to it. In other words, anteposing is a 
mark of focussing. A classical example of this is to be found in 
Qur'an (1, 5): 'Thou we worship and Thou we implore for help', 
where the anteposition of the object pronouns of the two verbs 
serves to focus the predications on the referent of these pronouns. 

Sometimes, anteposition only serves to give more strength, as 
is the case in 'poor Zayd!' (misklnun Zaydun) where the nominal 
predicate has been anteposed to the predicand. 

INFORMATIVE PREDICATION 

As could be understood from al-Qazw1n1's presentation (see the 
first section of the present chapter), informative predication is to 
be found in those utterances which are liable to truth or falsity. 
This conception, which probably has to do with Aristotle's 
heritage, was introduced rather early in Arabic linguistic thinking, 
as one may find a clear reference to it in Ibn Qutayba's 
introduction to Adab al-ktitib (see the first section of Chapter 5). In 
the field of rhetoric proper it gained wide acceptance as a general 
principle of classification of utterances, but the way in which it 
had to be understood remained for some time an object of 
controversy. 

The opinion of the majority was that truth in an informative 
utterance was its corresponding to external reality and that falsity 
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was its lack of correspondence. This strict and simple dichotomy 
neatly fitted the purely logical division established by Aristotle. 
But it was rather alien to the dialectic turn of mind of many 
Arabic-speaking thinkers. It should be observed, regarding this, 
that the words rendering truth and falsity in Arabic literally mean 
'sincerity' (~idq) and 'lie' (ka4_ib), which is very significant of the 
deep pragmatic bias of the Arabs in all that has to do with 
language. 

In this connection, one opinion, attributed to al-Na??iim (see 
p. 113), maintained that truth in an utterance meant that it 
expressed the speaker's convictions, whether the judgement it 
contained corresponded to external reality or not. This shift from 
the logical relationship between language and the external world 
to the more psychological bond between utterance and conviction 
is very characteristic of the original Arabic approach to linguistic 
communication. 

An attempt at conciliating the two conflicting approaches is 
attributed to al-Gal;ti?. It consists in saying that truth must meet 
the two requirements of correspondence with reality and expres
sion of the speaker's conviction. This leads the great Mu'tazili 
author to conceive of falsity as resulting from the conjunction of 
non-correspondence with reality and expression of the speaker's 
conviction. The remaining two possibilities, that is correspond
ence or non-correspondence combined with the absence of 
conviction, are characterized by al-Ga):ti~ as non-truth and non
falsity. 

Discussing the arguments and counter-arguments presented by 
the followers of each doctrine could surely throw some light on 
certain deep mental mechanisms commanding the old Semitic 
attitude towards language, reality, and truth. But we will not 
delve into such a discussion here, for it would take us too far 
afield from the main object of the present chapter. 

Coming back to informative utterances, it should be remem
bered that they were basically supposed to inform the addressee of 
the existence of a state of affairs which he or she did not know of. 
This standard use is known as the transmission of 'the content of 
information' (fii'idat al-xabar). Yet, it may happen that an 
informative utterance is addressed to someone who pertinently 
knows about its content, such as when you say to a non-amnesic 
interlocutor: 'You stayed home yesterday.' In such cases you do 
not intend to inform your addressee of the content of the 
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utterance but of the fact that you know about that content. This 
the Arab rhetoricians call 'the implication of information' (lazim 
al-fa'ida). This type of use of informative utterances may be 
appropriate in some situations of communication, as when you 
want to make it clear that you are not going to be fooled. In other 
cases it may be used to reproach the addressee for not doing what 
he ought to do, as, for example, when you say to someone 'but 
so-and-so is your brother!', meaning that he or she is not 
behaving appropriately with his/her brother. 

Besides these two basic types of use of informative utterances, 
some rhetoricians recognized a lot more, and long lists of 'aims' 
(agra4) were proposed. But actually these numerous potential 
values are to be recognized as 'secondary meanings' derived from 
context and situation and not intrinsic values of the utterances. 

PERFORMA TIVE PREDICATION 

As has previously been said, performative utterances are defined 
as those utterances which are not liable to truth or falsity. They 
are called 'performative' (insa') because their very realization aims 
at performing an act such as asking a question, giving an order, or 
instituting a new state of affairs, particularly in legal proceedings. 

Performative predication is divided into two basic types by 
Arab rhetoricians: the first type, which they call 'rogative 
performative' (insa' falabi), basically serves to express requests; the 
second type, called 'non-rogative performative' (insa gayr falabi) 
does not basically serve such a purpose. 

The main subtypes of rogative performatives are order, 
prohibition, inquiry, wish, and calling. The main subtypes of non
rogative performatives are 'contractual formulae' (~iyag al- 'uqiid) 
such as 'I agree' (qabiltu) used to express acceptance of a bargain, 
expressions of astonishment as conveyed by exclamatory forms, 
oaths, and expressions of praise or blame. 

For each of these subtypes rhetoricians would record all its 
possible linguistic expressions, give a definition of its 'primary 
meaning', and list all its possible secondary meanings illustrating 
them with passages taken from the Qur'an, poetry, literature, and 
even the daily use of language. 

Here is, for example, a condensed presentation of their study of 
command (amr). 
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Command is basically expressed in Arabic by the imperative, the 
jussive accompanied by a specialized particle, special invariable 
forms such as [huss!], which means 'silence!', the verbal noun 
replacing the imperative, and in some specific cases the imperfect 
verb, as in the Qur'an (2, 228) 'divorced women will wait during 
three menstrual periods', or even the verbless utterance in the 
power of an imperative. 

The 'primary meaning' of command is defined as 'demanding the 
execution of an action from the superior to the inferior' (there 
follows a discussion of the inadequacies of rival definitions). 

But a number of 'secondary meanings' are recognized for this type 
of performative utterance, in particular solicitation, wish, the 
expression of hope, supplication, challenge, permission, threat, 
and many more. 

A general principle is posed by rhetoricians, stipulating that 
performative and informative sentences are basically incompatible, 
and consequently should not occur in the same utterance. Yet 
counterexamples abound in the literature, seemingly contradicting 
this principle: it is the case, for instance, in the celebrated 
introductory verse of Abii Nuwas which says 'Desist from 
blaming me for indeed blame is temptation' (Da' 'anka lawm'i 
fa-'inna 1-lawma 'igra'u), where clearly the first part of the 
utterance is a rogative performative while the second is a 
(reinforced) informative form. Such situations, of course, led to 
elaborate discussions aimed at establishing that an informative 
sentence may have performative value and vice versa. 

THE SCOPE OF PREDICATIONS 

Just as nominal terms may be determined or undetermined, the 
predicative relationship may be presented as being valid in general 
or as having a restricted scope of validity. Restricting the validity 
of a predication is an operation of great semantic import and has 
consequently been studied as a specific chapter of 'ilm al-ma 'ani. 

Rhetoricians identified three basic techniques for restricting the 
scope of predications in Arabic. 

The first one, which we have already touched upon when 
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discussing anteposition, consists in 'focalizing' a nominal term, 
that is setting it in initial position in order to indicate that 
predication is specifically referred to it. Not only the subject and 
objects (direct or indirect) of a verb may be so anteposed for 
restriction, but also most other complements. 

The second technique consists in coordinating two predications: 
one positive bearing on the validated term and the other negative, 
and either bearing on another, explicitly excluded term, or 
completely general, and hence excluding everything but the term 
validated in the first predication. An instance of the first type 
would be something like 'Zayd is intelligent, not 'Amr', and an 
instance of the second 'Zayd is intelligent and nobody else'. The 
second predication may be formally incomplete, the lacking 
elements being easily recoverable from the context as in 'Zayd is 
not a doctor but a philosopher.' 

The third technique of restriction of the scope of utterances is that 
of exceptive utterances, as in the Qur'an (35, 28) 'the only ones to 
fear God, of His creatures, are those who know'. 

Rhetoricians refined their analysis of restriction by further 
distinguishing the cases when the restricted term (maq~iir) is the 
qualified one (maw~iij), as in 'Only Zayd is generous', and those 
when it is the qualifying one (~ifa), as in 'Life is nothing but 
painful'. 

They also distinguished, from the addressee's point of view, 
between three distinct types of restriction: 

one in which the addressee associated two terms with a 
predication, and the restriction excludes one of them; 
the second, in which the addressee thought one of two terms 
validated a given predication and the restriction must invert 
this opinion; 
the third, in which the addressee hesitated between which of 
two terms validated a predication and the restriction gives 
him or her an answer. Of course there is a preferred form 
for expressing restriction according to which of these 
situations corresponds to the addressee's state of mind. 
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INTER-UTTERANCE RELATIONSHIPS 

Although rhetoricians devoted much of their efforts to the study 
of utterances, they never forgot that the isolated utterance is but 
an artifact, and that the reality which they had to account for was 
utterances linked together to make up texts. They consequently 
concentrated on inter-utterance relationships and they studied 
with particular care when, in an Arabic text, two utterances 
follow each other without coordination and when coordination is 
felt to be necessary. As a result the part of the treatises on rhetoric 
devoted to these questions is called 'the chapter of conjunction and 
disjunction'. 

Disjunction between successive sentences in a text is not, in 
Arabic prose, such a simple matter as it may seem. There is, of 
course, the trivial case when there is disjunction simply because 
there is no relationship at all between the two successive 
sentences: this case is what Arab rhetoricians call 'complete 
separation' (ta"mam al-inqita). But there are many cases when 
disjunction is to be found between sentences presenting much in 
common. The most extreme case, called 'complete connectedness' 
(tamam al-itti~al), is when the two sentences completely agree in 
formal structure and semantic content, the second one being 
almost a continuation of the first. It is, for example, the case 
between the two hemistichs of this verse of al-Mutanabbi: 

wa-ma d-dahru 'illa min ruwati qa\ia'idi 
'iQa qultu si'ran ·a~ba};la d-dahru munsida 

Time is nothing but a reciter of my verses 
when I say a poem time starts reciting 

There is also an intermediate case when the two sentences are 
said to be in a relationship of 'near-complete connectedness' (sibh 
tamam al-itti~al) because there exists a natural semantic relationship 
between them, as, for example, that obtaining between question 
and answer. An instance of this is to be found in the following 
verse: 

qala li kayfa 'anta qultu 'alilii 
sahrun da'imun wa-l;luznun rawilii 

He asked me 'how are you?' I said bad 
endless insomnia and long sadness 
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As for conjunction, it has, in Arabic, three general markers: 
[wa], [fa], and f.!.umma]. The second always implies a meaning 
of succession (tart!b), temporal or logical, and the third adds to 
that same meaning that of mediateness (taraxn. Consequently it is 
not very difficult to determine when the last two coordinative 
particles should be used. The matter is quite different with the 
first one because it has, in itself, only the pure and abstract 
meaning of 'associating' (tasrlk). That is why the study of the 
conditions of conjunction is almost entirely centred on the analysis 
of the uses of [ wa], which is, somehow, considered as the 
conjunctive particle par excellence. 

Two major cases are analysed as requiring the use of the 
conjunctive particle. The first is when two successive sentences 
are meant to be two terms fulfilling the same functional role in a 
predicative relationship. Such is the case in the following verse 
(again by al-Mutanabbi), as the two connected sentences are both 
specifying elements of the predicand 'place' (mawqi'un). 

wa-li-s-sirri minni maw~i'un la yanalu-hii 
nadimun wa-la yuf<;li 'ilayhi sarabii 

There is in me a place for secret unattainable 
by the drinking companion and inaccessible to wine 

The second case is when there is between the two sentences a 
parallelism of structure and a semantic relationship. A good 
example of this may be found in this verse by Abu 1-'Atahiya: 

qad yudriku r-raqidu 1-hadi bi-raqdati-hi 
wa-qad yaxibu 'axii r-raw}:lati wa-d-dulagi 

He may succeed he who lies sleeping quietly 
and he may fail he who is restlessly wandering 

In this example, the two hemistichs correspond to two 
sentences haV'ing the same formal structure, belonging both to the 
type of informative predication, and manifestly expressing two 
aspects of the same idea, namely that quietness does not 
necessarily mean failure and that agitation does not always lead to 
success. It is natural, consequently, that these two sentences 
should be related by the conjunctive particle. 
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PROPER AND FIGURATIVE MEANING 

The question of proper and figurative meaning has always 
fascinated thinkers in the Arabo-Islamic culture. This was not for 
purely theoretical reasons: what we have already said about the 
conceptions of al-Zamaxsari, and more generally of Mu'tazili 
thinkers, regarding the attributes of God suggests that this 
question was a highly strategic one in the fields of theology and 
politics. To this could be added the controversies opposing the 
gabriyya, who considered that action attributed to creatures 
directly resulted in reality from God's will, and the qadariyya 
(among whom were Mu'tazilis), who considered that man was 
the only originator of his actions and so responsible for them. 

The problems relating to the study of proper and figurative 
meaning in language have received a great deal of attention in 
Arabic rhetoric. Generally a basic distinction was established 
between the study of figurative meaning in isolated words, which 
was considered as an essentially 'linguistic metaphor' (magaz 
lugaw0, and its study in predication, which was considered as a 
purely 'intellectual metaphor' (magaz 'aql0. 

But this distinction is rather artificial, as clearly appears from 
the fact that the main results arrived at in both fields are essentially 
the same. 

There are two basic ideas concerning the recognition and 
interpretation of metaphoric meaning. The first is that this 
meaning is not immediately understandable to the usual speaker of 
the language, and that it needs a contextual or situational hint 
manifesting that it is not the proper meaning, that which 
immediately pops up in the mind, which is intended. The second 
is that there must exist a relationship ('alaqa) between the proper 
meaning of a form used metaphorically, and the particular 
meaning intended. It is through the identification of that 
relationship that the addressee may understand the meaning aimed 
at by the speaker. 

The number of possible relationships is rather limited. The 
major ones for nominals are: 

the part/whole relationship, as in Qur'an (4, 92) 'then 
freeing a believing neck', where the Arabic word for 'neck' 
is used to mean 'human being'; 
the cause/consequence relationship, as in Qur'an (48, 10) 
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'God's hand is above their hands', where the Arabic for 
'hand' stands for 'power', for the power is the cause of the 
hand's intervention; 
the consequence/cause relationship, as in Qur'an (4, 10) 
'Indeed those who unjustly eat the wealth of orphans are 
only eating in their stomachs fire', where 'fire' is the 
ultimate consequence of the condemned action; 
the location relationship, as in Qur'an (96, 17) 'let him call 
his circle', meaning those who assemble in it. 

For predicative structures the scope is somewhat wider, as it 
includes all the possible concepts organized around the predicate. 
One may fmd, for example, constructions as 'a sleepless night' 
(layla sahira) meaning 'a night where no sleeping took place', or 
expressions like 'a satisfied life' ( 'lsa raqiya) meaning 'a satisfying 
life'. What makes it possible to present the night as sleepless or the 
life as satisfied is that the predicates involved potentially entail the 
presence of these notions. 
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METRICS 

PRELIMINARIES 

To understand the theory of Arab metrics worked out by al-Xalil, 
it is necessary to have some general notions about Arab poetry 
and metrics. The classical verse (bayt) is composed of two 
hemistichs (mi~ra' or satr). The hemistich is composed of two to 
four feet (tafll or juz'). The foot is composed of syllables which 
are either short (u), or long (-). The last syllable of the hemistich 
is always long. A short syllable is composed of a consonant and a 
short vowel. All other syllables are long. What is known as a 
superheavy (CVVC or CVGC), which appears in words such as 
qarratun, is not authorized in poetry, except in certain rhymes. 

The foot is not a non-structured sequence of syllables; on the 
contrary, it is composed of a stable disyllabic nucleus that the 
Arab metricians called watid, and of one or two syllables. This 
disyllabic nucleus can comprise either a short and a long syllable: 
u- (watid magmu'), the iambus of classical metrics, or a long and 
a short syllable: -u (watid mafrnq), the trochee. Within a foot, 
the nucleus can be at the beginning, middle or end. We can 
summarize these data in the diagram on p. 138. 

Classical verses are derived from sixteen metres. Table 7.1 
gives, at a rather abstract level of representation, the list of these 
sixteen models of verse. The elements in square brackets are the 
stable ones, iambuses ([u-]} and trochees ([-u]), which the Arab 
metricians called watid magmu' and mafruq. The dot indicates a 
syllabic position which occurs in the verse as a short (u) or a long 
(-) syllable. The parentheses indicate that the foot which is 
included does not necessarily form part of the verse. The obliques 
mean that the corresponding foot may not be instantiated. As in 
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v = verse 

H H = hemistich 

F F (F(F)) F F (F (F)) =foot 

W S (S) WS (S) = watid/syllables 

or 

or 

(S) S W 

S W(S) 

(S)S W 

S W(S) 

Table 7.1 The metres of Classical Arabic poetry 

F1 F2 F3 

I Watid in the beginning of the foot 

[u-] .. [u-] .. /Ill 

[u-]{~u}- [u-]{~u}- ([u-]-) 

[u-] .. [-u] .. Ill/ 
[u-]. [u-] .. [u-]. 
[u-]. [u-]. [u-]. 

II Watid in the end of the foot 

.. [u-] .. [u-] ( .. [ u-]) 

.. [u-] .. [u-] {""-} -u-

{~u}-[u-] {~u} -[u-] ({~u }-[u-]) 

.. [u-] .. [-u] .. [u-] 

.. [-u] .. [u-] Ill/ 

.. [u-] .[u-] .. [u-] 

.[u-] .[u-] .[u-] 

III Watid in the middle of the foot 

. [u-]. 

. [u-]. 

. [-u]. 

.(u-]. 

.[u-] . 

.[-u] . 

.[u-] . 

.[u-] 

(.[u-].) 
(.[u-].) 
IIIII 
.(u-]. 
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F4 

Ill/ 
Ill/ 

/Ill 
[u-] .. 
([u-].) 

!Ill 
/Ill 

/Ill 

!Ill 
/Ill 
(.[u-]) 
(.[u-]) 

Ill! 
Ill/ 
/Ill 
Ill/ 

haza<q 

wafir 

mu4ari' 
raw II 
mutaqarib 

ra<qaz 

_, 
sart 

kamil 

munsari~ 
muqta4ab 
basi( 
mutadarak 

ramal 
xajif 
mu<qta1!_ 
madld 

1 

2 

3 
4 
5 

6 

7 

8 

9 
10 
11 
12 

13 
14 
15 
16 
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Bohas (1974) the metres are divided into three classes, according 
to whether the stable element is at the beginning, the middle, or 
the end of the foot. In lines 2 and 8 of Table 7.1, we mean by 

{~u}- that one can find in this place in the verse either uu- or-. 

The difference between line 6 and 7 lies in the composition of the 
last foot: if F3 reproduces one of the sequences which occur in 7, 
then the verse should be attached to the sari', or else to the ragaz. 
This table contains all the models of classical verse and each 
classical verse is the realization of one of these models. In other 
words, by starting from any line of the table and taking into 
account the convention concerning the realization of the dots, a 
classical verse is arrived at. Let us take, for example, line 14, and 
develop it: 

v 

H1 H2 

F1 F2 F3 F1 F2 F3 
[u -] . . [- u] . . [u -] . [u -] . . [- u] . . [u -] 

Let us suppose that all the dots are realized as: 

- r u -1 - - r- u 1 - - r u 1 - - r u -1- - r- u 1- -r u -1 -
we obtain the following verse: 

Hl - [u -] -- [- u] -- [u -] -
lay I tal }:lag/ gi/ min/hii/ wa/ min/ miyli/hi/ 'an 

H2 - [ u -] - - [- u] - - [ u -] -
la/ta/ ra/hii/'ay I nl./ wa/ 'an/la/ya/ ra/nl. 

One can of course carry out the operation in reverse: start from a 
verse and identify the metre, following the procedure proposed by 
Bohas (1974). 

Finally, all the lines of a poem are based on the same metre, 
which means that at an abstract level they all have the same 
structure. 

These preliminary notions will enable us to make a certain 
number of observations, observations which should be explained 
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by all grammars of Arab metrics. Subsequently we shall be able to 
see how Arab metricians explained these realizations and to 
attempt a description of their system. 

OBSERVATIONS 

Referring again to Table 7.1 and paying particular attention to 
group II, one cannot fail to notice that all the metres in this group 
have common characteristics. That is immediately obvious for the 
ragaz and the sari', which only differ in respect of the last foot. Let 
us compare the ragaz and the munsari~: in these two metres the 
structure of the feet is identical, it is composed of two dots and 
one watid: .. W. The only difference between the two is that the 
munsari~ includes a watid mafriiq in the second foot. Let us now 
compare the first two feet of the ragaz and of the muqta4ab: the 
difference between the two sequences is once again due to the 
presence of a watid mafriiq, this time in the first foot. There is, 
therefore, an obvious relationship between the three metres and 
what naturally comes to mind is that the munsari~ and the 
muqta4ab can be derived from the ragaz, provided that one 
formulates the relationship ([ u-] ----+ [-u]) that has been noted. 

Let us go on now to the ragaz and the basif: the odd-numbered 
feet of the second are strictly identical to those of the former, since 
they are all composed of .. [u-]. As for the even-numbered, they 
are distinguished from the others by the lack of a dot. Here again, 
what becomes apparent is that the baslt can be derived from the 
ragaz by erasure of a dot, one foot out of every two. Furthermore, 
if this erasure occurs in all the feet, one obtains the mutadarak; but 
then we are obliged to note that there is a relationship between the 
erasure of a dot and the number of feet per hemistich: in all the 
tetrapods, there has been erasure in at least one foot out of two. 
Finally, the kamil can be made up of feet which are strictly 
identical to those of the ragaz: --u-, since, for the latter, the two 
dots may be realized in -. The· relationship between the two 
metres can thus be characterized in the following manner: if all the 
dots are realized as - and subsequently one applies a diaeresis 
relationship (- ----+ uu) which makes -- and uu- equivalent, then it 
is possible to derive the kamil from the ragaz. 

These three relationships, trochaization, erasure, and diaeresis, 
which we have just noted in group II, are found again in the other 
two groups. In group I, we can observe that the wii.fir is to the 
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hazag what the kamil is to the ragaz; that the muqari' is to the hazag 
what the munsari~ is to the ragaz; that the tawll is to the hazag 
what the basi( is to the ragaz; and that the mutaqarib is to the hazag 
what the mutadarak is to the ragaz. 

The same can be said of the third group by comparing the pairs: 

ramal/ xa]if and ragaz I munsari~: presence of [ -u] in the second 
foot; 
ramallmugtatt and ragaz/muqtaqab: presence of [-u] in the 
first foot; 
ramal/madld and ragaz/baslf: erasure of dot one foot out of 
two. 

In the three groups there are, therefore, relationships of the same 
type, which can be reduced to: 

trochaization: [u-] ~ [-u]; 
erasure/tetrapody: . ~ 0; 
diaeresis: -- ~ uu- (for the latter, the contiguity of the two 
- elements is necessary, which excludes its being carried out 
in group III. 

Let us come now to the three metres: ragaz, hazag, and ramal. 
They have two dots and a [ u-] in their feet; only the position of 
the watid is different, and they can therefore be derived one from 
the other. This derivation can, for example, be carried out by 
cyclic permutation: if we start from a .. [u-] structure and if the 
watid is placed in the middle of the .. , one obtains the ramal 
(. [ u-] . ); if it is placed beyond the two dots, one obtains the hazag 
([u-] .. ), which can be shown in the schema in Figure 7.1, taken 
from Bohas (1974). 

We can therefore expect any grammar of Arabic metrics to 
explain these relationships in an explicit fashion, in other words, 
to describe the system. Furthermore, it must generate all the 
grammatical verses: in other words, link the system to the reality 
which is constituted by the corpus of Classical Arabic poetry. We 
are now going to see how the Arabic metric tradition answers 
these questions. 

THE XALiLIAN CIRCLES 

For the tradition of the Arab metricians, which is based on the 
work by al-Xalil, the metres are grouped in five circles. All the 
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Figure 7.1 Cyclical permutation of metrical units 

metres in the same circle share a common property: 

1 {awil, madld, basi{: four feet and, alternatively, 2 dots/1 dot; 
2 wafir, kamil: possibility of uu instead of one -; 
3 hazag, ragaz, ramal: all the feet have 2 dots and all the stable 

elements are [u-); 
4 sari', munsari~, xa]if, muqari ', muqtaqab, mugtatt: one of the 

stable elements is [-u]; 
5 mutaqarib, mutadarak: in all the feet there is only one dot. 

Once again we find all the relationships observed above: 

circle 1: erasure of one foot out of two; 
circle 2: diaeresis; 
circle 3: neither erasure, nor diaeresis, nor trochaization; 
circle 4: trochaization; 
circle 5: erasure in all feet. 

Why were these groups called circles? Because all the members 
of a single group can be derived one from another by cyclic 
permutation, as can be seen in Figure 7.1, above; it remains to be 
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seen how this permutation is effected technically in the Xalilian 
system. 

The level of representation of the metre noted by al-Xalil is 
only made up of watid and long syllables (except as regards circle 
2), but these elements are not noted in terms of long or short 
syllables, but in terms of segments, followed by vowels (i.e. CV), 
symbolized by 'o', and not followed by vowels (i.e. C), 
symbolized by 'I'. It is possible that the o is the stylized form of 
the 'm' of muta~arrik, and the I the stylized form of the's' of sakin. 
In order to avoid all confusion, we should point out that in certain 
modern treatises, the same symbolism is used with exactly 
opposite values: I for muta~arrik and o for sakin. These minimal 
units are grouped in: 

sabab xa]if = o + I e.g. mus, i.e. -
sabab .!_aqil = o + o e. g. lima, i.e. u u 
watid magmu' = o + o + I e.g. 'agal, i.e. u
watid majrUq = o + I + o e.g. kayfa, i.e. - u 

It can be seen that in this inventory nothing corresponds to the 
short syllable (u) of Greek and Latin metrics. Hence, the ragaz will 
have the representation: 

ololoo/ ololool o/o/ool olo/oo/ olo/oo/ ololool 

To make memorization of this sequence possible, and to give 
the division into feet immediately, use has been made of the root 
FL and its derivates, as in morphology and phonology, which 
gtves: 

mustafilun mustafilun mustafilun 
o lol o ol o lo /o o/ ol ol o o/ 

twice and notes, in terms of short/long syllables, a representation: 

--u- --u- --u-

The inventory of the feet in terms of FL is the following (with 
the corresponding analysis in minimal units): 

Ja'uwlun 
fa'"ilun 
mafa"'iylun 
mustifilun 
fa" 'ila "tun 
mufa"'alatun 

= [u-]-
= -[u-] 
= [u-]-
= --[u-] 
= -[u-]
= [u-]uu-
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Figure 7.2 Al-Xalil's third circle 

mutafa "'ilun 
Ja"'i la"tun 
ma.fuwla "tu 
mustafi lun 

= uu-[u-] 
= [-u]-
= --[-u] 
= -[-u]-

In the Xalilian notation, circle 3 in Figure 7.1 is written as 
in Figure 7. 2. 

In this sequence, which is composed overwhelmingly of long 
syllables, the short syllable (the watid one), that is in the Xalilian 
alphabet the sequence oo, constitutes the prominent element, and 
it is doubtless for this reason that, in the circles, one starts from 
the watid which constitutes the stable element of the foot, and 
subsequently rotates, as is shown in Figure 7.2. This makes it 
possible to generate: 
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mafa '"iylun six times = hazag 
mustafilun six times = ragaz 
fa" 'ila "tun six times = ramal 

THE Zlf:IAFA T 

But we know, in fact, that lines of poetry can have short or long 
syllables instead of these long syllables (i.e. in the places noted as 
dots in Table 7.1). Thus the first foot of a ragaz verse has four 
possibilities: u- u- , uuu-, -uu-, and --u-. Seeing that the level of 
the metre only includes long syllables (--u-), in a notation which 
is limited to segmental units (o/o/oo/), all the sequences where 
short syllables appear are derived by elision rules called zi~iifot, 

which essentially erase an element in a certain context; thus, from 
o/o/oo/ =-- u-, one obtains: 

0 = u- u-

0 = -u u-

00 =uuu-

that is, by using the notation F'L: 

mustafilutz A B 
0 = mutafilun = mafa'"ilun 

0 = musta 'ilun = mufia 'ilun 
0 0 = muta 'ilun =fa 'alatun 

In column A the result of the rule of erasure is given, but as this 
result, for example mutafilun, is close to the configuration of the 
basic foot mafa '"iylun, it is named mafa '"ilun, and so on for 
column B. Each of these erasure rules has a name, in accordance 
with the place to which they apply in the foot: 

xabn: erasure of the second consonant not followed by a 
vowel, 

e.g.:fa'"ilun-+ fa'ilun 
1 23 4 5 

i.e.: -[u-] -+ u[u-] 

waqr erasure of the second consonant followed by a vowel, 
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e. g.: mutaja '"ilun ~ mufa '"ilun. The consonant is erased with 
1 2 3 4 567 its vowel. 

i.e.: uu-[u-] ~ u-[u-] 

'iqmar: erasure of the vowel of the second consonant, 

e.g.: mutafa"ilun ~ mutja'"ilun = mustaj'ilun 
1 23 4567 

i.e.: uu-[u-] ~ --[u-] 

qabq: erasure of the fifth consonant not followed by a vowel, 

e.g.:mafa"'iylun ~ mafa"'ilun 
1 2 345 67 

i.e.: [u-]-- ~ [u-]u-

'aql: erasure of the fifth consonant with the vowel which 
follows it, 

e.g.: mufa"'alatun ~ mufa'"atun = mafa'"ilun 
1 2 3456 7 

i.e.: [u-]uu- ~ [u-]u-

'a~b: erasure of the vowel of the fifth consonant, 

e. g.: mufa "'alatun ~ mufa '"a/tun = mafa '"iylun 
1 2 3456 7 

i.e.: [u-]uu- ~ [u-]--

(ayy: erasure of the fourth consonant not followed by a 
vowel, 

e. g.: mustaj'ilun ~ musta 'ilun 
1 234567 

i.e.: --[u-] ~ -u[u-] 

mufta'ilun 
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kaff: erasure of the seventh consonant not followed by a 
vowel, 

e. g.: mafa '"iylun ~ mafa '"iylu 
1 2 3456 7 

i.e.: [u-]-- ~ [u-]-u 

Two zi~iifiit can affect a foot simultaneously, thus: 

xabl = xabn + ~ayy 

e. g.: mustafilun ~ muta 'ilun = fa 'ala tun 
1 23456 7 

i.e.: --[u-] ~ uu[u-] 

xazl = 'iqmiir + ~ayy 

e.g.: mutafa'"ilun ~ muifa'ilun = mujta'ilun 
1 234567 

i.e.: uu-[u-] ~ -u[u-] 

saki = xabn + kaff 

e. g.: fa '"ila "tun ~fa 'ila "tu 
1 23456 7 

i.e.: -[u-]- ~ u[u-]u 

naq~ = 'a~b + kaff 

e.g.: mufa'"alatun ~ mufa'"altu = mafa'"iylu 

i.e.: [u-]uu- ~ [u-]-u 

Besides these transformations, which affect the internal feet of 
the verse (~asw), another set of rules affects the last foot of the 
hemistich ('arii4) and of the verse (qarb). These are the 'ilal, which 
must be applied in the same way to all lines of the poem. 

The formulation of the 'ilal would not teach us anything further 
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about the Xali:lian system, so we will, rather, devote the rest of 
this paragraph to the problem of the compatibility of the zi~afot. 
Let us return to Table 7.1 and consider line 13: 

F1 
. [u-]. 

F2 
.[u-] . 

F3 F4 
(.[u-].) 1111 

We have seen that each dot can be rewritten as- or u, but certain 
sequences of u are illicit. Let us systematically develop F1 and F2: 

F1 F2 
.[u-]. .[u-]. 

OK .[u-]u - [u-]. 
OK .[u-]- - [u-]. 
OK .[u-]- u [u-] 

* . [u-]u u [u-] . 

In order to exclude this sequence and others comparable to it, the 
Arab metricians (who, let us remember, start off with abstract 
representations comprising long syllables, noted in segmental 
units, that is: 

F1 F2 F1 F2 
- [u-]- - [u-]- = o I o ol o I o I o ol ol 

= fa" 'ila' tun fa " 'ila"tun 

prohibit the simultaneous application of the zi~afat (mu 'aqaba) in 
the two underlined sabab, thus, tun fa ( = -u) and tufa" ( = u-) will 
be allowed, but not tufa, i.e. u u. This fact is justified by a 
prohibition which reminds us somewhat of the prohibition of the 
four CV in phonology which prevents the occurrence of a 
sequence of four CV distributed over two feet. One can go 
through the entire classical poetical production and verify an 
empirical generalization: the sequences of four CV distributed 
over two feet are banned, whereas they are allowed within a 
single foot. We can find in the metricians' writings what had 
already been noted about the grammarians: the precision and 
wealth of technical terminology, which makes it possible to 
describe precisely the least empirical detail, is connected with the 
concern about justifying the application or non-application of the 
rules by having recourse to general observations. 
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OVERGENERATION IN THE XALILIAN SYSTEM 

This system makes it possible to generate all existing verses, but 
it also generates a certain number of others, and that mainly for 
two reasons. First, the metres are grouped in circles, according to 
the common property which they share; that leads, for example, 
to the inclusion of the mugtatt and the xajif in the same circle, 
whereas the former never has more than two feet per hemistich 
and the other can have three. The solution adopted by the Arab 
metricians to overcome this difficulty is to say that the mugtatt 
in the system (fi 1-a~l) comprises three feet, but that the third foot 
is always erased (magzu' da'iman). 

The second reason for the overgeneration of the system lies in 
the very way the circles function. Let us consider the first one, 
called al-muxtalif, which includes the (awl/, the basi(, and the madld 
(it may be mentioned in passing that the latter constitutes an 
example of the first case of overgeneration: it is generated by the 
system with four feet, but, in fact, it never has more than three). 
Figure 7.3 makes it possible to show that the circle generates five 

0 0 

0 0 

Figure 7.3 Overgeneration in al-Xalil's first circle 

149 



THE ARABIC LINGUISTIC TRADITION 

metres, the mumtadd and the musta{il being added to the three we 
have mentioned. But for the Arab grammarians, overgeneration 
was never considered, in metrics or in morphology, to be a fault, 
the non-attested forms (muhmal) being quite as consistent with the 
laws of the system as those which have actually been realized. 

THE ORIENT ALISTS AND THE XALiLIAN 
SYSTEM 

The Xalilian metrics, of which we have just attempted to give a 
rapid description, has been the subject of various commentaries by 
orientalists. It is of course not possible to summarize here all the 
opinions of the latter. A summary can be found in Weil (1960). 
Certain points can none the less be mentioned. What seems to 
have embarrassed these scholars most are the following facts. 

1 Arabic metrics do not entail the concept of the syllable. It is 
clear that the grammarians managed very well without it in 
morphology and phonology, and that did not prevent them from 
giving us penetrating analyses of their language. But some have 
wondered whether it could not be said that the grammarians and 
metricians had somewhere deep down the notion of the syllable. 

A humorous answer might be: one may very well suppose that 
Chomsky and Halle had somewhere deep down the notion of the 
syllable, but this does not make the syllable part of the formalism 
of the standard theory. Another way of looking at the problem 
consists in going beyond the gap in the terminology to state that 
the necessity of metrical analysis led the Arab grammarians to 
postulate suprasegmental structures, whether they correspond 
with the western conception of the syllable or not: an outline of 
this approach can be found in Kouloughli (1986) and above, 
p. 95. 

2 Arabic metrics did not entail the notion of metrical stress (ictus). 
That has distressed a lot of people. Some have concluded, 
prematurely, that stress played no part in Arabic metrics; others 
have attempted to fmd the notion of ictus somewhere in the circles 
and, Heaven knows, at least if we have understood anything, 
it does not appear there! If the grammarians did not speak about 
stress, and the metricians did not speak about ictus, that need not 
distress us: these suprasegmental phenomena have been trans-
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mitted by oral tradition and it is by referring to it that we can 
speak about them. Let us compare metrics with a field in which 
the oral tradition plays a big part: what would we know of the 
tartll of the Qur'an if we had only the reading marks of the 
Qur'anic text at our disposal? Or what would we know of the 
tajwld if we only had specialized treatises? Similarly, there is a 
tradition of declaiming poetry, and it is by analysing the 
suprasegmental phenomena within that framework that we can 
hope to progress, while, of course, correlating our analysis with 
the collection of facts which we know, but without asking the 
Arab grammarians and metricians to treat points which did not 
fall within their province; that would be as absurd as to reproach 
specialists of the na~w for not treating figures of speech, when this 
field belonged to the rhetoricians. 
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INDEX RERUM 

Note: numbers in bold refer to passages where the indexed notion 
is most thematic. 

Active participle see Ism al-ta'il 
Ambiguity: in syntactic analysis 

61-2; in morphophonology 21, 
85-6 

Arabic writing system 93 
Arabs, the: as reference speakers 

18-19, 25-9, 80; speech of see 
Kalam al-'Arab 

A~l: hard core of a category 51; 
primary form (morphology) 73, 
78-92 passim; root (morphology) 
74, 76; basic entity in a qiyas 26; 
see also far', qiyas 

As'arite see Mu'tazilite-AS'arite 
controversy 

Axg al-luga: classification of 
linguistic data 20 

'Amal (syntactic government) 
34-6, 38-40, 57-72 

'Ami) ma'nawi (abstract 
governing operator) 60; see also 
ibtida', nominal sentence 

Ba~ran and Kiifan 'schools' 6-7, 
69-71, 83 

Binya a~liyya (morphological 
structure) 74, 76 

Class unity (principle of) 83, 88-9; 
see also phonological rules 

Commentaries (grammatical) 
14-15, 119 

Consonant clusters 92-3 
Criteriology (grammatical) 40-2 

f!amir mustatir ('masked' 
pronoun)66 

f!ara'ir al-si'r (poetical constraints) 
20 

f!ariiriyyat al-fi'l (necessary 
elements of the verb) 68; see also 
verbal sentence 

Fa4alat (non-predicative elements 
of the sentence) 65, 66, 70-1; see 
also 'umad 

Falsafa (Hellenic philosophical 
tradition) 8-9, 13--14, 104-9 

Far' (derived element of a qiyas) 
26, 104; see also a~l, qiyas 

Fa'il ('doer', subject of a verb) 
10-11, 45, 57, 67; see also verbal 
sentence 

Glide-vowel sequences 21, 83-9; 
see also istilqal 

Government (syntactic) see 'amal 
Gumla (sentence) 44-7, 55-7; see 

also kalam 

Heaviness see isti!qal 
l:lagf (elision) 62-3, 82, 91-2, 

127 
l:ladi! (authenticated report 
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concerning the Prophet's sayings 
and/or doings) 18, 101, 109 

Ibtida' (inchoation of a nominal 
sentence) 43, 46, 58, 60, 64, 69 

Idgam (gemination, assimilation) 
73, 90--1, 94 

I<;lafa (annexion, status 
constructus) 55, 63, 127 

Inna class particles 25, 53, 60, 65 
Insa' (performative predication) 56, 

120, 130--1; see also xabar 
Islamic law 4, 18; see also u~Ul al

fiqh 
Ism al-ta'il (active participle) 25, 

52, 76, 79; see also verbo
nominal elements 

Ism al-gins (substantive noun) 52 
Isnad (predication) 11, 43, 5~, 

65, 64-72, 120, 123 
Istilqal (phonological 

'heaviness') 21, 27-8, 80-92 
passim; see also phonological rules 

I~tilal:t (conventional origin of 
language) 110; see also origin of 
language, tawqif 

l'gaz see Qur'an (inimitability of) 
I'rab (case and mood endings) 33, 

50, 53-5, 58, 70 
'Hal: speculative grammar, as 

opposed to U\)ul 10, 11-13, 17; 
grammatical explanation 25, 27 

'Ilm al-luga (lexicography) 3, 4, 94 
'Ilm al-'aru<;l (metrics) 3, 137-51 

Kalam al-• Arab (speech of the 
Arabs) 2-3, 9-10, 12-13, 18-22, 
41 

Kalam (utterance) 40-1, 42-8, 
55-7, 112, 121-5 

Kana class auxiliary verbs 53, 65 
Kufan 'school' 11; see also Bas ran 

and Kufan 'schools' 

Laf? (linguistic form) 9, 103, 
110-11; see also ma'na 

Lexicography see 'ilm al-luga 
Logic (Aristotelian) 4, 9, 104-5; ste 

also mimesis 

Long vowels (status of) 99 n.3 

Ma\)dar (verbal noun) 47, 52, 74, 
76; see also verbo-nominal 
elements 

Ma'na (plur. ma'ani, meaning) 9, 
54, 73, 74, 76, 98 n.1 and 2, 103, 
115; ma'ani 1-si'r (poetical 
themes) 103, 106; ma'ani 1-nal:tw 
(syntactico-semantical 
categories) 116; linguistic vs. 
'assentive' 112-13; noun-like vs. 
particle-like 111-12; proper vs. 
figurative 111, 118, 13~; 
primary vs. secondary 122, 130; 
relational 112 

Metalinguistic vs. linguistic usage 
32, 36-8, 58--9 

Metre 137-41 
Mimesis (Aristotelian) 105, 108 
Modal particles (inna class) 25, 53, 

60,65 
Mubtada' (theme of a nominal 

sentence) 11, 35, 43, 57, 60, 69 
Mubakat wa-taxyil (imitation and 

suggestion) see mimesis 
Musnad (predicate) see isnad 
Musnad ilay-hi (predicand) see 

isnad 
Munarid (regular fact) 20 
Mu'tazilite school 58, 135; 

Mu'tazilite-AS'arite controversy 
113-16 

Naql al-luga (authentification of 
linguistic data) 18 

Nawasix al-ibtida' (abrogators of 
ibtida') 65 

Na?m (textual organization) 
115-17 

Na'ib ta'il (subject surrogate) see 
verbal sentence (passive), 
<;laruriyyat al-fi'l 

Nominal sentence 58, 64-5, 68--72 

Organization of grammar ~. 
10-11, 33 

Origin oflanguage 29-30, 110-12 
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Performative predication see insa' 
Philology 3, 5 
Phonological rules (application of) 

21, 86, 88-9 
Poetry (Arabic) 2-3, 18, 20, 100--4; 

see also ma'ani 1-si'r, metre, 
<;iara'ir al-si'r, sariqa 

Pragmatics 103, 113, 119, 121-2, 
129; see also situation of 
communication 

Predication see isnad 
Production of speech sounds 97-8 
Prosody 97 

Qayd ('constraint') 123--4 
Qira'at (variant readings of the 

Qur'an) see Qur'an (recension 
of) 

Qiyas: heuristic reasoning 2, 22--6, 
51, 78, 88, 109; rational 
elaboration 6, 26; see also sama' 

Qur'an 18, 109, 130-6 passim; 
exegesis of 5, 51, 62, 118; 
inimitability of 113-17; 
recensions of 2, 96; ritual 
recitation of see tagwid 

Sarna' (transmitted data) 6, 26 
Sariqa (poetical plagiarism) 103 
Sentence see gumla 
Situation of communication 108, 

121, 126, 130; see also pragmatics 
Stoic grammar 4 
Subject see ra'il 
Syllables (status of) 95, 137, 143, 

150 
Synchrony vs. diachrony 29, 78 
Sagg ('irregular' data) 20 

Tadaxul al-lugat (commingling of 
dialectal forms) 22 

Tagwid (ritual recitation of the 
Qur'an) 93, 96-7 

Taqdim wa-ta'xir (anteposition 
and postposition) 36, 39, 57, 
128; see also word order 
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Taqdlr (abstract representation) 20, 
60, 62-3 

Taqyid (constraining) 124, 127-8; 
see also qayd 

Tarafu' (reciprocal assignment of 
the nominative) 69-72 

Tawabi' (dependencies of a noun 
phrase) 58 

Tawqif (origin oflanguage by 
decree of God) 110 

Talab (rogative predication) 56, 
107 

Unity of paradigm see 
phonological rules 

U~iil (fundaments): descriptive 
grammar 10-11; u~iil al-fiqh 
(fundaments ofjurisprudence) 
51, 100, 109-13; u~iil al-nabw 
(fundaments of grammar) 17, 19 

Utterance see kalam 
'Umad (predicative elements of the 

sentence) 65, 70-1; see also 
fa<;ialat 

Verb: as a complex unit 46--7, 
66--7, 74, 112; complements of 
67-8; government of 59, 64 

Verbal sentence 57, 64-8; passive 
10, 67-8 

Verbo-nominals 52-3, 58-9, 66 

Watid (stable metrical element) 
137-50 passim 

Wazn (morphological pattern) 76--8 
Word order 35-6, 65-6, 107, 132; 

see also taqdim wa-ta'xlr 

Xabar: constative predication 56, 
107, 120, 128-30; predicate of a 
nominal sentence 11, 43, 44 

Z,anna class cognitive verbs 34-40, 
65 

Z,uriif (circumstants) 52, 67, 
125-6 



INDEX NOMINUM 

Abu Hasim al-Gubba'1115 
Abu Musa al-Murdar 113 
Abu 1-Aswad al-Du'ali 1 
Abu !-Barakat al-Anbar117, 59 
Abu 'Ali al-Faris128, 83 
Aristotle 104, 107, 108, 128 
Asma'i (al-) 101 
Astarabag1 (al-) 11, 16, 56, 

68-72, 81, 88, 92 
Asm.un1 (al-) 16 
A vicenna see Ibn Sina 
Axfas al-Awsaf (al-) 5 
'Abd Allah ibn Abi Isl_laq 1 
'Abd al-Gabbar (the Qa41-) 115-16 
'Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan 3, 93 
'Abd al-Qahir al-Gurgan1116-17, 

118, 120, 123-4, 128 
'Ali ibn Abi Talib 1 

Baqillan1 (al-) 114 

Farab1 (al-) 10, 105, 106 
Farra' (al-) 5, 71 

GaJ:ti? (al-) 103, 107, 113, 129 
Gumal_li (a!-) 101-2, 
Gurgan1 ('Abd al-Qahir al-) see 

'Abd al-Qahir al-Gurgan1 
Gazall (al-) 109 

Hisam ibn Mu'awiya 71 
l:faggag ibn Yusuf (a!-) 93 
l:fazim al-Qarfagann1 108-9 

Ibn al-Mu'tazz 104 
Ibn 'Aqll 16 
Ibn al-Sarrag 4, 10--11, 14, 55, 67, 

69 
Ibn Ginn111-13, 15, 17, 26-30, 56, 

78-90 passim, 92, 96 
Ibn Hisam 14, 15, 50, 62 
Ibn Ma<;la' 58 
Ibn Malik 15 
Ibn Qutayba 103-4, 107 
Ibn Sina (A vicenna) 97-8, 105 
Ibn Ya'Is 15, 16, 52, 55-6, 68, 

78-9, 81, 82-92 passim 
Ibn 'U?fiir 73, 83 
Isl_laq ibn Wahb 107-8 

Kisa'I (al-) 71 

Mubarrad (a!-) 5, 7, 8, 21, 24, 56 

Na??am (al-) 113, 129 

Qazw1n1 (al-) 119-20, 128 
Qudama ibn Ga'far 105-8 

Rummani (al-) 15, 114 

Sakkak1 (al-) 118-19 
Sibawayhi 1, 4--5, 12, 31-48, 50, 

55, 56, 94 
Sirafl (a!-) 13, 14 
Suyufi (a!-) 16-17 
Safi'i (a!-) 109 
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INDEX NOMINUM 

Ia'lab 7-8, 104, 107 

Xalil (al-) 4, 26, 90, 93-4, 141 
Xaffabi (al-) 113-14 

Zaggagl(al-) 11, 17, 25-6, 55, 58 
Zamaxsari (al-) 56, 68, 118 
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