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The Arabic Grammatical Tradition
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week for a senior student at a Dutch grammar school

included twelve hours of Latin and Greek, nine
hours of French, German, and English, and four hours
of Dutch. In the curriculum of grammar schools all over
Europe, the classical languages similarly predominated.
Those languages were taught in much the same way that
Latin had been taught in the Middle Ages, by reading and
translating texts, in what has become known as the gram-
mar-translation method. Language learning amounted to
the memorization of grammatical rules. Lexical knowl-
edge was acquired by learning those words that occurred
in the texts. To some extent, the modern languages were
taught in the same way: lessons in English, French, and
German focused on translating texts into Dutch. After six
years, students became highly skilled in decoding compli-
cated texts, while hardly ever using any foreign language
productively.!

Learning a classical language like Latin or Greek
does not confer any communicational advantage on stu-
dents, even though such languages might be useful for
any number of religious, political, or scholarly reasons.
Throughout history, learned languages formed part of
education in many civilizations, from Sumerian in the
Akkadian world to Latin in medieval Europe, from Greek
in ancient Rome and the Hellenistic world to Sanskrit in
Southeast Asia, from Chinese in Japan to Classical Nahuatl
in the Aztec Empire.2

The value a society places in the acquisition of a par-
ticular learned language is a crucial factor in the language
becoming an established part of the school curriculum.
In some cases, acquiring a learned language is seen as the
marker of a privileged class and the means by which a
student joins an intellectual elite. Mastery of the learned
language demonstrates, at a minimum, that a student has
learned to read and write, but also grants them access to the
body of knowledge recorded in that language. Once estab-
lished, the customs associated with a learned language can
persist for long periods. Having dedicated themselves to
learning a language and endured the rigors of the school
system, students can hardly be expected to disparage the
effort afterwards. Similarly, students can also hardly be
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expected to waive such requirements for their successors
to join them in an intellectual elite.

In large parts of the Islamic world, the learned language
children are taught at an early age is Classical Arabic, the
language of the Qur’an as well as the language of knowl-
edge and scholarship. Religion may constitute a major
reason for investing so much energy in learning Arabic,
but it is by no means the only one.

ONG AFTER THE FALL of the Roman Empire in
476 CE, Latin continued to serve as the learned
L language of Western Europe. It was the language of
writing and formal speech, while the colloquial Romance
languages that had sprung up throughout the empire were
used in informal communication. This type of sociolin-
guistic situation is known as diglossia. A similar situation
arose in the Arabic-speaking world. In the course of the
Islamic conquests from 632 CE onward, Arabic was intro-
duced throughout the Middle East and North Africa. The
language of the Qur’an became the written standard of
administration, literature, and education, while colloquial
varieties, usually called Arabic dialects, developed along
with it. Tt is still the case that the local Arabic dialect is
acquired as a first language, while the prestigious standard
language is acquired in school. Although the Arabic dia-
lects are as different from Classical Arabic as the Romance
languages are from Latin, there is an enduring fiction that
the colloquial language is, in fact, identical with the stan-
dard language and that school children are native speakers
of the learned variety. This is not the case. For explana-
tions of the texts, students remain heavily reliant on the
colloquial language.

Within the Arabic-speaking world, some areas remained
bilingual, such as the Berber-speaking Sous in Morocco.
From the sixteenth century onward, the Berber-speaking
Sous created a flourishing literary tradition, in which the
local language, Berber, was used as an auxiliary language
in teaching Arabic. Berber served as the means of com-
munication between teachers and students, and it was the
language in which the Arabic texts were explained, com-
mented on, and paraphrased, and in which textbooks for
beginners were written.® Yet it was not a language that
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needed to be learned for its own sake. The proficiency of
students was taken for granted.

In the course of Islamization following the initial period
of conquests, Arabic was spread as a written language in
sub-Saharan Africa, as well as Central, South, and South-
east Asia. Teaching of Arabic focused on the transmission
of texts, chief among them the Qur’an. At school, texts
written in the learned language were explained in the
local language—Persian in Iran, Swahili in East Africa, and
Malay in Indonesia. Knowledge of the local language by
the students was assumed and not part of formal training.

Teaching a learned language relies on understanding
written texts, although this does not necessarily imply that
students are able to speak the language outside a formal
setting. Most people, even in countries with Arabic dia-
lects, were unable to extemporize in the standard language,
and switched to colloquial Arabic whenever they could.
In regions with non-Arabic native languages, oral use of
standardized Arabic was even more restricted. In West
Africa, it was used as a diplomatic language between polit-
ical entities, which entailed a certain level of proficiency.
In the fourteenth century, cities such as Timbuktu became
academic centers of learning, where Arabic was used both
in writing and in formal scholarly debates. In East Africa, a
lively literary culture developed in the eighteenth century
in Lamu Island off the coast of Kenya where both Arabic
and Swahili (in Arabic script) were used in writing, but
oral discussions tended to take place in Swahili.*

URPRISINGLY LITTLE IS KNOWN about the everyday

practice of primary education in the early history of

the Arabic linguistic tradition. Children learned the
principles of writing and reading in a type of school known
as a kuttdab or maktab, from a schoolmaster who taught
them to write and recite the Qur’an. In the ninth-cen-
tury work Kitab adab al-mu ‘allimin (Rules of Conduct
for Teachers), Ibn Sahniin proffers advice about the cur-
riculum, recommending a broader selection of reading
materials than just the Qur’an, including poetry and
pre-Islamic history.’ Like Ibn Sahntn, the fourteenth-cen-
tury historian Ibn Khaldan argued against the exclusive
emphasis on the text of the Qur’an in language teaching.
In his sketch of education in the Maghreb, he calls for the
development of communicative skills in children, rather
than the memorization of grammatical rules.® The impact
of these views in daily classroom practice is unknown, but
they do not seem to have led to major changes in the gram-
matical treatises used in teaching.

After the kuttab, only a small percentage of children
went on to attend lessons in a madrasa, usually con-
nected with a mosque, where they learned the basics of
the Islamic sciences. In language studies, these students
started with elementary grammars, sometimes in the form
of a catechism with questions and answers, which had to
be memorized. The end of the curriculum was marked by

the memorization of a text summarizing the grammatical
rules, such as the thirteenth-century ’Alfiyya, a thou-
sand-line grammatical poem by Ibn Malik.

Students who opted to study language went on to attend
private lessons with a grammarian. The customary form
of teaching was for the teacher to read a treatise aloud,
while the students transcribed the text. Alternatively, the
teacher had the students recite text from a manuscript,
while the teacher assessed its correctness, working from
memory. This process was accompanied by oral explana-
tions from the teacher, clarifying obscure points.

Some students later published a commentary on the text
they had read with their teacher, in which they reported on
questions asked and answers received during the lessons.
Such exchanges can be found in the first complete Arabic
grammar, composed by Sibawayhi in the eighth century
and simply referred to as Kitab Sibawayhi (Sibawayhi’s
Book). His main teacher was al-Khalil ibn Ahmad, author
of the first largescale dictionary of Arabic. The intensive
interaction between them is illustrated by the almost
600 quotations from al-Khalil’s teaching in the Kitab, far
more than from any other grammarian. Sibawayhi asks
his teacher about the interpretation of difficult passages
from the Qur’an, but also about made-up sentences, many
of which turned around the proper declensional endings.
In one typical example, Sibawayhi constructs the sentence
“I passed Zayd and his brother came to me, both of them,”
and asks al-Khalil about the correct case ending for “both
of them,” which serves as an apposition to two different
constituents in the sentence.

Grammarians from rival schools occasionally met in a
formal session, or majlis, in which they discussed gram-
matical questions, accompanied by their students. Reports
about these sessions present the grammarians bombard-
ing each other with lines of poetry and Qur’ anic verses
and challenging the knowledge of their opponents con-
cerning the lexicon and grammar. Debates sometimes
grew heated, grammarians having a reputation for being
short-tempered and combative. Students attended these
meetings in order to support their teachers and to learn
the art of defeating an opponent by superior knowledge
of the rules and of the main sources of written Arabic: the
Qur’an and poetry.

RABIC GRAMMATICAL TREATISES were never meant

to be grammars for learners. Such treatises start

from the assumption that native speakers of
Arabic knew how to speak and did not need a description
of their language, let alone a prescriptive grammar telling
them how to speak correctly. Yet these idealized native
speakers were not credited with any theoretical insight
into the rules, and this is where the grammarians came
in. Their task was to apply a theoretical framework to the
grammatical phenomena, explaining the reasons behind
the rules.
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In his work al-'Idah fi ‘ilal al-nahw (The Elucidation
of Grammatical Causes), the tenth-century grammarian
al-Zajjaji makes a systematic distinction between three
levels of grammatical explanation. Anyone wishing to
learn a language needs to know the rules, but not every-
one needs a detailed explanation. Accordingly, textbooks
of the first level only state the main rules of grammar, for
instance that the affirmative particle ’inna (indeed) is fol-
lowed by the topic of the sentence in the accusative case
and the predicate in the nominative case. When this parti-
cle is introduced into the sentence zayd-un tawil-un (Zayd
is tall), in which both topic and predicate have the nom-
inative ending -un, the sentence becomes 'inna zayd-an
tawil-un (indeed, Zayd is tall), in which the topic zayd has
the accusative ending -an. At this level, no further expla-
nation is needed. Almost from the beginning of the Arabic
tradition, grammarians published brief first-level trea-
tises without theoretical explanations.® Al-Zajjaji himself
wrote such a treatise summarizing the grammatical rules,
entitled al-Jumal (The Compendia), which became highly
popular.

Treatises of the second level provide explanations by
formulating the rules in terms of grammatical governance.
This theory stipulates that all declensional endings are
produced by a grammatical operator. In the sentence cited
above, the operator is formally identified as the particle
‘inna. The action of this particle is explained by its resem-
blance to a verb, which enables it to operate on the topic
and the predicate, just like the verb operates on the agent
and the object. The theory of governance pervades the
entire system of Arabic grammar, and grammarians view
it as their core business to determine the operator of each
and every declensional ending.

Third-level grammatical treatises probe the reasons
behind the second-level explanations. When asked, for
instance, why the accusative ending contains an a, while
the nominative ending contains a u, a grammarian might
answer that, since the accusative is more frequent, it
is represented by the vowel a, which is the vowel pro-
nounced with the least physical exertion. Principles such
as euphony, ease of articulation, frequency of usage, and
natural order are adduced at this level of argumentation.
This is the level to which al-Zajjaji dedicated his Idah.

It would be wrong to assume that the pedagogical gram-
mars of the first level aimed to simplify grammar for the
benefit of language learners. There was no reduction in the
number of rules. Rather, they taught the same grammatical
rules, but omitted the explanations proposed in advanced
grammar lessons. Pedagogical grammars remained just as
rule-based but presented the rules in such a way that they
could be memorized more easily.

T IS ONE THING TO LEARN the rules by heart, and
quite another to handle them the proper way. The
attendance of students at a majlis acquainted them

with the way grammatical arguments are used in a debate,
but they prepared for this practice beforehand through
a strict regime of exercises. Remaining sources do not
contain a systematic record of the exercises given to stu-
dents, but a considerable number of isolated examples
can still be found. One of the first things students had to
grasp was the special nature of the Arabic lexicon. Like
most Semitic languages, Arabic has a nonconcatenative
word structure, which means that it is usually possible
to distinguish within a word three—or sometimes four or
five—root consonants or radicals, containing the seman-
tic information. These root consonants are inserted into
a template denoting the morphological and syntactic fea-
tures of the word by a specific constellation of vowels and
auxiliary consonants. The root k-t-b, for instance, is con-
nected with the notion of writing. It occurs in different
templates, producing words such as kataba/yaktubu (he
wrote/writes), ‘aktaba/yuktibu (he made/makes some-
one write), kitab/kutub (book/books), maktab/makatib
(office/offices), katib/kuttab (writer/writers), takdtub
(correspondence), iktitab (subscription), and dozens
more.

At an early stage, grammarians came up with a way of
formally encoding the template by representing the root
consonants with the consonants f, ‘, and [, and inserting
these into a template. This innovation is sometimes associ-
ated with the grammarian Mu adh al-Harra’ of the eighth
century. Thus, kitab was encoded as fi ‘dl, maktab as maf-al,
yuktibu as yuf ilu, iktitab as ifti ‘al, kuttab as fu ‘al, and so
on.

In the case of the root k-t-b, the derived words in the
different templates are morphologically transparent. But
in roots containing a glide (such as w, y, ‘alif),” a glottal
stop, or a geminated consonant, phonotactic rules like
elision and assimilation may obscure this transparency,
making it difficult to recover the root consonants.

Modern psycholinguistic studies have been concerned
with the question of whether Arabic speakers are aware
of the roots, given that the relationship between root and
actualized word is sometimes opaque.' Since in a large
number of words the relationship is transparent, one
expects speakers to be aware of the root in a consider-
able number of cases. Indeed, evidence from instances of
metathesis in aphasic speech, wordplay, and slips of the
tongue in Arabic suggests that what gets shuffled are the
root consonants, never the auxiliary consonants of the
template. In a word like maktab (office), with the root
consonants k-t-b, errors are likely to include matkab and
mabkat, but not tamkab."

An additional argument for the organization of the
lexicon by roots is that the grammarians set great store
by students’ ability to extract the root consonants from
a given word. One exercise involved using a root in a
particular template. In one instance, Mu‘adh al-Harra’
challenges someone with the question “How do you say
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yad fa‘ilu ’if al from ta 'uzzuhum 'azzan (they are confusing
them) [Qur’an 9/83]2” The aim of this exercise is to derive
the active participle (fa il) and the imperative (’if ‘al) from
the root ’-z-z, forcing the student to apply basic phonolog-
ical rules.”?

In the tenth century, the grammarian Ibn Jinni used
imaginary roots to train students in applying the rules.?
In one example, he asks them to imagine a root consist-
ing of four glottal stops, and then to apply to this root the
uncommon template 'uf ulla of the word ‘utrujja (lemon),
which produces u’’u’’a. This form is affected by various
phonotactic changes. First, a change * > w affects the first
and the third glottal stop, resulting in /’'uw’uwa/, phonet-
ically realized as '@ '@ a. Then, the remaining glottal stops
undergo lenition, w’ > w, leading to ‘uwuwa. At each step,
the students have to cite the applicable rules and validate
them by reference to changes elsewhere in the system.
This example makes abundantly clear that the purpose of
the exercises was to gain an understanding of the underly-
ing rules, rather than to build a productive lexicon.

The preceding exercises took a known set of radicals
as their point of departure. In other exercises, students
are tasked with identifying the radicals within a given
word, a procedure known as istigdq (splitting). One way of
doing this is to apply a diminutive pattern fu ‘ayl (fu ‘aylil
for words with four consonants), which has the property
of reducing the number of root consonants to four, elim-
inating all augmented consonants. The name Hasan
becomes Husayn, but the diminutive of the word ‘ankabit
/‘ankabuwt/ (spider) is ‘unaykib (little spider). Like-
wise, Muhammad from the root s-m-d has a diminutive
Humayd, and even a foreign name like Ibrahim is reduced
to Burayh, as if it is derived from a root b-r-h.

This exercise only works for speakers who are able to
cite the correct form from the corpus of written Arabic.
Some diminutives are unlikely to occur in this corpus and
their derivation is purely theoretical. Grammarians took
delight in thinking up ever-more-complicated problems,
such as the diminutive of yawm al- "ahad (Sunday), ba’ (the
name of the letter b), or taldtiina (thirty), forcing students
to use their knowledge of the morphological rules in order
to extract the root consonants. In this way, the nonce word
uwuwa mentioned above could produce a diminutive
‘uwayy, after the application of multiple rules.

DIFFERENT KIND of exercise was connected with
the phenomenon of diptosis. In principle, Arabic
nouns have three cases, each represented by a sep-

arate ending. The word bayt (tent, house), for instance, has
the nominative bayt-un, the genitive bayt-in, and the accu-
sative bayt-an (the final -n indicating indefiniteness). A
number of so-called diptotic nouns have only two endings
and lack the indefinite ending. The word ‘ahmar (red), for
instance, has the nominative ‘ahmar-u and the genitive or
accusative ‘ahmar-a.

The existence of diptotic words posed one of the great-
est challenges for the grammarians. Their explanations
turn around the notion of relative weight, which domi-
nated their view of the language system. The grammarians
ranged all elements in the language on a scale from light to
heavy. The lightest, meaning the most unmarked, element
is represented by an indefinite singular masculine generic
noun, which by its lightness does not have the power to
act as an operator, but is able to carry the full array of
declensional endings marking its different functions in
the sentence. Verbs, on the other hand, are rated as heavy,
or marked, constituents that have the power to serve as
operators, but are too heavy to carry any declensional end-
ings. For a noun, any deviation from its primary noun-ness
means that it becomes heavier, more verb-like, which may
lead to the partial loss of its declensional rights.

Using a noun for the purpose of naming adds to its
heaviness, so that naming may be used by teachers as a
testing device.* Some of their questions turn around exist-
ing names. The name ‘Amr, for instance, is fully declined
when given to a man, but if a woman is called by this
name, it becomes too heavy and is only partially declined.
Foreign names are fully declined when integrated in the
Arabic lexicon, for instance Niih (Noah), which has the
same pattern as fal (beans). But when there is no fitting
pattern in Arabic, the name’s heaviness increases, and it
becomes diptotic, as is the case for 'Tbrahim (Abraham).
Since verbs have no rights to declension, resemblance to
a verbal pattern may also lead to diptosis. The noun ’isba
(finger) is fully declined, but when it is used as a proper
name, its resemblance to an imperative like ‘idhab (go
away!) renders it too heavy, so that it becomes diptotic.

Matters become more complicated when imaginary
names are used to test a student’s understanding of the
rules. The teacher may ask how to treat a verb, a particle,
or even a sentence being used as a proper name. If some-
one were to be called by the passive verb Duriba (was hit),
grammarians argue that this template is unique for verbs
and therefore, when this form is transferred to the cate-
gory of a noun by being used as a name, it becomes too
heavy to be fully declined.” But if one uses the passive verb
Rudda (was returned) as a proper name, it is fully declined
because this is similar to the nominal pattern fu la, as in
kurra (ball). The imperative ‘Tdhab (go away!), on the
other hand, has the same pattern as the noun ’isbha, but
still receives diptotic declension when used as a name,
because this pattern was not originally nominal.’® Gram-
marians were fond of citing increasingly fancy examples,
including names like Alladi ra’aytu (the one I saw), La
(no), or ’Itnd- ‘asara (twelve), which are unlikely to have
ever been used as names. The point was not that students
needed to know how to decline such proper names in real
life but that, just like the exercises involving imaginary
roots, the naming exercise was meant to test their skill in
handling the appropriate rules.
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HE ARABIC TERM for syntax (nahw) means gram-

mar in general. Grammatical treatises traditionally

started with syntax, followed by morphology, and
ended with phonology. Knowledge of syntax represented
the core of linguistic science. Students were trained to
parse texts sentence by sentence, determining the syntac-
tic function of each word. Some textbooks exemplify this
by parsing the entire text of the ‘'Alfiyya. But parsing could
also be trained with hypothetical sentences, created by
grammarians for the specific purpose of challenging the
students. In the ninth century, the grammarian al-Mubar-
rad includes in his al-Mugtadab (The Trimmed) a chapter
entitled “Lengthy Problems to Examine the Learners.””
Most of the problems he cites involve excessive embed-
ding. An English translation of one such sentence may give
an idea of the kind of complications facing the students:

The one whose servant ate his food honored the one
who hit with a whip the one who slandered the one who
honored the one to whom the one in whose house your
brother stayed had given a dirham.’®

Students had to disentangle such sentences on the basis
of the declensional endings.

A different type of test is known as al- ‘ihbar bi-lladi—
predication with a relative. This procedure is similar to
a clefting construction with a relative sentence, used in
English to highlight a constituent. In the sentence “We
were looking for the dog,” for instance, the object may be
highlighted by saying “What we were looking for was the
dog” In Arabic, clefting is not commonly used for focusing
purposes, but it does serve as a testing device. Students are
given a sentence like ’a ‘taytu zayd-an dirham-an (I gave
Zayd a dirham), in which both the object and the recipient
have an accusative ending. Clefting produces alladi 'a ‘tay-
tu-hu zayd-an dirham-un (What I gave Zayd is a dirham),
in which the object turns into a predicate. This type of test
was meant to familiarize students with the various syntac-
tic roles in a sentence, in this case the agent, the object, and
the recipient, by turning “I gave Zayd a dirham” into “The
one who gave Zayd a dirham is me,” “The one to whom I
gave adirham is Zayd,” or “What I gave Zayd is a dirham.””

In actual speech, speakers commonly suppress parts of
the message, leaving some of the declensional endings in
the sentence stranded. To explain these endings, Arabic
grammarians resorted to what was called taqdir (suppo-
sition), in order to reveal the underlying structure of the
sentence. This procedure has nothing to do with restoring
meaning, but serves to explain the governance relations in
the surface message. When the surface structure is trans-
parent, it does not need taqdir, as in the sentence daraba
zayd-un ‘amr-an (Zayd hit ‘Amr), where the verb daraba
is the overt operator causing the nominative in the agent
zayd and the accusative in the object ‘amr. Often, how-
ever, elements are missing from the surface structure. A
simple example is al-kilab-a al-kilab-a (The dogs, the
dogs!), which does not contain a verb, but only a noun

with an accusative ending. Here, the obvious explanation
of the accusative ending consists in positing an elided verb
“Beware!” in the underlying structure.

In more complicated sentences, it is less easy to deter-
mine which operators are responsible for a particular case
ending. In ‘amr-andarabtu-hu (‘Amr, I hithim), the fronted
object ‘amr has an accusative ending, but it cannot be gov-
erned by the verb darabtu, which is already occupied with
the object suffix -hu. The meaning of the sentence is per-
fectly clear, but in order to explain the case ending of the
fronted object, a covert verb is needed: darabtu ‘amr-an
darabtu-hu (I hit ‘Amr, I hit him). Establishing the taqdir
represents the apogee of theoretical reasoning in syntax,
in which students demonstrate their ability to point out all
overt and covert operators in the sentence.

N GENERAL, Arabic grammatical theory focused on

the formal rules of morphology and syntax, rather

than on interpretation by semantic paraphrase. This
is not to say that meaning was not important for the Arabic
grammarians. On the contrary, they regarded meaningful
communication as the main force driving all speech pro-
duction. Students were supposed to be native speakers of
Arabic and, as such, to be familiar with the meaning. Yet,
even native speakers needed help with obscure or obso-
lete words in the texts, which had to be glossed in order to
clarify their meaning. Outside the Arabic-speaking world,
there was a much greater need for glossing. The simplest
form of glossing consisted of marginal or interlinear trans-
lations of difficult words or phrases. When more and more
words received their own gloss, eventually, the complete
text was translated.

For purposes of glossing and translating, lexicograph-
ical tools were needed. Arabic lexicographers developed
one of the richest lexicographical traditions in the history
of linguistics. They systematically took inventory of all
roots in an attempt to achieve ever-greater completeness
in recording the words of the language.?® These efforts
culminated in the fourteenth century with al-Firtazabadi’s
Tdj al- ‘artis (The Bride’s Crown), which reached the stag-
gering number of 120,000 entries. Such dictionaries were
scholarly projects and definitely not intended as didactic
tools.? Their monolingual focus made them unsuitable for
translating purposes, for which bilingual glossaries were
needed. These were compiled within the same framework
as the Arabic lexicographical tradition, including the f-*-I
notation, even for languages that did not have the Arabic
type of root structure. They were not intended for vocab-
ulary training, because students were supposed to acquire
their lexical knowledge in the course of reading and mem-
orizing texts.

Within the Arabic-speaking world, bilingual glossaries
were relatively rare. Berber was one of the exceptions. It
was employed as an auxiliary language in teaching Arabic,
butalso as the language of elementary treatises on theology
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and other topics for beginning students. Arabic-Berber
glossaries were compiled as early as the twelfth century
and were usually thematic, in line with their function as
translation tools.?

Outside the Arabic-speaking world, almost all indige-
nous languages in the regions where Islam was introduced
gave rise to lexicographical tools, from simple word lists
to complete dictionaries. Their main function was to
facilitate the glossing and translating of Arabic texts for
teaching purposes, but sometimes the lexicographers may
have had ulterior motives in compiling their dictionar-
ies. In the eleventh century, al-Kashghari used his Diwan
lugat at-Turk (Register of the Turkic Languages) to show
that the Turkic languages were just as capable as Arabic
of expressing complex thoughts, and possessed an equally
rich lexicon.?® Early Persian lexicography, starting with
the first Persian dictionary, Lugat-i Furs (Language of
the Persians) by Asadi Tasi in the eleventh century, was
closely connected with the study of the rich lexicon of Per-
sian poetry.**

Generally speaking, translators did not aim to produce
literary or adaptive translations in their own language.
Their sole aim was to provide as many word-to-word
equivalents of the Arabic original as possible, showing
the internal structure of each sentence of the text out of
respect for the original. The resulting literal translations
should not be regarded as a demonstration of any inept-
ness on the part of the translator. They generate a fairly
peculiar kind of language, and one sometimes won-
ders how anyone could understand them. But stylistic
qualities were never the issue, as the translations were
meant to serve purely as a didactic aid to understand the
original.

ORD-BY-WORD translations not only helped stu-

dents understand the original text, they also

strengthened the implicit notion of an under-
lying similarity between the languages involved. Explicit
proposals of a universal structure for all languages were
not made until much later in Western linguistics, perhaps
most poignantly so when Antoine Arnauld and Claude
Lancelot published the first edition of their Grammaire
générale et raisonnée in 1660. Underlying all languages,
they claim, there exists a universal grammar. They all have
the categories of subject, predicate, and object. When lan-
guages have case endings, speakers use them to indicate
syntactic functions; when they do not, the same functions
are indicated by different means. Arnauld and Lancelot
believed that the choice depends on “the nature of the
language.” All languages can express the attribution of a
property to a substance, but they do so in different ways,
by an apposition, by an attributive participle, or by a rel-
ative sentence. In Latin one says video canem currentem
and in French je vois un chien qui court; both propositions
attribute the property of running to a dog.?

Throughout the history of the Arabic linguistic tradi-
tion, the claim of a universal structure of language was
never made explicit in the manner of the Grammaire
générale, but implicitly it constituted the basis for the
grammarians’ paradigm. In this framework, learning a
new language meant learning how to set the parameters
of the universal rules. It was the task of grammarians to
teach their students the specific rules of the language they
were learning.

The notion of a universal structure is not incompatible
with a ranking scale of languages. For Arnauld and Lance-
lot it was obvious that French possessed a more logical
way of expressing thought and a more natural word order.
Yet it had to vie for first position with Latin and Greek. For
Arabic grammarians, it was clear that Arabic possessed
superior qualities, as it had been chosen by God for the last
revelation. They were no doubt aware of other languages.
After all, a good many of them were native speakers of
other languages, starting from the founder of the disci-
pline, Sibawayhi, whose native language was Persian. But
these foreign languages could not compete with Arabic.
Their underlying structure may have been identical to that
of Arabic, but their way of expressing this structure was
inferior. According to the tenth-century grammarian Ibn
Faris, Arabic was unique in possessing a system of vowel
endings that marked the grammatical function of a word
within the sentence.?® Without this, he says, the listener
would not be able to distinguish between an agent and an
object in a sentence. He adds that, “some unreliable people
claim that the philosophers [i.e., the Greeks] boasted
declension and grammatical writings. But this is the kind
of nonsense one does not waste one’s time with.”

Some of the speakers of these languages begged to differ.
In a debate that took place in 1026, the Syriac bishop Elias
of Nisibis told a Muslim vizier that the Syriac language
is vastly superior to Arabic precisely because it indicates
syntactic functions with the help of a particle, rather than
with declensional endings. Needless to say, his Arab inter-
locutor strongly disagreed.?” Turkic grammarians were
more modest in their claim, contenting themselves with
a demonstration of the equality of their language with
Arabic, but even they must have had a hard time convinc-
ing Arabic speakers.

INCE THE DIFFERENCES between languages concern
the formal expression of meaning, learning a lan-
guage amounts to learning the particular realization
of the universal rules in that language. Learning these rules
takes place within an educational system that empha-
sizes memorization. Critics are correct in noting that this
method ignores the communicative aspects of language
learning, but then again, the goal was not to teach learners
to speak Arabic spontaneously.
Modern applied linguistics is geared to the acquisition
of both productive and receptive proficiency, but not to
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learned language acquisition. Yet this is what millions of
students all over the world are engaged in at school. Cath-
erine McBride points out that one half of school-going
children in the world become literate in their second lan-
guage before their native language; this second language
is often a learned language they are not expected to use
productively.?® They learn to read texts in this language
through collective recitation.” In the case of Arabic, the
text most frequently recited is the Qur’an. Children learn
to recite and write it, even before comprehending the con-
tent, which for some of them remains a mystery.

Dale Eickelman has analyzed the role of memorization
in Islamic education. The rote learning system serves to
guarantee the intact transmission of knowledge and leads
to the canonization of a fixed set of texts. He speaks about
the transmission of the religious sciences, but his conclu-
sions apply equally well to the transmission of linguistic
knowledge.® Still, such a system might be more flexible
than its rigid nature suggests. Daniel Wagner’s extensive
fieldwork in Morocco and other Islamic countries focused
on the impact of rote learning on the cognitive develop-
ment of children. He did not find any trace of the stultifying
effect that is often associated with this approach.’* Com-
pared to other types of learning, Qur’anic schooling with
an emphasis on memorization turned out to have a posi-
tive effect on the children’s serial memory skills, without
affecting the development of other cognitive skills.

Wagner also followed the progress of a number of
monolingual Berber-speaking children in Morocco after
they began attending Arabic schools. The children grew up
without exposure to spoken Arabic and became literate in
Arabic during primary school. Pre-schooling in Qur’anic
schools appeared to benefit them significantly more than
Arabic-speaking children, who had already been exposed
to spoken (Moroccan) Arabic at home.*

While many Berber children grow up in an Arabic-speak-
ing environment, children in other Islamic countries are
not exposed to spoken Arabic. Although there are few
ethnographic or demographic studies of Arabic-language
proficiency in Indonesia, Pakistan, and Iran, the general
level of Arabic language skills in these countries does
not seem to be high. Children learn to recite parts of the
Qur’an, but for comprehension most of them depend on
a translation in their own language. Only a few students
progress to a more advanced stage, at which they are able
to read Arabic texts by themselves. Even when traditional
schools attempt to improve the linguistic level of stu-
dents by introducing new methods of language teaching,®
reforms are hampered by a general lack of teachers and
teaching materials. Nadia Selim identifies these difficul-
ties as one of the principal reasons for the lack of success
in teaching Arabic.**

Whether taught with traditional or modern didactic
methods, Classical Arabic remains a learned language
in the sense that it is not needed for communication.

Attempts to teach such a language for informal dialogue
in a classroom are doomed to fail, and, at best, generate a
highly stilted form of the language. Selecting the colloquial
language as the target for teaching improves the ability to
communicate, but clashes with the aim of teaching Arabic
as the language of religion and science, which is naturally
connected with written texts.

Learning by rote goes against the grain of modern
didactic insights. Yet it cannot be denied that it is effective
in teaching children to read and write. For a select few, this
method acts as a bridge to a type of learning that does not
differ greatly from the one that used to be current in Euro-
pean grammar schools. Classical Arabic may be a dead
language in the sense that there are no native speakers, but
it is very much alive in the sense that it plays an essential
role in the cognitive development of students. The study of
a learned language differs from normal second-language
acquisition because of its focus on the analysis of written
texts. Teaching this skill involves internalizing a set of
grammatical rules and building a lexicon on the basis of
words occurring in the texts.

The Arabic grammatical tradition found a novel way
to reach this aim by systematically subjecting students to
exercises that revolved around the application of rules,
using both actual and made up forms. Having memorized
the grammatical rules, students were tested constantly for
their ability to handle them. Those gifted students who
passed the entire course could apparently acquire a thor-
ough understanding of the texts, bringing their learned
language to life.

Kees Versteegh is Emeritus Professor of Arabic and Islam
at the University of Nijmegen.
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