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ABSTRACT

This work is a study of some aspects of Sibawayh's treatise on
Arabic 'Al-Kitab'!. It focuses on his phonetic and phonological
theory and presents a critical assessment of his description of the

sound system of Arabic and his views on the phonological processes

that operate on the segments in different contexts.

The first chapter familiarizes the reader with the historical
background of Arabic linguistic studies and the cultural context of

Sibawayh's masterwork in language and its place in the history of

Arabic linguistics.

His phonetic descriptions of the sound system of Arabic are
discussed in Chapters Two and Three.” In Chapter Two the concept
of Harf as a unit in the phonological system of Arabic is closely
examined; together with the places of articulation of the segments.
Chapter Three reviews Sibawayh's observations on the phonetic pro-
perties of the segments and presents a description of the histori-

cal changes in these properties as attested in modern Arabic.

The next three chapters examine ' and comment on  Sibawayh's
investigation of the assimilatory processes among the segments in
different contexts and the changes in their phonetic properties as
an outcome of these processes. Chapter Four deals with the conso-
nants in various contexts; for this Sibawayh uses the term
'AZ-Idyham'. The glottal stop Hamzah, as an exception, will De
dealt with separately in Chapter Five. Chapter Six deals with the

vowels of Arabic in context. The process of 'Imalah’ occupies the

major part of this chapter; T&fkhgm'and vowel harmony occupy the

rest of 1it.

Chapter Seven 1s a concluding assessment of Sibawayh's views
in phonetics and phonology. The author's own views and comments on
the topics discussed in this work will be presented. He will try

to reinterpret Sibawayh's ideas in the light of modern theories 1in
language to establish a link between traditional Arabic studies in

language and modern linguistics.



KEY TO SYMBOLS USED IN TRANSLITERATION AND TRANSCRIPTION

Consonants
@ M @ @
2 ' ? glottal stop
h voiced glottal fricative
2 h voiceless glottal fricative .
C n h voiceless pharyngeal fricative
E ¢ G voiced pharyngeal fricative
z kh X voiceless uvular fricative
é, gh b voliced uvular fricative
T q G voiced uvular stop
q voiceless uvular stop
k2 k k voiceless velar stop
C voiceless palatal affricate
C ] ] voiced palatal affricate
g voiced velar stop
Z voiced palatal fricative
S y y voiced palatal semi-vowel
& sh S voiceless palatal fricative
J 1 1 voiced alveolar lateral
¥ voiced emphatic alveolar lateral
J r r voiced alveolar trill
¥ voiced alveolar tap
O n n voiced alveolar nasal (cf. 4.4.6.7, p.123)
Lo d 6 voiced velarized lateral fricative (cf.3.4.4,
p.83)
b t d voiced velarized alveolar stop
t » voiceless velarized alveolar stop
O d d voiced alveolar stop
< t t voiceless alveolar stop
P S S voiceless velarized alveolar fricative
& S S voiceless alveolar fricative
2 Z Z voiced alveolar fricative
* (a) Arabic letters; (b) Transliteration symbols;
(c) Transcription symbols; (d) Phonetic values.
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@ B @ (@
5 dh 0 voiced velarized interdental fricative
> dh o voiced interdental fricative
O th 0 voiceless interdental fricative
o £ f voiceless labio-dental fricative
¢ m m voiced bilabial nasal
- b b voiced bilabial stop
2 W W voiced bilabial semi-vowel
Vowels
- a a short open
e short front half open
o short back half open rounded
] a a: long open
e: long front half open
0 long back half open rounded
2 u u " short close back rounded
- "short close central rounded
> u u: long close back rounded
TS long close central rounded
P2 1 1 short close front
S i 1: long close front
5 short central -
vV short vowel
v long vowel



INTRODUCTION

To produce a thesis on Arabic linguistics 1s to deal with a
subject that emerged as the very first field of knowledge tackled
by the Arabs in the history of Islamic culture. From the outset

this discipline aimed at serving the cultural needs of the new reli-

geon in the early years of the seventh century A.D. It occupied a
prestigeous position in society because it was intended to help

Muslims read and understand their holy book the Qur'an,

The history of this discipline was subject to various ebbs and
flows. In its early days it flourished and grew quite quickly in

comparison with other fields of knowledge. It is generally agreed
that it reached its peak in the period of al-Khalil al-Farahidi and
his brilliant disciple Sibawayh, the latter rightly distinguished

as the doyen of Arabic linguistics. Although the discipline contin-
ued to gain momentum during the four or five centuries to follow
not much was added to what Sibawayh produced in his Book. Indeed
some aspects of grammar, such as phonetics, did not witness any
significant development after Sibawayh. However, within the span
of five centuries, and under the impetus of his thorough treatment
of every aspect of grammar and his revolutionary method of descrip-

tion, no fewer than fifty treatises were written to explain his

work or comment on his views. From that time up to the nineteenth

century no progress was made.

In the nineteenth century A.D. interest in the culture of the
East attracted the attention of many Occidental scholars; and the
Orientalist movement found itself busy with the rediscovery of the
heritage of the world of Islam in science and arts. In the field
of linguistics this movement concerned itself with the study of
Classical Arabic. Many text books on language and literature were
investigated, edited and published. Sibawayh's Book was published
in the late part of the nineteenth century. . Early in the twentieth

century the German scholar Schaade (1911) published the first study

made in Europe of the phonetic observations of Sibawayh. A few

other scholars investigated some parts of the Book but it 1is still

underinvestigated and it certainly deserves a better share of the

attention paid to traditional works of Arabic linguistics,
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On the other hand the interest of modern linguistics in Arabic
followed another course. As a result of the importance given to the
spoken form of language numerous works have been written about regio-
nal variants of colloquial Arabic, both by Arab and non-Arab students
of linguistics. Some of the latter, concentrating on peculiarities
of single dialects and having less than adequate aquaintance with

Arabic, treated these dialects as if they were separate languages in

their own right. The result was that some of their conclusions were
mistaken, misplaced or even irrelevant. Similarly those modern Arab
linguists who were trained in the west followed modern methods in
language studies and showed the same interest in spoken varieties of
Arabic. This 1s not meant to discredit their valuable work; but,
with the exception of a few, they found little time to pay sufficient

attention to traditional Arabic and Islamic studies in language.

In the east, meanwhile, a great number of scholars of Arabic
who were well trained in Arabic traditional grammatical studies and
spared no effort in this field looked on modern linguistics with
some susplicion. Many of them believed that what had been achieved
by the traditionalists was the optimum and some even considered any

research work in the colloquial forms harmful and illegitimate.

The issue at hand is to establish new ground and create an inte-
rest in the revival of the contribution made by the early Arab gram-
marians to the discipline. These grammérians followed a method by
which théy covered thoroughly every aspect of the dﬁscipline; many
of their ideas are still relevant enough to form a foundation for
modern Arabic linguistics. Following modern methodology the value
of this aspect of Isiamic heritage should be made known to those
working in the fast developing science of language.

The present study is a preliminary attempt in this direction,
trying to present Sibawayh as a pioneering linguist whose theories
prefigured many views of modern linguistics by some thirteen centu-
ries. His interest in spoken forms of language could be presented
as an example to be followed in modern research work on the present

day linguistic situation of the Arab world.
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CHAPTER ONE

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

i.l “INTRODUCTiON

Sibawayh presented his theories in Phonetics and Phonology in his
famous treatise on Arabic known as al-Kitab written in the eighth cen-
tury A.D. To arrive at a fruitful appreciation of this work of linguis-
tics and its place among the linguistic thinking of the Arabs, it might
be useful to present an account of the historical and cultural back-
ground of The Book. This‘chapgerwill try to trace the early attempts in

grammatical studies of the Arabs and the influence they had on Sibawayh

as a linguist and on his remarkable achievement in linguistics.

1.2 EARLY MODERN ARABIC

Arabic is the laﬁguaée of tﬁe Arabs, an old nation who appeared in
the Arabian peninsula, totaliing now some 160 million people inhabiting
a wide stretch of land from Arabia across the whole of North Africa.
This language enjdys a considerable cultural heritage, being the lang-
uage of the Qur'an, the holy book of some 1200 million muslims. During
the middle agestit was once the vehicle of science and knowledge.

Arabic linguistics started as early as the first century of Islam,

in the seventh century A.D. The works of the early Arab linguists drew
the attention of a number of orientalists in the nineteenth century.
Among those orientalists were DeSacy, Fleischer, Freitag, Black, Fuck,

Schaade and others. Their investigations were mainly text editing and
philological studies. It is only during the last four or five decades
that modern linguiéﬁics started to show an interest in Arabic linguis-
tics. Modern theories in linguistics have triggered an accelerating
movement in investigating the linguistic theories of the early Arab
grammarians. But still, comparatively little has been dome so far.
Modern literary Arabic, or_”FughE.Arqbic, can be traced to the lst
century before Hejrah (the sixthhcentury A.D,). At that time different
Arab tribes spoke a number of local dialects of Arabic that showed cer-
tain differences inhphonology, structure and idiom (cf. Bakalla, 1975),
but as basically regional variants of one and the same language. A more
or less standard dialect, however, had developed and came to be used by
poets and orators. This common form of Arabic was all important for the

economic and cultural life of the people. Annual fairs used to be held



in Mecca during the pilgrimage seasons., = At a place called Souq Ukadh
poets and orators used to take part in competitions in which poems and
speeches were delivered in that common dialect which became to Dbe
recognized by all as the High standard form of Arabic. The value of
the occasion must have depended a gread deal on that common variant of

the language, which aquired the prestige of being worthy of the lite-
rary tradition embodied in poetry, so highly valued by the Arabs that
a poet was the mouthpiece of his tribe and the symbol of its pride and

prestige.
The importance of this form of Arabic is shown by the practice
followed by the elite families who used to-send their young to live

for a number of years among certain Bedouin tribes in the heart of the
desert in order to acquire the dialect of these tribes which they must
have believed to be the 'pure' form of the language. The Prophet

Muhammad himself, when a child, spent a number of years with a tribe
called Bani Sa‘d who lived in a region to the north of Mecca. It must
have been believed by town dwellers that their own dialect was subject
to some impurities, caused perhaps by contact with foreigners and some
different Arabic dialects. 'The above mentioned practice might be an
indication of the existence of Lower forms of Arabic among urbanized
Arabs, used perhaps for less prestigeous purposes in everyday life.
Other evidence of the possible existence of these Low forms could be
traced in the Book of Sibawayh, In many places of the Book he makes
repeated references to various dialectal forms describing them as'bad,

good, acceptable or unacceptable', and ascribing them to different lo-

cal communities or regions. In the chapter where he enumerates the

speech sounds of Arabic he describes a number of them to be unfavoured

letters (al-Kitab, vol.4, p.432)*, He states that these speech sounds
occur less frequently in the speech of whose Arabic is acceptable, nor
are they favoured in Qur'anic recitation or poetry (ibid.).

It is not easy to determine how much these forms of Arabic were
different from each other. As far as this work is concerned it falls
outside the limits of its scope., Furthermore no record is left of the

L forms which can help to compare them with the H form. The L forms

were considered unworthy of rendering in writing, hence not having any

* Henceforth furtheJreferences to al-Kitab will be made by mentioning

only the volume number and the page number,



record of them. Most probably the differences between the H and the L
forms were less than those between modern spoken varieties of Arabic and
the written form. On the other hand we cannot rule out the possibility
that the H form was used as the first language spoken by some of the
Arabs, especially the Bedouins. In the absence of formal education the
H form of Arabic could only have been acquired through the most natural
way of language acquisition, by exposure to it during childhood.

Broadly speaking it could be said that there were two major dialec-
tal groups of Arabic at the time of early Islam. In the western  part
of Arabia, al-Hijaz, Arabic dialects shared common linguistic features
and came to be known as the Arabic of Hijaz. One main local variant of
this dialectal group is the dialect of Quraysh, the tribe of the prophet
who inhabited Mecca. The Qur'an is described as having been revealed to
' the prophet in the dialect of Hijaz, mainly in that of Quraysh. Conseg-
uently it came to be recognized by all muslims as the most prestigeous

form of Arabic., Modern written Arabic is modelled on that dialect.

The other dialectal group is represented by variants of Arabic that
used to be spoken in the eastern part of Arabia, the Arabian Gulf area
and Southern Iraq. A group of tribes, broadly known as Tamfm, gspoke a
number of linguistically similar local dialects of Arabic. In his Book

Sibawayh makes frequent references to these two major groups of dialects.
Arabic has undergone very little structural changes in its written

form. It could be said that this form has continued for at least fifteen

centuries. On the spoken level a number of local dialects have developed.

Arabic speaking pebple left the peninsula and settled in new regions,

from Mesopotamia to Andalusia., While these linguistically definable

local dialects continued to develop naturally the written form made

very little attempt to adjust to the spoken form (Bakalla, 1975)., Minor

differnces could be traced between the original varieties of the written

form, however. These are mainly on the prosodic level when the language

is being orally produced, and partly in the realization of a limited
number of phonemes.

On the whole, different varieties of the spoken form of Arabic dia-
lects are showing tendencies to move towards the written form at diffe-
rent linguistic levels, mainly in the choice of lexical items, This

could be attributed to the influence of education, the rapid disappea-
rance of illiteracy and the effect of mass media.




1.3 THE BEGINNING OF ARABIC GRAMMAR

No work on the grammar of Arabic is known to have existed until
the emergence of Islam early in the seventh century A.,D, The Arabs
spoke their language, said their poetry in it and understood their

holy book the Qur'an'without any formal education, It was simply

the H form of their first language.

1.3.1 The picture changed fairly quickly after Islam. Islam was
Arabic in language but international in scope. As early as the days
of the Prophet himself many non-Arabic speakers became Muslims,
Mistakes in reading the Qur'an were only too likely to be made by
those people, as well as by some Arabs too (Anbsry a, p.244). Arabic
acquired a new higher prestige for all Muslims. Five times a day
they say their prayers in Arabic, the teachings of their new faith
are recorded in it in the Qur'an and the other teachings of their
Prophet and his disciples, and it embodied the values of the faith,

The leaders of the new faith were worried about these mistakes,
for some of them led to the reversing of the meaning of some of the
verses of the Qur'an, But no measures were taken towards formal
teaching of the language. One typical such mistake which involves a
Qur'anic verse is read like this:

" Inna Llaha bari'un mina lmushrikina wa rasuluhu "

( God and his messenger denounce the infidels )

It 1s related that during the reign of the second Khalifah Umar one
man read this verse pronouncing the last word as "wa rasulthi” which

rendered the meaning of the verse ( God denounces the jnfidels and
his messenger ) ( Aspahani, vol.12, p.299 ).

Up to that time Arabic script used a number of characters, many
of them stand for more than one speech sound, Short vowels had mo
symbols or characters. The present system of adding dots above or
under the characters was not yet introduced. Arab readers must have
depended on their intuition as native speakers of the language and

their knowledge of the context to be able to read the script without

mistakes. A very old copy of the Qur'gn is on display in the British

Museum, believed to be written in the eighth century A.D., displays

such characteristics. Dots are used with only a limited number of

characters and there are no symbols for short vowels ( No. Or 2165,
ff-67v68r ).
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1.3.2 In the year 36 A,H, the fourth Khalifah The Imam 541:5, was 1in
Basrah where he discussed with Abu al Aswad al Du'ali ( d4.688 A.D.),
one of his men whom he had appointed as the judge of Basrah, problems
of misreading the Qur'an. He is quoted as having told al-Du'ali that
he was finding plenty of mistakes in the Arabic of the people in Bas-
rah and that he thought something must be done about it ( ASpahSni ;
ibid.; Ibn al-Ambari, p.13; al-Qufti. vol.l, p.4).

It 13 also related that shortly after this encounter, the Imam
Ali handed out to al-Du'ali four sheets which contained some descrip-
tion of Arabic, part of which saying " al kalamu kulluhu 'itsmun wa
fiflun wa harfun " ( all parts of speech are noun, verb and particle)
(Aspah;ni, vol.12, p.226; al-Quft{, ibid.). Al-Du'ali 1is described
to have expounded on those notes and showed it to the Imam Ali  who
admired it and told. him to carry on " ma 'ahsana hadha 1 nahwa lladhi
nahawta ". 1t is believed that the discipline acquired its name nahw
from that incident.

Few years after the death of the Imam in 40 A.H. al-Du'ali was
approached by the new governor of Basrah, Ziyad ibn Abth,proposing to
him to write something about Arabic, evidently to teach the Muslims
how to read the Qur'an accurately. Al-Du'ali declined the offer at
first, then consented later and asked to be provided with a number of
scribes to work with him ( Sirafi, p.12; Ibn al- Nadim, p.59 ).

The first thing done by this scholar was to invent symbols to

stand for short vowels in the script. He is quoted to instruct the

scribe to watch him reading the Qur'an and put down dots with the cha-

racters according to the shape of his mouth:

" If you find me opening my mouth with the letter put a dot
above the letter; if I round my mouth put a dot in front of
the letter; and if I break my mouth put a dot under the
letter. If I follow the letter by nasality put two dots on
the letter. "
By that,graphic symbols for the short vowels of Arabic and the tanwin
came to be used for the first time. One copy of the Qur'an in posse-

ssion of the British Library in London shows these marks in red ink

against the black ink of the script ( No. Or. MS. 1397, £.15b ),( see

p.i, above). Thus the first work of Arabic grammar was an attempt at

describing the structure of the language and an accurate realization

of the phonetic values of the short vowels.
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1.3.3 It is not known how much else has been done by al-Du'ali on
the grammar of Arabic, but he triggered an increasing interest in the
discipline that produced great scholars like Farahidi, Sibawayh, Ibn
Jinni and scores of others. One student of al-Du'ali, Nasr al-Laythi
(4.89 A.H.) is credited with completing what al-Du'ali had started.

He added small dots to the characters which made every one of them

stand for just one speech sound. Later on Eesa bnu‘Umar(d.149 A.H. )
is said to have written two books about the grammar of Arabic ( Al-
Tkmal and Al-Jami® ). No copy of any one of those two books could be

found now., And then there is Farahidi (d.¢.170 A.H.) who was the

teacher of Sibawayh and had the greatest influence on him, as will be

explained later., Farahidi is credited with the book 'kitab al Ayn'

the first great lexicon of Arabic.

1.4  SIBAWAYH -

1.4.1 The Man

He is “4mru bnu ‘Uthman bnu Qa;ibar, his Kuniah is Abu Bishr and
his Laan is Stbawayh.* |

He is of Persian stock, as indicated by the name of his grand-
féther Qanbar. Bdt his first name and that of his father are Arabic
whichjis an indication that they héve accepted Islam early, perhaps
first by his grandfathér. This seems to be agreed upon to have taken
place after Islam reached Western Persia in the first century of Hej-

rah ( Sirafi, p.48). His Laqab Sibawayh became very famous during

his life and more famous after his death up to the present day. No
one before him is known to have been called By that name, Its form
indicates that it is Persian., Its real meaning 18 étill a matter of
discussion. At the 'Sibawayh Conference' held by the Pahlavi Uni-

versity 1in Shiraz in 1974, Dr. Abd Al Mahdi Yadegari of the Tehran

University argued that the name Sibawayh is a nickname which means
'"Tuf £ah Allﬁhf, thatﬂis ( The*ﬁénwith the exquisite beauty whose

cheeks resemble God's most beautiful apple),(K,I.H Seman, pp.xiv-xv,
in Bakalla, 1975). ?

% , . .
A Kuniah 1s calling a person by a name that begins with ( father

of ) followed_by,the name of his eldest son or daughter, or any other

name, as a sign of respect, A Laqab is a name word that denotes some

quality a person 1is described to posses.



Some ‘ancient scholars suggested that the first part of his name
'sib' means (apple) and the second part 'wayh' means (scent) (Qufti,
vol.2, p.360; Zubaydi, PP.73-74), He was born in Southern Persia ,
either in a small town called 'al-Bayc};' or in Ahwaz (‘Azhar{, vol.l
p.19). There is no agreed upon account of the year he was born. The
year of his death is also not exactly known. 1In all probability he

died 1n c.180 A.H, (796 A.D.) at the age of about forty five (Harun,
1966, p.18). The Kufian grammarian al-XKisa'i (d.183 A.H,) 1s known

to have read Sibawayh's Book after his death., His master Farahidi ;
after whose.death Sibawayh is known to have composed his Book, died

in ¢.170 A.H. 1If that is to be accepted the year of his birth would

be ¢.135 A.H. (750 A.D.) (Abu al- Tayyib, p.74; Sirafi, p.51). The
place of his death is also not agreed upon. Some claim it -is in Ah-
waz, others say it is in Shiraz., Both ‘places are in South Persia.
According to two scholars (Zubaydi, pp.70-73 and Hamawi, vol,14:116)
his grave 1s in Shiraz on which an epitaph of three lines of verse
was written, believed to be by a poet called Sulayman ibn Yazid al-
“9dwi (Harun, 1966, p.19).

While he was young his family emigrated to Basrah where he grew
up. Bagrah, a town in Southern Iraq, was famous for its scholarly
movement., It was customary at that time for non-Arab muslims to emi-
grate to Arab Muslim centres. The quest for knowledge of the Quran
and the new faith was'a symbol of prestige and social ambition. The
young boy found himself in the new environment where the pursuit of
Islamic knowledge and education greatly depended on mastering Arabic,
the language of the new feligion. All the opportunities for knowledge
were available to him and he went on wholeheartedly to acquire it,

His first tutor was Hamad ibn Salamah ibn Dinar al-Basri  from
whom he learnt 'The Tradition'.* It is during this part of his life
that Sibawayh decided to stud& Arabic. His tutor Hamﬁd relates that
Sibawayh, émong others, was writihg some sayings of the Prophet and
made a mistake in'writing the long vowel Alif, His tutor corrected
him in a way which must have embarassed him. When the session was

over Sibawayh broke the pen and said:

" I am not going to write anything until I master Arabic"

% -
This term means the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad 'Hadith', which

are not part of the Qur'an.



The pride of this young man must have been deeply hurt, fortu-
nately for Arabic linguistics, since it provided the great motiva-
tion which produced a master scholar and a masterpiece of linguistic

work. Following those incidents he kept the company of his great

master Farahidi, where he excelled (Sirafi, p.43; Zubaydi, p.66).
He was described by his contemporaries as a man of virtu, modes-

ty and great appetite for knowledge. Al-Qufgi described him as'very

receptive'. Farahidi was said to have been very fond of him. When-

ever Sibawayh called on his master he welcomed him by a phrase he
was never heard to say to any one else:
"...Marhaban bi za'irin la ywmall..." (Zubaydi, p.68).

( Welcome to a visitor one can never be bored with ).

He must have kept the company of his master Farahidi most of his

life as a scholar. Farahidi died in c¢.170 A.H. (786 A.D.) and
Sibawayh- could only have lived some ten years after that. It 18

during this period that he\wrote his Book. Because of this strong

relation between the two scholars, adding to it the distinctive

character of Sibawayh, Farahidi felt a great attachment to his

student and did not deny him any chance for knowledge (ibid.).

In appearance he was described as a very handsone person, clean
and elegant with a nice looking face. He is not known to have marri-
ed at all. Very little is mentioned about his personal life. His

scholarly fame was the most noticeable aspect of his history.

1.4.2 The Scholar

Nothing is said about when in his life had he started at his
career as a linguist. There is no doubt about Hamad al-Bagr{ being
one of his early tutors, and this man died in 167 A.H., when Sibawayh
must have been around thirty. But one of his colleagues, Ibnfﬁyshah,
mentioned that they used to meét with Sibawayh in the mosque 1in Bas-
rah and he used to be a nice looiing youth who sought all fields of
knowledge, and excelled in grammar in-spite of his early age(Zubaydi,
p.67; Qufgi, vol.2, p.352). So he must have started quite early in
his life. |

Sibawayh was influenced by a number of scholars. He quoted many

of them in his Book, frequented seminars with some of them, but was

most influenced by Farahidi , to whom he was totally attached. The

place that Farahidi enjoys in Arabic linguistics is undisputed. He

was dedicated to knowledge and lived in poverty. Sibawayh found in him



master and friend., After the death of Farahidi Sibawayh must have
felt the need to record what he had learnt from his master. One of
his colleagues, ‘Ali Ibn Nagsr Ibn ‘Ali, as quoted by his son Nasr,

said that after the death of Farahidi, Sibawayh proposed to him to
cooperate in revivng the knowledge of Farahidi (Zubaydi pp.77-78) .
During that period it was possible for a famous scholar like
Sibawayh to make a good living by teaching the Qur'an, Arabic and
other fields of knbwledge related to them. But it seems that for
gsome reason he preferred to write the Book, rather than teach, It is
possible that his pronunciation of Arabic was not quite native like.

It ismthought that he spoke Persian too, or had some knowledge of it
(Nasif, 1953, pp.83-85). 1If it is true that he was born in Persia,
then it 1is only too likely that his pronunciation of Arabic would be

influenced by Persian, Al-Zubaydi (p.67) quotes al-Farra' to have

described Sibawayh's pronunciation as not quite eloquent,la yufsih.

Only three grammarians are mentioned to have been tutored by
him. They are:

(a) Al-Akhfash, died in 207 A.H., (822 A.D.) or in 220 A.H.

(Rabin, 1951, p.56).

(b) Qutrub, Abu Muhammad al-Basri, died in 206 A.H. (821 A.D.)

(c) AI-Nsshi', who 1s very little known.

During his lifetime two schools of linguistics began to emerge
in Iraq, the school of Basrahwith which he was identified and that
of Kufah whose most prominent scholar was al-Kisa'i. The Kufians
were more at home in the court of the Abbasid Empire in the second
century of Hijrah. It is believed that his ambition for prestige ,
added to his financial difficulties,tempted him to go to  Baghdad
the Capital. The khalifah there was Harun al-Rashid. Sibawayh asked
the first minister Yahya al-Barmaki to arrange a meeting between him
and al-KisE'I, the arch-~grammarian of the Kafians. In this encounter
Sibawayh lost the debate in what came to be known as the Zanburiyah
question (Zubaydi, pp.70-73; Hamawz, vol.l4, p.119; Zajjsj{. pp.8-10),

There 1s a general sentiment that it was a rigged plot, planned
by al-Kisa'i and his followers to discredit Sibawayh and the Basrian
grammarians. Although the first minister gave him ten thousand dir-
hams the disappointment was too great for Sibawayh. He decided to
leave Iraq for good and emigrated to Ahwaz in Persia.

It is related that on his way to Ahwaz he stopped in Basrah and

met with his student al-Akhfash and told him what happened. Then he



continued his journey-and settled in Ahwaz where he died a few years
later (al-Bagthd{, vol.12, p.198).

The high prestige and fame he enjoyed as a scholar must have
created a mixture of feelings among his contemporaries. His masters,
colleagues and students loved and revered him., Others met him with
jealousy and rivalry.  He was accused of being unable to pronounce
Arabic as well as his grammar suggests. One of those abused him for
being a Persian. But on the whole he was met with awe more than with
rivalry. According to Islam all muslims are equal , Arabs and non-
Arabs. This is very-appropriately put by the Prophet Muhammad:

"Laysat al Arabiyatu minkum bi ‘wmmin 'aw abin, innaha llisan.”

(Arabism is neither a mother to you nor a father; it is the culture)

1.4 THE BOOK

1.4.1 History
It 1s certain that Sibawayh composed his Book after the death

of his master Farahidi in ¢.170 A,H, He is also quoted to have pro-

posed to one of his colleagues to cooperate in reviving the knowledge

of Farahidi (see 1.4.2 above). The first copy of the manuscript that
Sibawayh wrote appeared in the possession of his student al-Akhfash
shortly after his death. Many people at the time knew about the Book
being composed by Sibawayh but only al-Akhfash had the chance to
witness the actual process of composing it. Al-Riyashi quoted him
to say:

" Whenever Sibawayh finished a part of his Book he showed

it to me..." (Abu al-Tayyib, p.69; Qufti, vol.2, p.350).

Nothing could be found about the specific year in which the Book
was written, but it seems certain that it was finished between 170
and 180 A.H.,(786-796 A.D.). Al-Kisa'i, who died in 183 A,H., is
said to have come down from Kufah to Basrah to read the Book. Sibawayh
is thought to have died between 180 and 182 A.H. (796-798 A.D.)

When the Book first appeared in the possession of al-Akhfash
after the death of Sibawayh it had no title. So the people simply
called it 'Al-Kitab' (The Book). It is still known by this title.

The people in Basrah at that time used to say " He read the
Book " and it would be understood that it would be that of Sibawayh,

They even called it ' the Qur'an of grammar ', which shows how much

they valued it,
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There is no doubt that Sibawayh based his treatise on the knowl-
edge of Farahidi. He refers to him very frequently. On the other
hand no-where in the Book do we find any reference to previous books
of Grammar. Only two such books are mentioned to have been written
before his time, attributed to Eesa Ibn Umar,(see 1.3.3 above). The
honesty of Sibawayh cannot be doubted for he quoted numerous other
scholars like Yunie, al-Akhfash al-Akbar, al-Asma‘il and others. He
was modest enough to consult one of his students, al-Akhfash, about
parts of his Book. No doubt he must have benefited from the efforts

of some of his predecessors, mostly from Farahidi, but his unique

style and the wide scope of the Book makes it difficult to claim any

participation in composing it.

How much there is in the Book that belongs to Farahidi 1s not

easy to determine. The two scholars had "...equally profound but
fundamentally different approach to language." (Carter,1972,pp.485-
496). Judging from his book alfhyn Farahidi put the emphasis large-
ly on the composition of words and the establishment of word bounda-
ries, while Sibawayh was basically interested in words as components
of sentences(ibid.). No matter how much has he borrowed from his

master he deserves to be credited with conceiving the unified sys-

tem of the grammar of Arabic.

1.5.2 Scope and Aim

The scope of the Book and its aim are shown by its size and the
area .covered by its numerous sections. In its original manuscript
it was described to contain one thousand pages in his own handwrit-
iﬁg. One of his tutors, Yﬁnis,i(d.182 A.H.) was told that Sibawayh
had composed a book of grammar of one thousand pages. He asked to

see the book to examine it and is said to have approved of its ori-

ginality (Sirafi, p.48).

As mentioned above the Book had no title, nor any preface or
epilogue. It is customary for a treatise written in Arabic on di-
fferent fields of knowledge to begin with a few paragraphs praising
God and the Prophet followed by reference to the identity of the
author. At the end of the work the date and place of its completion

are usually mentioned. But the Book had nothing of that. It simply

starts with a section aimed at defining 'speech in Arabic':

" Hadha babu ma lkalimu fi 1 ‘Arabiyah ".
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Similarly the last section is terminated just as abruptly. Either
he had no time to do just that or, being one of the earliest books, 1it
had no such precedents. According to the edition adopted for this 1in-
vestigation, the Book comprises 555 sections. A section or chapter
is called bab by Sibawayh, literally meaning 'door or gate' and idio-
matically meaning 'side, section or chapter'. Each section had a

title, defining the subject matter, which ranged in size from just

three words for some, 'hadha babu lhmaz',to a paragraph-like sentence .
In one instance I counted 115 words in a title of one of the sections.
The size of the section also varied from four lines up to seventeen
pages.

The majority of the Book deals with the structure of Arabic 'nahw
wagsarf',which occupies the larger part of the Book., He also deals ela-
borately with other aspects of lingustics like Phonetics and Phonology.
Phonology, Morphology and Phonetics are mainly covered in the latter
part of the Book. Although there seems to be clear division of the

subject matter investigated, there are frequent references and discu -
ssions of various areas in different parts. But nevertheless there
are clear indications that he had a certain plan in his mind when he
wrote the Book. When a point that concerns Phonetics appears while he
is discussing Syntax or Morphology, he will discuss it very Dbriefly
and add that it will be fully covered later on in its own section,

The material he uses in his investigation is mainly drawn from the
Qur'an, poetry (one thousand and fifty lines of verse are cited by him

as examples to the grammatical rules) and numerous Arabic utterances

from different dialects of Arabic of his time. He also seems to draw
upon the informal style of standard Arabic, especially in his phonetic
investigation, not failing to mention dialectal variants of linguistic
forms. This indicates the cultural background of the Book where the

language of the Qur'gn and Arabic poetry were considered as the most

acceptable model of Arabic.

He makes frequent references to other scholars, quoting some, and
refering to others to substantiate what he theorizes. On the other
hand he does not mention the names of some of the poets whose lines of
verse he cites as examples. It is said that he abstained from saying

to whom some lines belong; either they were attributed to more than one

poet or they were anonymous or faked (al-Baghdsd{, vol,1l, p.178). He

seems to be willing to avoid inconsistency and irrelevance 1in this res-

pect. From his extensive coverage of the grammar of Arabic, he seems
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to be aiming at a complete description of the language. His Book was
described to be so complete as to be in need of no other book for
comprehending it ( Haran, 1966, p.5 ). One old scholar, aZ-Jathf
al-Andalusi ( d.417 A.H., 1008 A.D.) described the Book to be one of the
three most comprehensive books ever written, the other two being the

book of Ptolemos on Astronomy and Aristotl's on Logic (Hamawi, vol.

14, p.117).

As far as this work is concerned Sibawayh seems to have covered
all possible aspects of phonetic description he can conceive of.
Realizing the various phonetic processes operating on the  phonemes

in different phonetic environments he allots the last part of the
Book to this discussion. He systematically describes the phonetic
properties of all the possible segments, preparing the ground for
the investigation of what happens to these segments in context, then

he proceeds to deal with the phonetic investigation in an exhaustive
and detailed manner, describing the phonetic operations on the seg-
ments, following the order of their places of articulation starting
from the larynx in an ascending order to the lips. The present work
is mainly concerned with the phonetic and phonological parts of the
Book, so I cannot claim an equally wide knowledge of every part of
it.

As a book of grammar it is a strucggral analysis of the language
in a descriptive manner which attempts t; analyse utterances accor-s
ding to their function. For him syntax is mainly a description of

the function of two elements, one is the operator and the other 1s

the operated upon, or the operation itself. The first chapter des-
cribes speech as containing noun 'iZsm, verb fZ¢l and particle harf
which 1s neither noun nor verb. The main relation is basically bet-
ween the noun and the verb. He describes the verb as a speech ele-
ment derived from the noun and which describes its act (vol.l, p.12).
This system of binary classification predominates in his ling-
uistic analysis. He analyses the equational sentence into subject
mubtada' and predicate khabar ; operator fa‘'il and operated upon
maf‘ul. Michael Carter (1973, pp.l46ff) compares Sibawayh's  method
of reducing an utterance to binary units to modern Immediate Constit-

uent Analysis. This notion will be further discussed in due course

when investigating his phonetic descriptions.
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To quote R.S.Wells (1947, p.81) the Book is so comprehensive as
attempting an exhaustive analysis of "... all thogse utterances krnown
to occur...”. Finally the follwing quotation is cited by the editor
in his introduction to the latest edition of the Book:

" The tnvestigators of Arabic and those conversant in 1t have

examined the examples and lexical items eited by Sibawayh and found

out that he left out nothing except three words of the language, Viz
'hundali®, durdaqis and shamansir', " (Harun, 1966, p.7).

1,5.3 Style and Method

The first impression the reader gets from reading the Book is
the unique style of its language. It is brief, at times obscure and
in need of explanation. Its language makes heavy demand on the rea-

der. Even al-Akhfash, a student of Sibawayh and the first one to
teach on the Book could not claim full comprehension of its idiom.

He 1s quoted as describing one of the expressions of Sibawayh as so
difficult that:

" I have been enquiring about this since the day I was borm ".
Al-Mubarrad, one of his contemporaries, used to tell anybody who
would want to read the Book under him:

" Have you ever attempted to sail the ocean ? " (Suyuti,p.366).
Perhaps this implies that the Book is like the ocean, difficult to
sail yet full of precious rewards to those who dare fathom its depth.
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