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1. INTRODUCTION

As a discipline, the study of Biblical Hebrew grammar began 
largely among Arabic-speaking Jews of the Middle Ages. While 
the discipline has grown and evolved since then, the legacy of 
these first grammarians has had a lasting impact on how Biblical 
Hebrew is understood and taught to this day. Moreover, it is well 
established that the Hebrew grammatical tradition, in many 
ways, grew up out of and alongside the Arabic grammatical tra-
dition. Many of the concepts present in Hebrew grammar today 
have their origins in Arabic grammatical concepts of the Middle 
Ages. This is perhaps nowhere more apparent than in the concep-
tualisation of a triliteral root and verbal stems/patterns (binya-
nim).1 It is no wonder, then, that so much scholarship has been 
devoted to documenting the medieval Hebrew grammarians’ un-
derstanding and conceptualisation of Hebrew grammar. 

And yet, as recent linguistic and anthropological work has 
shown, setting down ‘the grammar’ of a language can be as much 
an ideological or political activity as an academic one. In addi-
tion to the language itself, speech communities also share beliefs 
and attitudes about that language, and these can have a dramatic 
impact on what forms of the language one regards as acceptable 
and what sort of rules one imposes on and through their descrip-

1 It is significant to note, however, that some of the early Hebrew gram-
marians did not actually conceive of the root and pattern in this way. It 
was Ḥayyūj who championed the triliteral root in the Hebrew tradition. 

© 2023 Benjamin Paul Kantor, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0382.01



2 Ideology of the Medieval Hebrew and Arabic Grammarians 

tion of the language. Nevertheless, despite the relevance of lan-
guage beliefs and attitudes for the foundations of grammar, more 
attention could still be devoted to describing the beliefs and atti-
tudes of the early Hebrew grammarians about Hebrew and Bibli-
cal Hebrew—that is, what linguistic anthropologists would call 
their ‘language ideology’—in a systematic way. 

Indeed, while much work has been done on the interface 
between Hebrew and Arabic grammar and literature in the Mid-
dle Ages, these (ideological) aspects of language have yet to be 
treated theoretically or systematically, and are usually only dis-
cussed in isolation and/or as they relate to other wider topics. 
This less trodden area of scholarship is all the more apparent 
when we consider the fact that it may not have been only gram-
matical concepts or literary genres that the medieval Hebrew 
grammarians inherited from the Arabic grammatical tradition, 
but a way of thinking about language as well. If this is the case, 
then understanding the language ideology—rather, ideologies—
of the Hebrew grammarians of the Middle Ages is essential to 
understanding the nature of their grammatical work and the 
wider sociolinguistic contexts in which it was carried out. It may 
even cause us to reconsider how we regard and interpret their 
grammatical descriptions of the language, which have come to 
impact many subsequent generations of students and scholars of 
Biblical Hebrew. 

In this book, then, we will consider aspects of language ide-
ology that appear to be shared between the Hebrew and Arabic 
grammarians of the Middle Ages, in particular those who were 
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active during the ʿAbbasid period. The corpus will primarily in-
clude introductions to various Hebrew grammatical treatises—or 
works that somehow relate to language—written by Hebrew 
grammarians. Because this book intends a comparison with the 
medieval Arabic language ideology, the corpus will be limited to 
those Hebrew grammarians who composed their works in Judeo-
Arabic during the ʿAbbasid period (750–1258 CE), which wit-
nessed the most significant developments for the codification of 
grammar in both traditions. Such a study is significant in that it 
sheds further light on the relationship between the language ide-
ologies of the Hebrew and Arabic grammarians, whether that re-
lationship is best described as one resulting from direct influence 
or merely as one resulting from a common language culture. It 
also places the ideological history of the Hebrew grammatical 
tradition within its wider (Arabic) cultural and sociolinguistic 
contexts. 

After a brief overview of previous scholarship on the inter-
face between Hebrew and Arabic grammar and literature in the 
Middle Ages (chapter 2), we will introduce the concept of lan-
guage ideology as a theoretical framework (chapter 3). In partic-
ular, we will describe certain features of what has come to be 
regarded as a ‘standard language ideology’ (chapter 3, §2.1). This 
will serve as the analytical framework through which we will 
then treat several shared features of a standard language ideology 
among the Hebrew and Arabic grammarians. While more simi-
larities could be found, we focus on six key points of ideological 
similarity in this book. First, we consider language as a cultural 
possession of its speakers (chapter 4, §1.0). Second, we look at 
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how certain ‘exemplary speakers’ of a fixed ancient corpus of 
texts serve as the standard for determining proper language use 
(chapter 4, §2.0). Third, we look at the ‘fieldwork’ topos of the 
grammarians venturing out ‘off the beaten path’ to find reliable 
contemporary informants (chapter 4, §3.0). Fourth, we call at-
tention to the performative contexts with which the grammarians 
associate language use (chapter 5, §1.0). Fifth, we outline how 
the genesis of grammar is portrayed as a response to the deterio-
ration of language proficiency among the masses (chapter 5, 
§2.0). Finally, we examine the negative attitude of the grammar-
ians towards foreign languages and their influence on language 
proficiency (chapter 5, §3.0). Taken all together, these various 
strands of ideological similarity cohere to form what may be 
termed, following Milroy (2001, 530–31), a ‘standard language 
culture’ in each grammatical tradition. 

While it lies beyond the scope of the present work to treat 
any of these topics comprehensively, this overview will demon-
strate that the Arabic grammatical tradition influenced far more 
than the grammatical terms and concepts that would develop in 
the Hebrew grammatical tradition. Rather, it had a profound im-
pact on the early Hebrew grammarians’ beliefs and attitudes 
about language and their language heritage itself. In turn, these 
beliefs and attitudes about the Hebrew language shaped how 
they described and established the grammar thereof. 



2. PREVIOUS STUDIES ON THE
INTERFACE BETWEEN THE MEDIEVAL 
HEBREW AND ARABIC GRAMMATICAL 

TRADITIONS 

The interface between Hebrew (and/or Jewish) and Arabic (and/
or Muslim) grammar and literature in the Middle Ages is a well-
documented phenomenon (see, e.g., Becker 1998; 2005; 2013; 
Drory 2000). Nevertheless, most of the attention has been gar-
nered by shared grammatical concepts and literary genres. Spe-
cific treatments of shared beliefs and attitudes about language—
i.e., language ideology—are less common.2 When they do occur,
comments that may fit into the framework of language ideology
are often made in passing in works devoted to broader topics. In
the present chapter, then, we will outline the relevant portions
of a brief selection of previous scholarship as it touches on mat-
ters related to the interface of language ideology between the
medieval Hebrew and Arabic grammarians.

1.0. Jewish Education (Goitein 1962) 
One of the earliest relevant pieces of scholarship related to our 
topic is Goitein’s (1962) מקורות    : סדרי חינוך בימי הגאונים ובימי הרמב״ם

-Sidre ḥinux bime hageonim uvime harambam: meqo) חדשים מן הגניזה
rot ḥadašim min hageniza) ‘Jewish Education in Muslim Countries—

2 For the definition of language ideology, see chapter 3. 

© 2023 Benjamin Paul Kantor, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0382.02



6 Ideology of the Hebrew and Arabic Grammarians 

Based on Records from the Cairo Genizah’, in which he marshalls 
the documentary evidence from the Cairo Genizah to shed light 
on various aspects of Jewish education in Arab cultures during 
the Middle Ages. Although not directly concerned with interface 
of language ideology, one of the important findings of Goitein’s 
work is that Jewish students were generally required to develop 
eloquent proficiency in both Hebrew and Arabic. Presumably, 
then, in being exposed to the grammatical literature that devel-
oped in the Muslim world for teaching al-ʿarabiyya, learners 
would also have been exposed, if indirectly and covertly, to the 
ideologies that underlay it. 

2.0. Arabic Sources (Becker 1998; 2005; Basal 
1998; 1999) 

On this point, we should also mention the works of Becker (1998; 
2005) and Basal (1998; 1999), who identify the various Arabic 
grammatical sources utilised in the works of the medieval He-
brew grammarians Jonah ibn Janāḥ (ca 990–ca 1050 CE), Abū 
al-Faraj Hārūn (first half of 11th c. CE), and Isaac ben Barūn (d. 
1128 CE). 

In the case of Jonah ibn Janāḥ’s Kitāb al-lumaʿ, for example, 
Becker argues that Ibn Janāḥ imitated the overall shape of con-
temporary Arabic grammars. What is more, he even replicated a 
large number of grammatical rules and definitions by merely re-
placing the Arabic examples with Hebrew. Becker also identifies 
specific Arabic grammatical works on which Ibn Janāḥ based his 
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work, such as al-Kitāb by Sībawayh (d. ca 796 CE) and Kitāb al-
muqtaḍab by al-Mubarrad (d. 898 CE).3 

In the case of Isaac ben Barūn’s Kitāb al-muwāzana bayn al-
lugha al-ʿibrāniyya wa-l-ʿarabiyya ‘Book of Comparison between 
the Hebrew and the Arabic Language’, he finds explicit references 
to Kitāb al-ʿayn by al-Khalīl ibn Aḥmad (d. 786/791 CE), Maʿānī 
al-qurʾān (though the title is not mentioned) by al-Farrāʾ (d. 822/ 

823 CE), Kitāb al-nabāt by Abū Ḥanīfa (d. 895 CE), and numerous 
other well-known works of the Arabic grammatical tradition. 
Though without an explicit reference, ben Barūn also makes use 
of the famous al‑Kitāb by Sībawayh (d. ca 796 CE). In his analysis 
of the material, Becker notes that the grammatical terminology 
used in the Hebrew grammatical tradition consists mostly of 
calques or pure transliterations. Moreover, even the way that ben 
Barūn builds his linguistic arguments—quoting ancient sources 
in Hebrew and Arabic (i.e., Bible, Qurʾān, poetry) for exemplifi-
cation—follows the pattern of the Arabic grammarians.4 

In the case of Abū al-Faraj Hārūn’s (first half of 11th c. CE) 
al-Kitāb al-muštamil, Basal demonstrates that there was strong re-
liance on Ibn al-Sarrāj’s (d. 928/929 CE) Kitāb al-uṣūl fī al-naḥw. 
In addition to cases where Abū al-Faraj appears to correct the 
version of Ibn al-Sarrāj he was working with, there are a number 
of other pieces of evidence that support this. It appears that the 
overwhelming majority of Abū al-Faraj’s syntactic theory is based 
on that of Ibn al-Sarrāj, some portions of which were even copied 

 
3 For an evaluation of Becker’s work, see Maman (2004, 10). 
4 For a review of Becker’s work, see Shivtiel (2007). 
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word for word. The overall structure and order of chapters also 
exhibits considerable similarity. Finally, in many cases, Abū al-
Faraj appears to simply replace Arabic examples with Hebrew 
ones that parallel (in meaning) the Arabic originals of Ibn al-
Sarrāj. If Ibn al-Sarrāj quotes the Qurʾān, Abū al-Faraj quotes the 
Bible. 

The work of Becker and Basal makes clear just how heavily 
the Hebrew grammarians depended on Arabic grammatical 
sources. In the words of one reviewer of Becker’s work—though 
it could perhaps apply to each of the grammarians—“the influ-
ence of the Arabic sources is so significant that one may have the 
impression... that Ben Barūn’s book was in fact a discussion of 
Arabic grammar and lexicon with illustrations from biblical He-
brew” (Shivtiel 2007, 398–99). Though more focused on gram-
matical concepts than language ideology, establishing such a 
close connection between the Hebrew and Arabic grammatical 
traditions opens the door for a very plausible endeavour of iden-
tifying linguistic ideological similarities as well.5 

3.0. Bible and Qurʾān (Khan 1990; 1998) 
Indeed, Khan (1990; 1998) has demonstrated just such an ideo-
logical interface between the attitude of the Hebrew grammari-
ans towards the text of the Bible (and its oral reading) and the 
Arabic grammarians towards the text of the Qurʾān (and its oral 
reading). 

 
5 For a summary of the influence of the medieval Arabic grammatical 
tradition on the Hebrew grammarians, see Becker (2013). 
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Dealing specifically with the work Kitāb al-anwār wa-l-
marāqib by Jacob al‑Qirqisānī (first half of 10th c. CE), Khan 
notes a number of ideological parallels between al-Qirqisānī’s 
views of the various Biblical Hebrew reading traditions and Mus-
lim views of Qurʾānic reading traditions. 

In disputes about inconsistencies between the written text 
and the oral reading tradition of the Bible, al-Qirqisānī ascribes 
authority to that which has been transmitted (naql) by the nation 
as a whole and is thus validated by consensus (ijmāʿ). In cases 
where there is no general consensus across the entire nation—as 
with differences between the ‘Palestinian’ (i.e., Tiberian) and 
Babylonian reading traditions—it is the Tiberian tradition that is 
regarded as authoritative. In this respect, the community that re-
mained in ‘the Land’ is regarded preferentially for determining 
consensus. 

A similar pattern of thought is also evidenced in Muslim 
attitudes towards the text and reading of the Qurʾān. Among the 
first generations of Qurʾān readers, grammatical considerations 
were primary in determining the reading of the fixed ʿUthmānic 
consonantal text. Over time, however, additional criteria beyond 
grammaticality and compatibility with the consonantal text were 
introduced. Proper Qurʾānic readings had to comport with those 
of renowned readers of previous generations and have majority 
acceptance. As a result of this development, grammarians like 
Sībawayh (d. ca 796 CE) and al-Farrāʾ (d. 822/823 CE) were 
prone to accepting certain readings of the Qurʾān even if they 
seemed less grammatical. In some cases, however, the principle 
of majority acceptance led to some tension and thus had to be 
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restricted. Rather than majority or consensus applying to the na-
tion as a whole, it was limited to certain authoritative groups of 
readers from particular centres, such as Kūfa, Baṣra, the Ḥijāz, 
Medina, and Mecca. 

In both the Hebrew and Arabic traditions, then, the proper 
text and reading was ideally determined based on the ‘majority 
principle’. Because this principle gave rise to some tensions when 
scholars were faced with different conflicting readings, however, 
it could be replaced (or somewhat modified) by ascribing author-
ity to certain traditions in what may be termed the ‘tradition prin-
ciple’. This shared pattern of thinking likely indicates that the 
permeation of Arabic grammatical thought was not merely in ter-
minology or concepts but in the realm of ideology as well. 

4.0. Comparative Philology (Maman 2004) 
Maman’s (2004) work on Comparative Semitic Philology in the Mid-
dle Ages is dedicated to the grammatical theory of those medieval 
Hebrew grammarians who engaged in comparative philology. 
These philological discussions, however, touch on aspects of lan-
guage ideology. Primary among them are the very terms used to 
refer to the languages in question. The fact that both the Hebrew 
grammarians and the Arabic grammarians use the terms lisān al-
ʿarab ‘language of the Arabs’ and kalām al-ʿarab ‘speech of the 
Arabs’, often in reference to ancient Arabic speakers, is signifi-
cant. The parallel use of lughat al-ʿibrāniyyīn ‘language of the He-
brews’ to refer to Hebrew speakers of the biblical and mishnaic 
periods constitutes an important parallel that indicates an under-
lying similarity of how those grammarians conceived of these 
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languages (Maman 2004, 53–55). This will be picked up again in 
chapter 4, §1.0. 

5.0. Terms for Language, Bible, etc. (Harkavy 
1891) 

On this point, it is also worth noting that some editions of the 
works of the Hebrew grammarians may contain comparisons 
with the Arabic grammatical tradition, such as those regarding 
terms for the language, the sacred text, the title of a grammatical 
work, and other central figures in the history of the language. 
Note, for example, how in Harkavy’s (1891, 32 n. 3) edition of 
Sefer Ha-Galuy and Sefer Ha-Egron, he calls attention to the fact 
that elements of the title of Saadia’s grammar resemble those of 
Arabic grammarians: (i) using al-lugha ‘the language’ to refer to 
Hebrew without a modifying adjective and (ii) using faṣīḥ to refer 
to the particular register of the language codified. He also notes 
how various Hebrew grammarians refer to the Bible as al-Qurʾān 
‘that which is read; the recitation’. Finally, he points out that var-
ious Hebrew grammarians refer to Moses as al-rasūl ‘the messen-
ger’, co-opting the common term for Muhammad. While all of 
these points are relevant for constructing the language ideology 
of the Hebrew grammarians, they are still largely restricted to 
specific concepts and terms. 
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6.0. Language Usage, Standard Language, and 
Traditional Jewish and Arab Societies (Blau 
1962; 1981) 

A number of important points related to language ideology ap-
pear in the works of Blau. First of all, in a review of Goitein’s 
work (Blau 1962), he highlights how the linguistic practices of 
medieval Jewish communities in Muslim societies involved a 
complex ‘mosaic’ of Hebrew, ‘Middle Arabic’, and Classical Ara-
bic. While ‘Middle Arabic’ had become the default spoken lan-
guage for Jews in Muslim lands, in large part due to urbanisation 
of the population, Hebrew was still maintained as a language of 
study, especially in and for certain religious contexts. At the same 
time, because Arabic had generally replaced Aramaic in the 
realms in which it had been previously used among the Jews, 
(Classical) Arabic also served as a language of study and compo-
sition. Nevertheless, because the Jews did not generally learn 
Classical Arabic to the depth required to compose poetry—and 
the typical settings and themes for Classical Arabic poetry did not 
transfer well to the Jewish context—the Jews still favoured He-
brew for poetic composition. From an ideological perspective, 
this suggests that the cultural ‘fit’ of a particular genre could de-
termine language use for the medieval Jewish community. We 
should also note here that the preference for Hebrew in the com-
position of poetry has relevance for a particular aspect of lan-
guage ideology to which we will return later in this volume (see 
chapter 5, §1.0). 

Also significant for our purposes is Blau’s development of 
the concept of a ‘traditional society’, a term he uses to describe 
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both medieval Jewish and Muslim communities. In his work on 
The Renaissance of Modern Hebrew and Modern Standard Arabic, 
Blau (1981, 9–13) defines a ‘traditional society’ as a society 
“based on religion with which the standard language was closely 
interwoven.” For Blau, this entails a parallel between the Bible 
(and Talmud) in Jewish society and the Qurʾān in Arab society, 
both of which were strongly connected with the standard lan-
guage. From the perspective of medieval language ideology, this 
is a prevalent concept that we will see echoed later on in the 
present work. The concentricity of ‘ancient’ sacred texts and the 
standard language is indeed present in the language ideologies of 
both the Hebrew and Arabic grammarians (see chapter 4, §2.0). 
Nevertheless, while Blau’s insight into this phenomenon is un-
doubtedly ahead of its time, his description of it does not benefit 
from more recent advances in the field of linguistic anthropology 
regarding standard language cultures. 

7.0. Literary Genres and Topoi (Drory 1988; 1991; 
2000; Tobi 2004) 

The existing scholarship that may come closest to the goals of the 
present work is perhaps Drory’s (1988; 1991; 2000) treatment of 
the impact of Arabic literature on medieval Jewish literature and 
culture. A number of (primarily literary) points of similarity rel-
evant for or related to language ideology are cited throughout 
her work. 

Drory calls attention to cases where Jewish culture adop-
ted and/or adapted existing Arabic literary genres (e.g., the 
maqāma), which points to interface of a certain type. The concept 
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of a canonical text corpus centred around one sacred text—the 
Bible in Jewish culture6 and the Qurʾān in Muslim culture—also 
appears to be a feature of the Arabic grammatical tradition adop-
ted initially by the Karaites and popularised by Saadia Gaon. This 
appropriation of Arabic models in the Jewish literary system ap-
plies to concepts, organisation, and writing models (2000, 135). 
These points have relevance for a number of topics treated later 
in the present volume (see, e.g., chapter 4, §2.0). 

Drory also argues that a diglossic configuration of language 
usage is another similarity that exists between the two medieval 
cultures. For her, both Jewish and Muslim communities utilise a 
classical language (Hebrew or Classical Arabic) for performative, 
festive, and formal contexts, in a diglossic environment where 
another language (Judeo-Arabic or Colloquial Arabic) is utilised 
for simple communicative functions (2000, 158–79). We will re-
turn to and elaborate on this idea later in the book. 

But perhaps the clearest case of interface between the He-
brew and Arabic grammatical traditions identified by Drory, as 
relevant for our purposes, occurs in her treatment of topoi associ-
ated with grammarians accessing linguistic informants. She re-
calls the fact that Arabic grammatical literature is replete with 
examples of the well-known topos of grammarians seeking out 
Bedouin informants for linguistic examples. After all, the Bedouin 
were regarded as untouched by the corruption and/or moderni-
sation attached to more urban forms of the language and thus the 

 
6 This should be contrasted, however, with the prominent or even pre-
dominant role of the Talmud in Rabbanite Judaism. 
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preserve of ‘pure’ and ‘unadulterated’ Arabic. The Arabic gram-
marians therefore had to venture out into the desert to seek out 
contemporary sources for al-ʿarabiyya. According to Drory, this 
topos was appropriated into the Hebrew grammatical tradition 
and applied to the Hebrew of the inhabitants of Tiberias and the 
Tiberian reading tradition. This is perhaps nowhere clearer than 
in the text published by Allony (1970) recounting ʿEli ben Yehu-
dah ha-Nazir’s trip to Tiberias to determine the proper pronunci-
ation of the Hebrew letter resh. Indeed, Drory (2000, 141) notes 
that the exemplary status of the Tiberians and the Tiberian read-
ing tradition “is not just an isolated theme that was borrowed 
from the Arabic and adapted into the Jewish cultural system, but 
rather a full ideological paradigm.” For Drory (1988, 138–49; 
2000, 7, 35–36, 84, 140–42), it is not just the ‘fieldwork’ topos 
but rather the whole ideology of the prestige of the Tiberian tra-
dition that is built on an Arabic model. This discussion will be 
picked up again in greater detail in chapter 4, §3.0. 

It should also be noted that, while Drory appears to be the 
scholar who has worked most extensively in this area, there are 
other scholars who have touched on the interface between medi-
eval Hebrew and Arabic literature as well. Note, for example, that 
Tobi (2004) has a produced an entire volume addressing the link 
between Hebrew and Arabic poetry in the Middle Ages. Of par-
ticular note in this volume are Tobi’s (2004, 55–58) comments 
on the role of the Bible and payṭanim in Jewish culture—particu-
larly in the thought of Saadia Gaon—and the Qurʾān and ancient 
poetry in Muslim culture for supplying exemplary language to be 
imitated. As part of this discussion, Tobi also calls attention to 
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the fact that Saadia hoped to restore the use of Biblical Hebrew 
to the Jewish community, at least in part due to national and 
religious motivations. These observations have relevance for a 
number of sections in the present work, which we will pick up 
again later (e.g., chapter 4, §2.0; chapter 5, §2.0). 

8.0. Summary 
While there does not appear to be any one specific work in pre-
vious scholarship devoted to the interface of the Hebrew and Ar-
abic grammatical traditions with respect to language ideology, 
the preceding review demonstrates the validity of such a topic. 
In addition to a number of adjacent or related topics, such as 
Jewish education in a Muslim context, we find a number of points 
of linguistic ideological interface identified in the literature. 
Some of the most prominent among them concern the ideology 
surrounding sacred texts with their oral reading, the formation 
of the canon around an ‘ancient’ sacred text, and the appropria-
tion of a sort of ‘fieldwork’ topos for retrieving reliable linguistic 
examples. 

Nevertheless, there are many more strands of linguistic ide-
ological interface that can be explored between the Hebrew and 
Arabic grammatical traditions. This scholarly review has merely 
served to call attention to the fact that the Hebrew grammarians’ 
connection with and reliance on the Arabic grammatical tradition 
is so profound as to impact (perhaps even subconsciously) lan-
guage ideology. Beyond mere quantity of examples, however, it 
is also worth noting that much of the previous literature has not 
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availed itself of the advances in the field of linguistic anthropol-
ogy regarding language ideology as a theoretical framework. For 
this reason, we will briefly address this body of literature (and its 
relevance for our research topic) before proceeding to analyse the 
primary material of this study in the remainder of this book.  



3. (STANDARD) LANGUAGE IDEOLOGY
AS A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Put simply, a language ideology may be regarded as the collection 
of beliefs and attitudes one has about their own language and/or the 
languages of others. Naturally, these beliefs and attitudes shape 
and dictate the relationships between speakers and languages 
(Cavanaugh 2020, 52). Although language ideologies have tre-
mendous power to shape society, politics, and even history—es-
pecially in the case of Hebrew and Arabic—little has been done 
in the way of applying linguistic anthropological theory regard-
ing language ideology to the writings of the early Hebrew gram-
marians. Moreover, the fact that the language ideology exhibited 
in the medieval Hebrew grammarians exhibits considerable sim-
ilarity with that of the medieval Arabic grammarians raises ques-
tions about possible interface and/or influence between the two. 
Before proceeding to analyse the primary material from the Mid-
dle Ages, then, we will first present a brief overview of the re-
levant literature on language ideology (and related topics) of 
recent decades. This will serve as the theoretical framework 
through which we will conduct our analysis of the primary ma-
terial in the remainder of the book. 

1.0. Early Research on Language Ideology 
Some of the earliest work on language ideology grew out of a 
wider interest in power dynamics in human interactions. While 
this interest has long been present in scholarship with respect to 
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political and economic power (e.g., Foucault, Bourdieu), it was 
not until the 1970s and 1980s that linguists started to apply this 
same type of framework to explain different aspects of language 
use. Initially, this new approach was utilised by scholars such as 
Urla to better understand the struggles of minority languages. 
Eventually, however, it was expanded by linguistic anthropo-
logists (especially Gal, Heller, Hill, Irvine, Silverstein, and Wool-
ard) to address how language functions in forming relationships, 
motivating action, and structuring society at large. It was in this 
early literature that the concept of a language ideology was first 
explored to encapsulate the constellation of beliefs, attitudes, us-
age patterns, and power dynamics at play in a given linguistic 
context and language community. It was finally in 1994 that 
Woolard and Schieffelin published a seminal piece entitled ‘Lan-
guage Ideology’, in which they defined the concept and explained 
its relevance, thus establishing it as a worthy field of study in its 
own right. This article would be followed by two edited volumes 
on the subject (Schieffelin et al. 1998; Kroskrity 2000), which 
continue to serve as foundational works in the field to this day.7 

Despite its origins, however, it should be noted that lan-
guage ideology is unlike political ideology. While political ideo-
logies are typically the product of the conscious choices of those 
who hold them, language ideologies consist of ideas and attitudes 
that are embedded in the shared culture of a speech community. 
A proper analysis of language ideology may thus unearth features 

 
7 This brief review is based on that of Cavanaugh (2020, 53–54). 
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of a particular community’s beliefs and attitudes towards lan-
guage of which they are unaware themselves. 

2.0. Language Ideology and Grammar 
One area especially relevant for our present purposes concerns 
the role of language ideology in establishing, defining, and/or 
reinforcing the grammar of a language, as well as the power dy-
namics at play in such processes. In this respect, there are two 
relevant phenomena covered in the literature, namely that of a 
standard language ideology and that of enregisterment, each of 
which will be treated in turn. 

2.1. Standard Language Ideology 

Codifying the grammar of a particular language is rarely a value-
neutral endeavour. Throughout history, such processes of codifi-
cation have involved some degree of standardisation of language. 
The term standardisation generally refers to the process of im-
posing uniformity over what would otherwise be diverse and var-
iegated. Language standardisation, then, involves the imposition 
of certain grammatical rules over what would otherwise exhibit 
considerable linguistic variation (Milroy 2001). 

The concept of a standard language ideology, which was 
pioneered by Milroy and Milroy (1999; see also Milroy 1999; 
2001), is thus predicated on the belief that a single ideal form of 
a particular language is superior to the others. As such, it can 
serve as a measuring stick against which to judge other forms of 
the language. Part and parcel with this belief is the idea that there 
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exists an idealised or standardised iteration of the language out-
side of the community of its speakers. Although such a belief is 
common in many modern cultures (e.g., English, French, Span-
ish), not all linguistic communities may be regarded as “standard 
language cultures” (Milroy 2001, 530–31). 

At this point, it is germane to make a brief aside about 
standard language ideologies in those communities characterised 
by diglossia, a concept first articulated by Ferguson more than 
sixty years ago.8 In diglossic societies, in which a more prestig-
ious high language (H) exists alongside a more colloquial low 
language (L), it is necessary to differentiate between the H lan-
guage and the ‘standard’ language. Although the H variety of the 
language and the standard language are often identical, this is 
not always so (Ibrahim 1986). Some linguistic communities are 

 
8 In 1959, Charles Ferguson penned his seminal and oft-cited article 
‘Diglossia’, in which he claimed that numerous speech communities uti-
lise two distinct varieties of their language: a high (or standard) variety 
(H) for speeches, lectures, media, poetry, etc., and a low (or colloquial) 
variety (L) for informal conversations, interactions with waiters, folk 
literature, etc. While this article has become a staple in the field, subse-
quent scholars have tended to draw too sharp a distinction between H 
and L. In reality, not all linguistic specimens in such societies are clear 
examples of either H or L. In many (or most) cases, actual language use 
exists on a spectrum and is conditioned by both context and compe-
tence. In some instances, speakers may even intentionally make use of 
a limited set of specific features ideologically associated with H or L to 
achieve certain goals or meet certain expectations. Moreover, as Brustad 
(2017) has shown in the case of Arabic, sometimes the identification of 
supposed ‘diglossia’ itself is actually an ideological construct and not 
consistent with actual language use. 
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home to diverse dialects and registers without an overarching be-
lief that a certain set of rules or standards should be imposed on 
them to create conformity with an idealised version (Milroy 
2001, 530–32). We should also mention, however, that language 
ideology often plays a role in the identification of ‘diglossia’ in a 
given society. While in some cases diglossia is obvious and co-
heres with reality—take, for example, Latin as the H language vs 
a given local vernacular as the L language in pre-modern Eu-
rope—there are other instances in which identifying ‘diglossia’ in 
a society may itself be an ideological construct. In fact, Brustad 
(2017) has argued persuasively that the diglossia binary between 
fuṣḥā and ʿāmmiyya in descriptions of Arabic is the product of 
language ideology rather than an accurate description of real lan-
guage use. 

With the (sometimes applicable) distinction between the H 
language and the ‘standard’ language in mind, we may note some 
of the characteristics associated with a society possessed of a 
standard language ideology outlined in the literature (Woolard 
1998; Milroy 2001; Agha 2003). 

2.1.1. Cultural Possession 

In standard language cultures, language is not so much regarded 
as merely a tool for communication but as a heritage to be pos-
sessed. Like laws, customs, or even religion, the language is re-
garded as a ‘cultural possession’ rather than a product of hu-
man interaction and cognitive abilities. At the same time, how-
ever, this cultural possession is not innate in the speakers who 
grow up in the society. Rather, the correct form of the language—
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even one they already speak—must be taught to them (Milroy 
2001, 537–38). It is also worth noting that, when language is 
treated as a cultural possession, it necessarily takes on certain 
moral aspects (see, e.g., Milroy and Milroy 1999, 8–9, 41). Pre-
serving the cultural possession is a moral imperative for the soci-
ety. Those who are proficient or eloquent in the standard lan-
guage—i.e., those most invested in preserving it properly—are 
thus endowed with a certain moral authority. Note that elements 
of morality can also be reflected in how the complaint tradition 
manifests itself (see §2.1.5).  

2.1.2. Single Uniform Language and Group Identity 

Moreover, as the cultural possession of a particular (ethnic, reli-
gious, political, etc.) group, the idea of a single uniform lan-
guage is often advocated for and/or utilised to strengthen a 
sense of group identity and unity (Milroy 2001, 549–50). Just 
as a standard language may be viewed as a cultural possession, 
so also the cultural identity of a particular group may require a 
standard language to reinforce it. Whether or not the canonical 
form is or ever was used among the majority of speakers in a 
particular linguistic community, there is a belief that it is indeed 
‘the language’ of the ethnic group. It is often this tie between 
group identity and language that leads to a negative attitude to-
wards foreign languages and their influence on the canonical 
standard. Frequently, such an attitude is instantiated in language 
authorities advocating for a rarely used ‘native’ vocabulary item 
over a commonly used loanword. 
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2.1.3. Abstract External Entity 

Indeed, on this point, it is worth noting that standard language 
cultures are characterised by a belief that the language exists in 
an ideal, canonical form outside of the production of the 
speakers who use it. The rules, grammar, and norms of the lan-
guage are properly seen as being external to the speaker. As a 
result of this belief, certain forms of the language can be deemed 
‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ irrespective of their practical functionality 
among or mutual intelligibility to other speakers in the society 
(Milroy 2001, 537–38). The forms and structures most commonly 
used among a majority of speakers can thus still be deemed ‘in-
correct’ or ‘improper’ language use. 

2.1.4. Neglected among the Masses 

Implicit in the trends noted above is the idea that most native 
speakers are not faithful keepers of the language. Rather, there 
is a belief that the pure form of the language is either ne-
glected or even corrupted among the masses. In such cases, 
there is a widespread opinion that without universal support and 
protection, the language will undergo—and is perhaps already 
undergoing—decline and decay (Milroy 2001, 537). 

2.1.5. Complaint Tradition 

This leads to what Milroy and Milroy (1999; see also Milroy 
1999, 20; 2001, 538) have termed ‘the complaint tradition’, 
which involves language users bemoaning the state of the 
(standard) language among the wider population. While such 
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complaints often emanate from ‘authoritative’ voices on lan-
guage, one does not have to be proficient in the standard to decry 
its decay among the wider population. There can be a sort of self-
deprecatory ‘complaint tradition’ among more typical language 
users. On this point, it should be noted that such beliefs are not 
altogether unfounded. As a cultural possession, some forms of the 
language may require special care to be preserved for generations 
to come. The complaint tradition thus serves an important role 
with respect to the maintenance of the standard language (Milroy 
2001, 538). 

2.1.6. Legitimisation and Maintenance 

The concept of standard language maintenance is closely related 
to the process of legitimisation. Both social and political forces 
confer legitimacy on a particular ‘standard’ form of the lan-
guage and then maintain it. In addition to the complaint tradi-
tion, which serves to direct public opinion towards maintaining 
the standard language, more practical steps can be taken as well. 
In some cases, this involves imposing or structuring a school cur-
riculum that privileges teaching of the standard language. The 
codification of a long tradition through “authoritative accounts 
of the language” like grammar books and dictionaries also serves 
to maintain and legitimise the canonical form of the language 
(Milroy 2001, 538–39).  

2.1.7. Institutionalisation 

We might also refer to some of the more structured aspects of this 
process as ‘institutionalisation’. Though largely overlapping with 
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legitimisation and maintenance (see §2.1.6), we may regard in-
stitutionalisation—or “institutionalised standardisation” as Mil-
roy (2001, 542) calls it—as an official imposition of “uni-
formity of usage” on various forms of the language (Milroy 
2001, 533–34). It is important to recognise that while such insti-
tutionalisation can be wide-reaching, as in government admin-
istration or the school system, it can also be limited to a single 
work with limited circulation. Note that the codification of gram-
mar in a book, for example, irrespective of the size of the reader-
ship, entails a sort of institutionalisation. Grammar is, after all, a 
sort of institution in itself. Not only does the codification of gram-
mar set out rules and standards for a particular language, but it 
also demarcates a particular variety of the language itself, thus 
establishing the language qua language and limiting the degree 
of permissible diversity, fluidity, and malleability of form. 

2.1.8. Historicisation 

As hinted at above, historicisation is one of the key compo-
nents in legitimising a particular form of the language. Alt-
hough all forms of a language—various dialects, the colloquial 
form, the prestige form, etc.—generally have their own long his-
tories in one way or another, standard language cultures often 
present only the canonical form as having a long, storied, pure, 
unbroken, and thus authoritative history. Other forms of the lan-
guage are commonly regarded as degenerate imitations of the 
standard form. Influence from other languages can often be re-
garded as contributing to the deterioration of the standard. When 
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there is a dispute about whether a current linguistic form is ‘cor-
rect’ or ‘incorrect’, grammarians often appeal to historical cor-
pora to justify their claim that a certain form is ‘correct’ over 
against another. Further, there is often a misguided apprehension 
that the ancient form of the language and the modern language 
either are the same or should be the same (Milroy 1999; Milroy 
2001, 547–50). 

2.2. Enregisterment and Transference 

If up to this point we have outlined trends of standard language 
cultures in operation, we must now also consider what forces, 
circumstances, and societal developments lead to a particular 
form of the language being regarded as the ‘prestige’, ‘canonical’, 
and/or ‘standard’ variety in the first place. After all, the presence 
of a standard language implies the pre-existence of certain his-
torical and cultural developments—and similar ongoing pro-
cesses—that serve to index certain linguistic forms as ‘standard’ 
or ‘prestigious’ in the society. 

In recent decades, linguistic anthropologists have devel-
oped a framework, known as enregisterment, for explaining how 
various social meanings (e.g., prestige) come to be associated 
with various linguistic forms and choices. Sets of such linguistic 
choices are what may be understood as language varieties. Cen-
tral to this framework is the concept of indexicality. When a 
sign—a linguistic form, a gesture, a particular appearance, etc.—
co-occurs with its meaning, it is considered indexical. Johnstone 
(2016, 633) cites as an analogy the sound of thunder, which, be-
cause it typically co-occurs with a storm in the physical world, 
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can be used by itself to conjur the idea of a storm in a staged 
play. In a similar way, the use of certain linguistic forms—
whether a specific word or pronunciation—due to their regular 
or frequent occurrence in particular social contexts, may evoke 
(or establish) a social identity by itself. Enregisterment thus refers 
to the processes by which certain performable (linguistic) signs 
come to be identified and grouped with registers that are imbued 
with social meaning. Agha (2003, 231) defines enregisterment as 
the “processes through which a linguistic repertoire becomes dif-
ferentiable within a language as a socially recognized register of 
forms” (Silverstein 1993; Silverstein 2003; Agha 2003; Agha 
2007; Johnstone 2016). 

There are a number of cases in which the processes or con-
sequences of enregisterment are relatively obvious, even for the 
non-specialist. Perhaps the clearest examples of enregisterment 
concern speech patterns associated with specific locales. While a 
full set of phonological features associated with a region consti-
tute what may be referred to colloquially as an ‘accent’—note the 
Cockney accent in the UK or the Boston accent in the USA—some-
times a single feature (or even lexeme) can enregister a regional 
or social identity. In Jordan, for example, pronouncing the Arabic 
letter ق as [g] is a characteristic of residents of Zarqa. Similarly, 
the use of the second-person plural pronoun yunz or yinz is char-
acteristic of the variety of English spoken in Pittsburgh. Presum-
ably, one conversation (or performance) at a time, hearers en-
counter these features in speakers associated (via various other 
social clues) with these locales. As a result, the linguistic features 
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themselves come to take on the social values and traits of those 
who carry them (Agha 2003; Johnstone 2016). 

Sometimes, however, there can be an intersection of social 
associations that lead to multiple possible avenues of enregister-
ment. For example, while the Cockney accent is regionally asso-
ciated with East London, it also carries class undertones in that it 
is considered a working-class accent. Similarly, while pronounc-
ing the Arabic letter ق as [g] may simply indicate that one is a 
resident of Zarqa, residents of Amman that pronounce ق as [g] 
may sound more masculine (and less urban) in that context, 
where most pronounce ق as the glottal stop [ʔ]. Depending on 
the range of social clues in any given situation, then, one hearing 
these features may enregister them by region, ethnicity, class, so-
cial status, wealth, educational background, or even by various 
personality traits of the speaker. Various linguistic signs can also 
be enregistered to specific (and limited) times, settings, or activ-
ities. In many cases, two people hearing the same speaker—de-
pending on their own background and experience—may enregis-
ter the linguistic signs differently. It is thus not difficult to imag-
ine how the dynamicity of social clues can result in the intersec-
tion of several possible targets of enregisterment. This also un-
derscores how enregisterment is a constantly ongoing and dy-
namic process; it is never static (Agha 2003; Johnstone 2016). 

Moreoever, though we might not think of it at first, even 
the opposition between ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ is enregistered to 
a degree, which plays into the concept of a standard language 
ideology. Widespread ideas about how language works, such as 
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the belief that non-standard speech is not just different but actu-
ally ‘incorrect’, can determine how distinct varieties are enregis-
tered, which has significant ideological implications for how 
speakers of non-standard varieties are regarded in the society. 
For those who hold such a belief, a non-standard linguistic sign 
might simply be enregistered as ‘wrong’. This, in turn, can lead 
to a disparaging view of speakers of certain varieties. Note, for 
example, how many English speakers are quick to deride [ˈæks] 
as an ‘incorrect’ pronunciation of the word ask. For those without 
such a belief about non-standard language, however, the same 
sign is likely to be enregistered with greater sensitivity to the so-
cial background of the speaker, whether regional, ethnic, urban 
vs suburban, etc. (Johnstone 2016, 639). 

While the examples cited above illustrate what happens 
during the process of enregisterment on a granular level, such 
interactions must occur countless times for the enregistered vari-
eties—i.e., language ‘registers’—to be recognised throughout the 
society. Integral to this wide-scale social transmission of cultural 
values embedded in language, which occurs one speech event or 
message at a time, are the sociohistorical processes of valorisa-
tion and circulation. Valorisation may be regarded as the associ-
ation of some societal value with certain linguistic signs and/or 
language varieties. Circulation, on the other hand, involves the 
widespread dissemination of certain cultural values embedded in 
these language varieties. Both valorisation and circulation are 
necessary for a particular variety to be widely regarded as the 
‘standard’ or ‘prestige’ form of the language (Agha 2003, 231–32, 
243, 246–47, 264, 270). 
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For Agha, one of the principle sociohistorical practices in-
volved in the process of enregisterment (of a particular variety as 
the ‘standard’ or ‘prestige’ form of the language) consists of cer-
tain linguistic forms being perceptually associated with certain 
‘exemplary speakers’. Such exemplary speakers can be language 
teachers in schools, invented characters in literary works, famous 
people in society, or even popular figures from history. As various 
linguistic signs come to be associated with certain exemplary 
speakers, the societal values associated with the speakers gradu-
ally (and subtly) come to be transferred to the particular form of 
the language itself. Certain linguistic registers thus come to have 
social currency and developing proficiency in these registers is 
incentivised. In this way, we may speak of the ‘valorisation’ of 
certain registers (Agha 2003, 251–52). 

In some cases, however, such valorisation may initially be 
restricted to a limited ‘audience’ of grammarians or language en-
thusiasts. For such registers to be widely recognised as ‘prestig-
ious’ or ‘standard’, linguistic materials and behaviour that further 
such sociolinguistic associations must undergo wide circulation. 
For Agha (2003, 246–47), as noted above, the social transmission 
of cultural values embedded in language occurs one speech event 
or message at a time. This can occur in casual conversation, pub-
lic speeches, formal instruction, popular media, or even in writ-
ten discourse. In all of these contexts, the cultural values associ-
ated with certain forms of the language must be reinforced by 
those associated with the speaker or author of the message. In 
many cases, however, the social transformation of a particular 
register into a widely recognised ‘standard’ is mediated by widely 
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circulated genres of metadiscourse. This may involve certain pre-
scriptivist features of a more specialist work (e.g., grammatical 
treatise) being popularised in a more accessible or widely circu-
lated genre, such as a novel or a popular handbook (Agha 2003, 
251–52). Public performances characterised by certain linguistic 
forms can also serve the process of circulation. 

Over time, all these processes can work together to trans-
form and entrench a particular form or register of a language into 
the ‘standard’ canonical form in the society. If this is the case, 
then the existence of a standard language culture in a given soci-
ety implies that a series of significant sociohistorical develop-
ments have already taken place. As such, identifying a standard 
language culture can be just as illuminating for sociohistorical 
purposes as for linguistic ones. 

Nevertheless, despite the clear value that the theoretical 
framework of enregisterment has for linguistic anthropology and 
sociolinguistics, one wonders how applicable it is to the data to 
which we have access from the medieval grammarians. After all, 
for most linguistic anthropologists and sociolinguists, the process 
of enregisterment necessarily involves performances (or speech 
events) encountered in real time, so that linguistic signs (and lan-
guage varieties) can gradually become associated with social 
types. Because of the chronological gap between us and the ob-
ject of study of the present work—not to mention the limited data 
we have from the period—it is difficult or even impossible to ac-
cess the societal values associated with the speakers or the social 
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contexts in which the link between form and type was made. The-
orising about such societal values and social contexts is bound to 
result in at least some speculative reconstruction. 

Nevertheless, while we must admit that we cannot apply 
this theoretical framework to the medieval grammarians in pre-
cisely the same way (or with the same degree of certainty) as 
linguistic anthropologists do for modern languages, it may serve 
as a helpful heuristic. After all, we do have some societal values 
associated with linguistic form communicated to us through the 
writings of the grammarians. In other cases, they may be only 
implied. In either case, even if we do not have access to the real-
time performances and speech events through which processes of 
enregisterment undoubtedly occurred during the medieval pe-
riod, the consequences thereof are likely refracted throughout the 
texts we have at our disposal. Moreover, it is likely that some of 
the processes of enregisterment were based in textual artefacts 
themselves. As we will see, because the ‘standard’ language 
championed by the grammarians was closely associated with 
written corpora of ‘ancient’ times, their readers would have had 
to imagine or envision the original social types associated with 
the linguistic register. In this respect, our vantage point is per-
haps closer to their perspective than the chronological gap might 
otherwise entail. Therefore, even though it involves some degree 
of speculation, applying the theoretical framework of enregister-
ment may serve as a helpful heuristic for at least parts of our 
analysis. The potential insight is worth the speculation, especially 
considering the fact that the overall argument of the book would 
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likely be unaffected if our utilisation of the framework of enregis-
terment is found to be inapplicable. 

Moreover, for our own specific purposes here, we might 
also expand on the work of linguistic anthropologists with respect 
to enregisterment. While the process of enregisterment is often 
described as happening in the context of real-time ‘live’ perfor-
mances and speech events, we might suggest that a wider phe-
nomenon of transference might help explain certain data points 
for which access to real-time speech events is not possible. In the 
present work, we will use the term ‘transference’ to refer to cases 
in which the social types associated with certain linguistic signs 
are shifted to other social reference points that may be thought 
to co-occur with those same signs. A clear example of this phe-
nomenon would be how a particular language variety associated 
with a limited group of speakers comes to be associated with a 
much wider demographic of which they are a part. In many cases, 
this is due to the fact that those outside of the group and the 
wider demographic might have much more exposure to the lim-
ited group, which they might mistakenly perceive as representa-
tive of the wider demographic. 

An example of this phenomenon in modern times may be 
found in how those who have never been to the United States 
might misunderstand the linguistic portrayal of certain groups in 
media or film as generally representative or even characteristic 
of a much wider demographic to which they belong. A similar 
phenomenon likely occurred in medieval times, largely due to 
the fact that members of society might only have had limited ac-
cess (e.g., through the written text) to certain groups. Naturally, 
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this phenomenon is especially applicable when looking to the 
past for linguistic exemplars. This concept will feature promi-
nently later in the book as we consider how both ‘ancient’ and 
contemporary sources of the standard language were viewed and 
described by the medieval grammarians. 

3.0. Language Ideology and Performance 
In cultures with a standard language ideology, there is often a 
high premium placed on ‘performance’ of the standard canonical 
language in various societal contexts. While ‘performance’ can 
have a variety of connotations, it may be defined, in a linguistic 
context at least, as “verbal art” or a “mode of speaking” that often 
occurs in a specific setting in which at least one speaker or per-
former is elevated (Bauman 1975, 290). Performance is often ac-
companied by a number of distinct features that set it apart from 
normal speech (Bauman 1975; Bell and Gibson 2011). 

In terms of language, speakers (or performers) tend to make 
use of an array of linguistic features distinct from those at play 
in other contexts, such as everyday conversation. This is particu-
larly common at the beginning of a discourse, during which ar-
chaic codes or opening formulae may clue the audience in to the 
fact that a performance is coming. In certain ritual or liturgical 
contexts, a performance can only be validated if the speaker per-
forms certain clear and prerequisite signals. Beyond opening for-
mulae and ritual signals, a performance mode of speaking may 
also be characterised by other grammatical and stylistic features 
such as metaphor, rhyme, vowel harmony, and parallelism. Mod-
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ifications to speed of speech, pitch, voice quality, and vocalisa-
tion may also go along with performance (Bauman 1975; Bell and 
Gibson 2011). Generally speaking, performance modes of speak-
ing are also frequently characterised by “exaggerated linguistic 
forms” (Bell and Gibson 2011, 558). 

As such, a performance mode of speaking should not be re-
garded as a unidirectional activity. It also requires an audience 
keenly aware of the expectations associated with a particular per-
formance. By engaging in performance, the speaker (or per-
former) submits themselves to be held accountable by the audi-
ence. The audience, in turn, evaluates their performance to make 
sure it meets the criteria afforded by the context. The performer 
is expected to display linguistic and rhetorical proficiency in their 
communiciation. This mutual understanding leads to a highly 
charged situation in which the performer strives to show utmost 
linguistic ability, on the one hand, and the audience endeavours 
to subject them to increased scrutiny, on the other. If the per-
former succeeds in meeting the expectations of the audience, 
they may achieve a higher status in the society, even if only tem-
porarily. Failing to meet the expectations of the audience, how-
ever, can turn the performer into an object of ridicule (Bauman 
1975; Bell and Gibson 2011). 

While the term ‘performance’ might drum up images from 
the sphere of the theatre for us as moderns, it actually encom-
passes a wide variety of settings and activities. Public speeches, 
recitation of poetry, sermons, prayers, and chanting a sacred text 
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in a religious context are all examples where these principles ap-
ply. This is especially important to remember as we consider per-
formance in medieval Jewish and Muslim contexts. 

Although many of the features of performance apply in a 
relatively localised context, its cumulative impact on society 
should not be minimised. Drawing on some of the principles out-
lined above (see §2.0), we may call attention to the fact that per-
formance as a societal phenomenon is a prime candidate for re-
inforcing the cultural values associated with certain linguistic 
registers. Because prestige and status may be conferred on suc-
cessful and accomplished performers, it is one of the most signif-
icant participants in the processes of valorisation and—assuming 
it is popular—circulation of certain cultural values embedded in 
certain types of language. In this way, it helps shape the language 
ideology of the society at large, one performance at a time. 

4.0. Conclusions 
The relevance of these topics for the Hebrew and Arabic gram-
matical traditions of the Middle Ages will become more and more 
apparent as we proceed through the primary material in the re-
mainder of this book. What is worth reiterating here, however, is 
that, when dealing with language ideology, the object of study is 
not the language itself, at least not first and foremost. Rather, a 
language ideology framework is concerned primarily with lan-
guage users’ beliefs and attitudes regarding their languages and 
the languages of others. 

As such—and this is the critical point—describing the lan-
guage ideology of a given individual or community is unlikely to 
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produce an account that accurately maps onto the facts on the 
ground. In fact, it is quite common to find that the beliefs and 
attitudes of language users are often in conflict with actual lan-
guage practice as analysed by more objective metrics. A clear ex-
ample of such would be how many native Arabic speakers today 
believe that Classical Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic are es-
sentially the same entity. In reality, there are differences in pho-
nology, morphology, syntax, and lexicon.9 Note, for example, 
how the specific phonological features of CA or MSA exhibit var-
iation according to the regional dialects of the readers and/or 
local pronunciation traditions. Similarly, we might also mention 
how there is a belief among many Arabic speakers that when two 
Arabs from different regions meet, they speak in Modern Stand-
ard Arabic for the sake of mutual intelligibility. In actuality, such 
meetings generally result in a somewhat elevated or accommo-
dating version of dialectal Arabic rather than full-on Modern 
Standard Arabic. Finally, there are more subjective or aesthetic 
beliefs about language—for example, that the language of the 
Qurʾān is insurpassable in beauty—that are not necessarily possi-
ble to prove one way or another. 

All of this underscores the importance of realising that an 
analysis of language ideology should not be mistaken for an anal-
ysis of language. As we proceed through the primary material in 

 
9 The differences between CA and MSA may, however, be exaggerated 
by some scholars. Note that MSA is much more narrowly and prescrip-
tively defined than CA. This is especially the case in syntax. The lexicon 
of MSA has also expanded to cope with modern terminology, new con-
texts of use, etc. 
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the remainder of this book, then, we may find that the language 
ideology of the grammarians paints a picture at odds with what 
is known about Hebrew and Arabic of the Middle Ages from other 
sources. This should be regarded as a feature, rather than a bug, 
of this approach. When what people believe about language is in 
conflict with actual linguistic practice ‘on the ground’, we can 
learn much about the sociolinguistic and sociohistorical contexts 
in which both the ideology and the practice coexisted. 
 



4. DEFINING THE STANDARD
LANGUAGE AND ITS CORPUS

As we have seen, language ideology is a cluster of beliefs and 
attitudes about language that are often expressed indirectly, and 
that we may perceive through an examination of the assumptions 
underlying the expressions of an individual or a community. Such 
assumptions are not merely an ancillary issue, but rather under-
gird the codification of the grammar of a language and thus in-
form how the entire work is carried out. They help explain not 
only why a particular form of language was chosen to be codified 
as the ‘standard’, but also what sort of criteria determine authen-
tic examples of the standard language. Understanding the lan-
guage ideology behind the codification of a language’s grammar 
is thus illuminating for understanding both early conceptions of 
the language and the status of that language in its society and 
culture through history. As such, language ideology is of utmost 
relevance for understanding the work of the medieval Hebrew 
and Arabic grammarians. 

What is more, because language ideologies are cultural en-
tities, they are transferable and susceptible to influence among 
members of a particular society. As we will demonstrate in the 
remainder of this book, the language ideologies current among 
the medieval Hebrew grammarians were markedly similar to 
those of their Arabic counterparts. While such lines of similarity 
may have come about in a variety of ways—direct influence, 
wider shared culture, etc.—simply identifying and establishing a 
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number of shared features of (standard) language ideology in 
these two traditions constitutes a worthy avenue of inquiry in its 
own right. 

In the present and following chapter, then, we will survey 
six features of shared (standard) language ideology that appear 
to be attested in both the Hebrew grammarians and the Arabic 
grammarians of the ʿAbbasid period (750–1258 CE). Because the 
first three similarities are more closely associated with the nature 
of the standard language and its corpus (see §§1.0–3.0 in the pre-
sent chapter), whereas the latter three similarities touch on the 
grammarians’ goals for the standard language (see chapter 5, 
§§1.0–3.0), our analysis of the primary material is split into two 
chapters consistent with these themes in order to facilitate organ-
isation for the reader. Nevertheless, all aspects of language ide-
ology treated in both chapters are closely interrelated and over-
lap considerably. Naturally, the theoretical considerations out-
lined earlier (see chapter 3) will serve as the framework through 
which we will analyse the primary material. 

As we proceed through each feature, we will begin with an 
overview of the data from the medieval Hebrew grammarians 
who wrote in Judeo-Arabic (specifically during the ʿAbbasid pe-
riod) before turning to the Arabic grammarians for the sake of 
comparison. Because this book is primarily focused on the medi-
eval Hebrew grammarians who wrote in Judeo-Arabic, sections 
on the Arabic grammarians will be somewhat abbreviated, in-
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cluding only a selection of relevant grammarians and often draw-
ing on secondary literature where possible to call attention to 
parallels in the traditions.10 

While these chapters are primarily focused on presenting 
the primary data to identify and establish shared features of 
standard language ideology, we will return to discuss possible 
explanations for such similarity at the close of the book (see chap-
ter 6). As we have already hinted at, an ideological analysis of 
lughat al-ʿibrāniyyīn ‘the language of the Hebrews’ will suggest 
that elements of the Arabic grammatical tradition absorbed into 
the Hebrew grammatical tradition of the ʿAbbasid period include 
not only terms and concepts but cultural elements and language 
ideologies as well. In particular, both traditions appear to reflect 
significant traits of a standard language ideology as outlined ear-
lier, each of which we will examine in turn below. 

1.0. Cultural Possession: العبرانيين لغة  

Much of our contemporary understanding of what language is we 
take for granted. While modern nomenclature tends to treat lan-
guage as an abstract entity (e.g., Spanish, English, French), this 
was not necessarily the case among the medieval grammarians. 
While more abstract terms like (العبراني ≈) אלעבראני ‘Hebrew (ms)’ 
or (العبرانية ≈) אלעבראניה ‘Hebrew (fs)’ and العربية ‘Arabic’ are used 
to refer to the languages, we also find nomenclature that specifi-
cally references the speakers of the language, such as  ̈בני לגה  

 
10 Much of the analysis of the standard language ideology of the Arabic 
grammarians is based on the work of Brustad (2010; 2016; 2017). 
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 לגה̈  the language of the Israelites’ and‘ (لغة بني ا سرائيل ≈) אסראיל

 the language of the Hebrews’ among‘ (لغة العبرانيين  ≈) אלעבראניין
the Hebrew grammarians and العرب لسان  ‘the language of the Ar-
abs’ and  العرب كلام  ‘the speech/idiom of the Arabs’ among the Ar-
abic grammarians.11 Although these terms have slightly different 
nuances—which we will deal with progressively throughout the 
book—they all construe the language as belonging to its speak-
ers. As such, these terms may reflect a language ideology that 
regarded Hebrew and Arabic as cultural possessions of their re-
spective communities of speakers. We will address this idea in 
greater detail as we proceed through the primary data below. 

1.1. Hebrew Grammarians 

The idea that Hebrew is a language belonging to its speakers ap-
pears to be evidenced in a number of early grammarians. 

1.1.1. Saadia Gaon (882–942 CE) 
There are a number of such examples in the writings of Saadia 
Gaon (882–942 CE), a well-known Hebrew grammarian of the 
Middle Ages from the Fayyūm in Upper Egypt.12 In the first place, 
although Saadia’s grammar is commonly referred to as לגה̈ כתב אל  

The Books of Language’, he also calls it‘ (كتب اللغة ≈) פציח   כתאב

 
11 For more on the nomenclature of Hebrew and Arabic, see Maman 
(2004, 53–55). Note, however, that terms like kalām al-ʿarab and al-
ʿarabiyya are more nuanced and require further explanation. We will 
return to this topic in greater detail later in the book. 
12 For more on Saadia’s life, see Malter (1921, 25–26). 
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-The Book of the Elo‘ (كتاب فصيح لغة العبرانيين ≈) לגה̈ אלעבראניין
quence of the Language of the Hebrews’  (Skoss 1952a, 283, 290–
91). Indeed, early on in his section on the vowels, Saadia dis-
cusses features that  אלעבראנייןלגה̈   ّ יכ̇ץ -are par‘ (يخصّ لغة العبرانيين ≈) 
ticular to the language of the Hebrews’ (Skoss 1952a, 290–91). A 
similar phrase is found in Sefer Ha-Galuy, in which Saadia states 
that he composed his book  ̈אלעבראניין  לתצחיח אעראב לגה لتصحيح   ≈) 

العبرانيين ا عراب لغة ) ‘for correcting the iʿrāb of the language of the 
Hebrews’ (Harkavy 1891, 499; Malter 1913, 157). 

That Saadia regarded the Hebrew language as a cultural 
possession (see chapter 3, §2.1.1) is made further explicit by his 
statements in Sefer Ha-Egron.13 Following an Arabic introduction, 
the main Hebrew section of Sefer Ha-Egron begins by recounting 
the history of the Hebrew language from the creation of the 
world. At first, there was only one holy language in the world, 
but when the earth was split, the number of languages multiplied 
according to the number of peoples. At this point, Saadia states 
that ם בַדָּ נֵי עֶבֶר לְׁ פִי בְׁ שוֹן הַקּוֹדֶש רַק בְׁ אַר לְׁ  lō nišʾar lšōn haqqoḏɛš) לאֹ נִשְׁ
raq bfī vnē ʿɛvɛr lvaddɔm̄) ‘the holy language remained in the 
mouths of none other than the sons of ʿEber’ (Harkavy 1891, 
499), essentially saying that it became the sole possession of the 
Hebrews. In Sefer Ha-Galuy, Saadia also states that the nation has 
forgotten لغتها الفصيحة وكلامها  ≈) לגתהא אלפציחה̈ וכלאמהא אלבדיע 

 
13 For background on Sefer Ha-Egron, see Harkavy (1891, 1–39) and 
Malter (1921, 138–39). 
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 their clear language and their wonderful idiom’ (for more‘ (البديع
on this full passage, see chapter 5, §3.1.1). 

1.1.2. Judah ben David Ḥayyūj (945–1000 CE) 

Judah ben David Ḥayyūj (945–1000 CE), a Hebrew grammarian 
from Morocco but active in al-Andalus (i.e., Spain), exhibits sim-
ilar nomenclature when discussing Hebrew. When addressing 
various grammatical features of Biblical Hebrew, he describes 
them with reference to the linguistic practice of al-ʿibrāniyyūn 
‘the Hebrews’. For example, when discussing the syllable struc-
ture of Biblical Hebrew, he writes the following in his book on 
weak verbal roots known as Kitāb al-afʿāl ḏawāt ḥurūf al-līn (Ja-
strow 1897, 5): 

  عندهم يكون ولا متحركّ على يقفون ولا بساكن يبدون لا العبرانيين ا نّ  واقول

 14متقدّم متحركّ بعد ا لّا  ملتقيان ساكنان او ساكن

And I say that the Hebrews do not begin [a word] with a 
silent shewa, nor do they end a word with a mobile shewa. 

 
14 The reader may notice occasional ‘non-standard’ orthographical 
forms in various Arabic passages quoted throughout this book, such as 
 without a hamzah. This is especially the case with Judeo-Arabic او or اقول
texts. Rather than regularising these—thus reinforcing the standard lan-
guage ideology in modern scholarship—we have merely replicated 
what is present in each text edition we have utilised. This applies to all 
passages quoted throughout the book and readers should consult the 
original editions to get an idea of the orthographic conventions utilised 
therein. 
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And they do not have silent shewa or two consecutive cases 
of silent shewa except after a preceding vowel. 

It is significant to note that, for Ḥayyūj, these features of the Ti-
berian vocalisation tradition of Biblical Hebrew are described  
as reflecting the linguistic practice and speech patterns of al- 
ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’. It is not the Hebrew text that disallows 
a word beginning with a consonant with silent shewa but rather 
the Hebrews themselves who do not speak this way. 

A similar conceptualisation of al-ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’ 
is found elsewhere in Ḥayyūj in another discussion of syllable 
structure (Kitāb al-afʿāl ḏawāt ḥurūf al-līn; Jastrow 1897, 7): 

 الوقف فى ا لّا  لينين غير   ساكنَيْن   بين يجمعون لا العبرانيين ا نّ  ايضا واقول
 قدّمت  اللتي الشروط  تلك  على كلامهم  جلّ  فى وحركتُها...  الكلام نقطاع  ٱ و 

And I also say that the Hebrews do not make two non-weak 
consonants vocalised with silent shewa adjacent to one an-
other except in pause and at the cutting off of speech... and 
its vowel in the majority of their speech (kalām) is accord-
ing to those conditions that I outlined earlier... 

Once again, features of the Tiberian vocalisation tradition and its 
oral reading are described as reflecting the linguistic practice and 
speech patterns of al-ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’. 

1.1.3. Jonah ibn Janāḥ (ca 990–ca 1050 CE) 

Jonah ibn Janāḥ (ca 990–ca 1050 CE), a Hebrew grammarian 
from al-Andalus, also uses similar phrases when discussing He-
brew grammar. When explaining his methodology, he writes the 
following in his book on Hebrew roots entitled Kitāb al-uṣūl 
(Neubauer 1968, 13): 
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 ان مكنی كان مما فعلا او كانت اسما ما لفظة ریتكر من اكثر را يتنى واذا 
 وجوه لاظهر ذلك فانىّ انما افعل. عیالجم عن اھمن اذكر ما ببعض ستغنىی

 مختلفة مواضع فى اللفظة لتلك نییالعبران استعمال
And if you notice that I repeat a word, whether a noun or 
a verb, when it was possible to manage with just one of its 
[forms] that I mention [and to dispense with] all [of the 
rest], I do this to show the various ways that the Hebrews 
use (istiʿmāl al-ʿibrāniyyīn) this word in different places. 

The key phrase in this passage is  العبرانيين استعمال  ‘the usage of the 
Hebrews’, which once again refers to the linguistic practice of 
speakers or language users. 

1.1.4. Abū al-Faraj Hārūn ibn al-Faraj (first half of 11th c. 
CE) 

Abū al-Faraj Hārūn (first half of 11th c. CE), a Karaite Hebrew 
grammarian of Jerusalem, also associates Biblical Hebrew gram-
mar with the linguistic practice of speakers. At the beginning of 
his chapter ا قسام الكلامفي   ≈) פי אקסאם אלכלאם ) ‘on the components 
of speech’ in his book al-Kitāb al-kāfī fī al-lugha al-ʿibrāniyya 
(I.2.1), he writes the following (Khan et al. 2003): 

 אלדקדוקיון  יסמיה  וחרף ٌ ٌٌٌٌלْעِפَו ٌ אסם  אקסאם  תלתה  אלמסתעמל  אלכלאם

 15כאדמא
Natural speech (al-kalām al-mustaʿmal; lit.: ‘speech in use’) 
has three parts: the noun, the verb, and what the grammar-
ians have referred to as a ‘serving’ element (ḫādim). 

 
 .الكلام المستعمل ثلاثة ا قسام اسم   وَف عْل   وحرف يسميه الدقدوقيون خادما ≈ 15
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The particular phrase المستعملالكلام  ≈) אלכלאם אלמסתעמל ) 
‘speech in use’, which envisions some type of actual linguistic 
practice, is reminiscent of Ibn Janāḥ’s phrase العبرانيين استعمال  ‘the 
usage of the Hebrews’ mentioned above. 

Elsewhere in this work, Abū al-Faraj refers specifically to 
the linguistic practice of al-ʿibrāniyyūn. When discussing the con-
joining of a noun to a verb (I.4.7), he writes the following (Khan 
et al. 2003): 

אצ̇אפה אלזמאן פיגוז אסתעמאל אלעבראניין איצ̇א מא הדא סבילה פי 

 16אלי אלפעל
So it is permissible for the Hebrews to use (istiʿmāl al-ʿib-
rāniyyīn) the conjoining of a temporal phrase to a verb in 
the same way. 

Also, when discussing the role of a preformative mem in passive 
participles (I.27.52), he writes the following (Khan et al. 2003): 

פלא ימתנע אן יכון אלעבראניון אדכלו אלמים עלי אלמאצ̇י מנה ולם 

 17ידכלוהא עלי פעל מא יסמא פאעלה ללאמרין אלדין אפתרקא פיהמא
It is not implausible that the Hebrews attached mem to the 
past-tense form of the verb but did not attach it to a verb 
whose agent is mentioned, on account of the two features 
with respect to which they differ. 

In each of these examples, the language of Biblical Hebrew is as-
cribed to the real linguistic usage and practice of al-ʿibrāniyyūn. 

 
 .فيجوز استعمال العبرانيين ا يضا ما هذا  سبيله في ا ضافة الزمان ا لى الفعل ≈ 16
 فلا يمتنع ا ن يكون العبرانيون ا دخلوا  الميم على الماضي منه ولم يدخلوها على فعل ما  ≈ 17

فيهما افترقا الذين للا مرين فاعلهيسمى  . 
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1.2. Comparison with the Arabic Tradition 

Nomenclature referring to the Arabic language specifically with 
reference to its community of speakers is also attested in the Ar-
abic grammarians. 

1.2.1. al-Khalīl ibn Aḥmad (d. 786/791 CE) 

Al-Khalīl ibn Aḥmad (d. 786/791 CE), the famous grammarian 
and lexicographer of Baṣra, describes Arabic in a similar way. 
When explaining morphological variation in verbal forms of the 
root n‑y-ʾ in his dictionary Kitāb al-ʿayn (8.392; al-Makhzūmī and 
al-Sāmarrāʾī 1989), he writes the following: 

وا نا تُ اللحّم ا ناءةً ا ذا لم تنضجه، ولكنّ العرب ا ذا ا رادت ا ن تَسْتعملَ الهاءَ 
 في هذا المعنى قالت: ا نها تُ اللحّم ا نهاءً 

And [you say] ‘I insufficiently cooked (anaʾtu... ināʾat-an) 
the meat’ if you did not cook it thoroughly. But the Arabs, 
if they want to use (tastaʿmila) the hāʾ with this meaning, 
say ‘I insufficiently cooked (anhaʾtu... inhāʾ-an) the meat’. 

In addition to the Arabs’ usage of the language, there are also 
certain pronouncements about what is permissible in the ‘speech 
of the Arabs’, as in the following (2.348): 

ولم يا ت  شيء  من كلام العرب يَزيدُ على خمسة ا حرف ا لا ا ن تلحقها زيادات 
ليست من ا صلها ا و يُوَصَلَ حكايةً يُحكى بها، كقول الشاعر: فَتَفْتَحُه طَوْراً 

يَحكي صوتَ بابٍ في  فَتَسمعُ في الحالَيْن  منه جَلَنََبَلَقْ.  اً تجُيفُهوطَور 
وا صفاقه ه    فَتْح 

There are no [words] that occur in the speech of the Arabs 
(kalām al-ʿarab) that exceed five letters except when addi-
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tions not belonging to the root (i.e., prefixes, suffixes, en-
clitics) are attached to it or when it is onomatopoeic, as in 
the saying of the poet, “Whether you open it one time or 
you close it one time, in either case, you will hear [the 
sound] jalanbalaq,” which is onomatopoeic for the sound 
of a door when it is opened or closed. 

In this passage, a principle of word formation in Arabic is de-
scribed as reflecting kalām al-ʿarab ‘the speech of the Arabs’. In-
terestingly, a poetic verse is cited to provide an example. We will 
return to the significance of this in a later section (see §2.0). 

1.2.2. Sībawayh (d. ca 796 CE) 

Sībawayh (d. ca 796 CE), the famous Persian grammarian of Ar-
abic from Shiraz, exhibits similar wording about the language 
usage of the Arabs. After citing a number of examples to illustrate 
a point, Sībawayh concludes by saying (1.165; Haroun 1988): 

 المعنى من رُ یّ تغیَ  ولا ،والنون نَ یالتنو حذفونیف ونستخفّ یَ  العرب ا ن   واعلم

Note that the Arabs make light and omit tanwīn and nūn 
and the meaning is not changed. 

Elsewhere in his grammar, when discussing the realisation of a 
sequence of hamzahs, he writes the following (3.549; Haroun 
1988): 

 تخفيفُ  العرب كلام ومن قا،حقّ فتُ  همزتان تَلتقى ا ن العرب كلام من فليس

 رةالاآخ   وتحقيقُ  الا ولى
And it is not part of the speech of the Arabs (kalām al-ʿarab) 
for two hamzahs to meet and be realised. But what is part 
of the speech of the Arabs (kalām al-ʿarab) is for the first to 
be elided and the second to be realised. 
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As in the above example, Sībawayh appeals to the linguistic prac-
tice and speech patterns of al-ʿarab ‘the Arabs’ to explain various 
grammatical features. As in al-Khalīl’s Kitāb al-ʿayn, the phrase 
used is kalām al-ʿarab ‘the speech of the Arabs’. 

Sībawayh elsewhere notes that, as a principle, what is per-
missible in the language should be based on the usage of the Ar-
abs (1.414; Haroun 1988; Marogy 2010b, 59): 

زْ منه ما ا جازوافاستَعملْ من هذا ما   استَعملت  العربُ، وا جَ 
And use (fa-staʿmil) from this what the Arabs use (istaʿma-
lat), and allow from it what they allow. 

Once again, this demonstrates that Sībawayh regarded the lan-
guage as strongly associated with—or perhaps even a possession 
of—its speakers, namely al-ʿarab ‘the Arabs’. 

1.2.3. al-Farrāʾ (d. 822/823 CE) 

The same type of language continues in slightly later grammari-
ans as well, such as the esteemed Kūfan grammarian al-Farrāʾ (d. 
822/823 CE). In his Maʿānī al-qurʾān  (3.260; Najātī and al-Najjār 
1955), when discussing various readers’ pronunciations of the 
word   يَسْر ‘passes’, he writes the following: 

بحذفها،  »يسر«، والياء  با ثبات  »يَسرى«قرا  القراء:  وقد... يَسْر « ا ذَا »والل يْل  
 وحذفها ا حب ا  لىّ لمشاكلتها رءوس الاآيات، ولا ن العرب قد تحذف 

  تلُ يقُ  ما كف   كفّاكَ . بعضهم ا نشدنى منها، الياء، وتكتفى بكسر ما قبلها
رْهَماً  ما بالسيف تعُط   وا خرى جوداً،    د   الدِّ

“And by night, when it passes (yasri/yasrī)” (Al-Fajr 
[89.4])... while some readers read this word as yasrī with 
a clear yāʾ, others read it as yasr(i) with omission of yāʾ. Its 
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omission is preferable to me, due to it being more suitable 
to the final word of a verse, and because the Arabs (al-
ʿarab) might omit the yāʾ but still be content with pro-
nouncing [the letter] that precedes it with kasra. One of 
[the Arabs] has recited the following line of poetry to me: 
“Your hands—one spares a dirham generously, but the 
other gives (tuʿṭi/tuʿṭī) blood with the sword.” 

In this case, the omission of a word-final vowel letter yāʾ—and 
pronouncing kasra on the preceding letter—is regarded as an ex-
ample of the linguistic practice of the Arabs. The significance of 
quoting poetry to exemplify the grammatical phenomenon is a 
topic to which we will return in the following section (§2.2.2). 

As we might expect, the phrase kalām al-ʿarab also features 
prominently in al-Farrāʾ, as in the following passage discussing 
the use of plural verbs with a singular subject (3.42; Najātī and 
al-Najjār 1955): 

 عز الل هقول  منهمن كلام العرب، ا ن تجمع العرب فعل الواحد،  كثير ىف
عون  قَ »وجل:   «الَ ربَِّ ارجْ 

It is common in the speech of the Arabs (kalām al-ʿarab) 
for the Arabs to make the verb of a singular [agent] plural, 
as in the statement of God Almighty, “He says, ‘Lord, let 
me come back!’” (Al-Muʾminun 23.99). 

Similarly, the morphosyntactic features of the Qurʾān are de-
scribed as reflecting the linguistic practice of the Arabs and con-
sistent with most of the speech of the Arabs (kalām al-ʿarab). 

1.2.4. Ibn al-Sarrāj (d. 928/929 CE) 

Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn al-Sarrāj (d. 928/929 CE), an Arabic 
grammarian of Baghdad, reflects similar conceptions of language 
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usage in his Kitāb al-uṣūl fī al-naḥw. Note the following comment 
about the usage of the conjunction/particle wāw (1.420; Fatlī 
1996): 

 ،فيقولون: وبلد قطعتُ  »ربُ  «واعلم: ا نّ العربَ تستعملُ الواوَ مبتدا ة بمعنى: 
 يريدونَ وربُ  بلد وهذا كثير

And know that the Arabs use (tastaʿmilu) wāw as a subject 
with the meaning ‘few/much (rubba)’. So when they say, 
‘And the country (wa-balad) have I cut off’, they actually 
mean ‘(And) much of the country (wa-rubba balad)’, and 
this is frequent. 

The use of the particle wāw in this way is described as reflecting 
the speech patterns of the Arabs. In this context, it is particularly 
noteworthy that the intention of the speakers (i.e., يريدون ‘they 
intend [the meaning]’) is considered in relation to usage. 

1.3. Analysis 

Although it may seem like a minor point, it is important to rec-
ognise that language was inextricably linked to those who spoke 
it for both the Hebrew and Arabic grammarians of the ʿAbbasid 
period. As we have seen at least in the writings of Saadia, this 
may have indicated that, ideologically, the language was re-
garded as a cultural possession of its speakers. This would be in 
line with certain features of a standard language ideology out-
lined earlier (see chapter 3, §2.1.1). And yet, the language-as-a-
cultural-possession ideology is often accompanied by a belief that 
the standard language is not innate in native speakers of contem-
porary society but must be learned. Indeed, the canonical form 
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of the language is regarded as existing beyond the members of 
the society (Milroy 2001, 537–38). 

At first glance, then, ascribing such an ideology to the me-
dieval Hebrew and Arabic grammarians would seem to conflict 
with their referencing actual linguistic practice of speakers in 
their grammatical descriptions. Such a tension, however, is pred-
icated on certain assumptions about what the Hebrew grammar-
ians meant by al-ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’, on the one hand, and 
what the Arabic grammarians meant by al-ʿarab ‘the Arabs’ or 
kalām al-ʿarab ‘the speech/idiom of the Arabs’, on the other. As 
we will see in the following section, the referents of these terms—
not necessarily the grammarians’ contemporaries—are not al-
ways intuitive. When properly understood, they support ascrib-
ing a language-as-a-cultural-possession ideology to the medieval 
grammarians, and this within a wider framework of a robust 
standard language ideology. 

2.0. Exemplary Ancient Speakers: القدماء العبرانيون  

 الأولون
The preceding section left us with a question regarding the iden-
tity of al-ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’ and al-ʿarab ‘the Arabs’ in the 
works of the medieval grammarians. If these groups are consid-
ered exemplary speakers of their respective languages, then their 
specific identity is of utmost relevance for constructing the lan-
guage ideology of the grammarians. The crux of the matter con-
cerns whether the medieval grammarians regarded themselves, 
their contemporaries, and/or figures from the past as comprising 
the membership of such groups. What a careful analysis of these 
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terms will show is that, in the case of both the Hebrew and Arabic 
grammarians, these terms refer to exemplary speakers from the 
past and not their contemporaries.18 In each of the traditions, an 
ancient—and sacred—corpus of texts is what determines the ‘cor-
rect’ linguistic features of the canonical standard language. From 
the perspective of a standard language ideology, this is an im-
portant part of the language existing in an ideal form. Grammar-
ians of each tradition, therefore, need to exercise discernment in 
determining which sources, traditions, examples, etc. from these 
corpora merit inclusion in their descriptions of the language. 

2.1. Hebrew Grammarians 

Among the Hebrew grammarians we find that the expression al-
ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’ refers first and foremost to language 
users of the biblical period. Secondarily, however, it can also re-
fer to those of the mishnaic period or even the payṭanim (i.e., 
Hebrew poets) of the Byzantine period. 

2.1.1. Judah ben David Ḥayyūj (945–1000 CE) 

Ḥayyūj, who was earlier quoted referring to the linguistic prac-
tices of al-ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’, supplies a most helpful com-
ment on the matter in his Kitāb al-afʿāl ḏawāt ḥurūf al-līn (Jastrow 
1897, 4): 

 فيها نقتدى ان نحوها والتطلعّ اللغة هذه الى الشوق اهل   علينا والواجبُ 
 الوحى لغة سيمّا لا عليها المطبوعين فيها الناشئين الاوّلين القدماء بالعبرانيين

 
18 This is another reason why it is important to identify the ‘fieldwork’ 
topos as ideological in nature (see §3.0). 
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 على ونجريها مسالكهم بها ونسلك اثارهم فيها نقفو وا نْ  النبّوّة وكلام
 وعَل مْنَا اصله من لنا وتفرعّ اساسه على كلامنا انبنى ذلك فعلْنا فاذا مناهجهم

 علمناه بما نتفعناٱ و  جهلناه ما اللغة من
It is necessary for us, who are passionate for this language 
and aspire to it, to emulate in [how we use the language] 
the first ancient Hebrews who grew up in it and were nat-
urally accustomed to it, especially with respect to the lan-
guage of inspiration and prophetic speech. We should fol-
low their footsteps in the language, walk in their paths 
with the language, and carry out the language according 
to their practices. If we do this, our speech (kalām) will be 
built upon its foundation and branch out from its root to 
us. We will learn what we had been ignorant of regarding 
the language and benefit from what we learn. 

When Ḥayyūj refers to the linguistic practices of al- 
ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’, then, he is referring to those first an-
cient Hebrews ( الا ولون القدماء العبرانيون ) who grew up (الناشئون) with 
the language and were naturally accustomed to it ( عليها  المطبوعون ). 
In other words, al-ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’ are native speakers 
of Hebrew, but not of the contemporary period. As Maman (2004, 
53) points out, the term refers to those speakers of Hebrew who 
lived in the biblical or mishnaic periods. It does not refer to their 
contemporaries or even themselves. 

What is more, not only does this passage indicate that the 
term al-ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’ refers to those ancient speakers 
of Hebrew, but it also demonstrates that the linguistic practice of 
the ancients served as the standard according to which one ought 
to evaluate proper and improper Hebrew. Such a claim would 
seem obvious inasmuch as the linguistic practice of the ancients 
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and Biblical Hebrew constitute two different ways of referring to 
the same thing. However, while generally true, this is not always 
the case. 

There is no doubt that, when Ḥayyūj refers to how the He-
brews treat consonant clusters, he is basing his statements on the 
Tiberian vocalisation tradition of the Bible.19 For him—at least in 
such instances—this was synonymous with the linguistic practice 
of the ancient Hebrews. In other words, the Hebrew found in the 
Bible—the Tiberian vocalisation of the Bible—served as the de-
fault source for correct Hebrew. 

However, the fact that Ḥayyūj calls his readers to imitate  لا 
النبوة وكلام الوحي لغة مایس  ‘especially the language of inspiration and 

prophetic speech’ seems to indicate that al-ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the He-
brews’ could refer to speakers of non-biblical Hebrew as well, an 
idea made clearer in passages from other grammarians. 

2.1.2. David ben Abraham al-Fāsī (10th c. CE) 

David ben Abraham al-Fāsī (or Dāwūd ibn Ibrāhīm al-Fāsī; 10th 
c. CE), the famed Karaite lexicographer and grammarian from 
Fez, in writing his Biblical Hebrew lexicon entitled Kitāb jāmiʿ al-
alfāẓ, also seems to be working from a framework that legitimises 
at least some forms of non-biblical Hebrew. Note, for example, 
how a particular arrangement of root letters unattested in the 

 
19 Khan (2013, 45; 2020, I:91–92, 107–08, 123–24) makes the point 
that while the Hebrew grammarians occasionally refer to other reading 
traditions, the Tiberian vocalisation tradition generally served as the 
basis for grammatical works. 
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Bible is still considered permissible in Hebrew (Skoss 1936–1945, 
I:3): 

 20אלעבראני פי איזג̇  והו אלקראן פי ודבמוג̇  ליס לךד̇  מן אמא
And with respect to such [a sequence of letters], it is not 
attested in the Bible, though it is permissible in Hebrew. 

Al-Fāsī’s statement clearly indicates that non-biblical forms of 
Hebrew did have a place in the work of the medieval grammari-
ans. Nevertheless, even if the Bible was not the only standard of 
‘exemplary speakers’, it certainly served as the primary standard 
against which proper and improper Hebrew would be deter-
mined. 

2.1.3. Saadia Gaon (882–942 CE) 

We may get a sense of which non-biblical texts were regarded as 
legitimate sources for correct Hebrew from a passage found in 
the Arabic introduction to Saadia Gaon’s book on Hebrew poetry, 
Sefer Ha-Egron, the Arabic title of which is Kitāb al-šiʿr al-ʿibrānī 
‘The Book of Hebrew Poetry.’ In describing the contents of the 
book, Saadia writes the following (Harkavy 1891, 50–51): 

 םת̇  אלשערא אליהא יחתאג̇  ירה̈ כת̇  ראכ̇  פצול אלעיון אלג׳ ההד̇  ויתבע

 וינאי יוסי בן יוסי אלאולין אלשערא קול מן עליה אסתשהד אן ראית מא

 אלאקרבין אלשערא קול מן ואמא ׃לךד̇  פעלת ופינחס ויהושע ואלעזר

 פאקול .יאמרצ̇  קולה כאן מן לאחמד אלא שיא כראד̇  דניתג̇  פלא אלינא

 
 .ا ما من ذلك ليس بموجود في القراآن وهو جائز في العبراني ≈ 20
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 מא  פי  פלאן  אסי  ולקד  אקול  אן  עכסה ואדע  קאל  מא  פי  פלאן  אדאג̇   ולקד

 21קאל
And after these three principles will be many other chap-
ters that poets need. Then, what I found I could quote from 
the sayings of the ancient poets, Yose ben Yose, Yannai, 
Eleazar, Yehoshua, and Phinehas, I did. And regarding the 
sayings of the poets that are closer to us [in time], you will 
not find me referencing anything except to praise one 
whose saying is pleasing (man kāna qawluhu murḍiyyan). 
Then I will say, ‘So-and-so did well (ajāda fulān) in what 
he said’. And I will leave off saying the opposite, ‘So-and-
so did poorly (asā fulān) in what he said’. 

This passage teaches us several things about what consti-
tutes the corpus of correct Hebrew. It is noteworthy that, in a 
book of Hebrew poetry, it is not just biblical examples that are 
held up for imitation. Saadia also regards the sayings of non-bib-
lical poets as worthy of emulation. Nevertheless, he makes a dis-
tinction between the ‘ancient’ poets and those who are closer to 
being contemporaries. It is only the ancient poets who are worthy 
of imitation without hesitation. In the case of the non-ancient 
poets, their saying may be (مرضي ≈) מרצ̇י ‘pleasing’ or not. Fortu-
nately for the reader, this task of evaluating who קאל   מא פי    ... אג̇אד  

قال  ما   في ...  ا جاد  ≈) ) ‘did well in what he said’ and who פי מא אסי ...  

قال ما في... ا سى  ≈) קאל ) ‘did poorly in what he said’ has already 
 

 ويتبع هذه ال-٣ العيون فصول اآخر كثيرة يحتاج ا ليها الشعراء ثم ما را يت ا ن ا ستشهد ≈ 21
.ذلك فعلت وفينحاس ويهوشوع وا لعازار ويََنَي يوسي بن يوسي الا ولين الشعراء قول من عليه  
 فا قول  .مرضيا  قوله  كان  من  لا حمد  ا لا  شيئا  ا ذكر  تجدني  فلا  ا لينا  الا قربين  الشعراء  قول  من  وا ما

قال ما في فلان ا سى ولقد ا قول ا ن عكسه وا دع قال ما في فلان ا جاد ولقد . 
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been taken care of by Saadia, so that he only includes those 
praiseworthy poetic sayings of non-ancient poets. 

The question of what exactly made these non-biblical ‘an-
cient’ poets exemplary speakers of good Hebrew is not a simple 
one. While the extent of our knowledge about the five poets men-
tioned (Yose ben Yose, Yannai, Eleazar, Yehoshua, Phinehas) is 
limited, they are all—with perhaps the exception of Yehoshua, 
about whom little is known—early piyyuṭ poets, known as payṭa-
nim (Rabin et al. 2022). 

Piyyuṭ refers to a genre of Hebrew poetry used for liturgy 
which developed in late antique Palestine during the Byzantine 
period (from the 4th/5th c. CE). The term itself (i.e., piyyuṭ) is 
derived from the Greek term for poet, ποιητής. Although it devel-
oped in Palestine, from its onset it was not developed in a context 
where Hebrew was the poet’s mother tongue. While not depart-
ing greatly from the Hebrew of the Bible or the Mishnah, piyyuṭ 
poetry has its own distinct style. Many of its apparent morpho-
logical distinctives involve the expansion and extension of rare 
or unusual forms already attested in the Bible. Nevertheless, 
though well-grounded in the Hebrew of the Bible and the Mish-
nah, piyyuṭ is known for inventing new words and making multi-
tudinous obscure allusions (Rand 2013; Rabin et al. 2022). 

Four out of the five poets specifically mentioned by Saa-
dia—Phinehas the Priest, Yose ben Yose, Yannai, and Eleazar ben 
Qalir—have the reputation of being the most outstanding of the 
payṭanim. Chronologically, Phinehas and Yose ben Yose are the 
earliest of these poets, having likely lived in the fourth or fifth 
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century CE. Yannai and Eleazar ben Qalir are later, with the for-
mer spanning the late fifth and early sixth centuries and the latter 
the late sixth and early seventh centuries. While the piyyuṭim in-
itially developed in Palestine during the Byzantine period, by the 
time of Saadia they had spread and flourished in the Diaspora as 
well (Rand 2013; Rabin et al. 2022). 

Returning to Saadia’s comments regarding poetry that was 
-pleasing’ or not, we may ask the following ques‘ (مرضي  ≈) מרצ̇י 
tion: If piyyuṭ poetry did not develop within the context of native 
speakers and continue in an unbroken chain to Saadia’s time, on 
the basis of what criteria did Saadia evaluate the piyyuṭ poetry? 
Indeed, even the style of piyyuṭ changed significantly over time, 
being divided into three phases: pre-classical, classical, and post-
classical (Fleischer 2007, 1–329; Rand 2013). 

Such a question highlights the real significance of Saadia’s 
role as an evaluator of what constituted correct Hebrew. He re-
garded himself as responsible for providing his readers with ex-
amples of Hebrew only if they were worth emulating. By engag-
ing in the task of evaluating what merits inclusion, Saadia is also 
determining the standards by which such evaluation should be 
carried out. Therefore, what seems to be a passive evaluation of 
what is correct Hebrew may actually be an implicit active for-
mation and creation of the standards by which correct Hebrew 
would be judged. In this way, Saadia becomes a key figure in the 
process of enregisterment of the standard canonical form of He-
brew in the society. For his readers, he pre-selects which linguis-
tic signs should be associated with the social types embodied in 
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the exemplary speakers, whether figures from the biblical period 
or the payṭanim. 

2.2. Comparison with the Arabic Tradition 

The idea of a corpus of correct language being comprised of a 
sacred text—the Bible in the case of Saadia—as well as ‘ancient’ 
poetry is echoed in the Arabic grammatical tradition. Although 
not all of the grammarians relate to their corpus of linguistic ma-
terial in precisely the same way, the Qurʾān and pre-Islamic po-
etry feature most prominently as exemplars of the standard lan-
guage in the writings of the grammarians throughout the ʿAb-
basid period. Of particular note here is the relation between the 
phrase kalām al‑ʿarab ‘the speech(?) of the Arabs’ and the corpus 
of standard language material. 

For some modern scholars, the phrase kalām al-ʿarab refers 
not to everyday colloquial speech, but to the corpus of an ele-
vated performance register of Arabic (e.g., Brustad 2016, 148–
51). Others argue that it was based on certain linguistic features 
such as iʿrāb, which, though perhaps most prominent in and char-
acteristic of an elevated register, might also be found elsewhere. 
Moreover, the term ʿarab in this phrase does not necessarily refer 
to ethnic Arabs generally,22 but to a certain linguistically defined 
community, whether those who were engaged in the performa-
tive culture of kalām (e.g., Brustad 2016, 148–51) or merely the 
early linguistic community of a pure Arabic speech idiom (e.g., 

 
22 Note that the ethnic connotation of ʿarab itself might be a later devel-
opment that occurred after the period of the early grammarians like al-
Khalīl and Sībawayh (Webb 2016, 177–239). 
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Webb 2016, 178–80). At least among the later grammarians, 
however, kalām al-ʿarab is regarded as “the property of ancient 
Arabs and the ‘gold standard’ of correct Arabic (al-fuṣḥā)” (Webb 
2016, 306). We will return to these debates later—particularly in 
our discussion of Sībawayh—but what is important for now is to 
acknowledge that the sources most characteristically cited in the 
grammarians as exemplars of the standard language they were 
documenting, namely kalām al‑ʿarab, are the Qurʾān and pre-Is-
lamic (or ‘ancient’) poetry. 

2.2.1. Sībawayh (d. ca 796 CE) 

The strong association of the kalām al-ʿarab corpus with the 
Qurʾān and pre-Islamic poetry is perhaps most evident in the  
role that these two sources play as prooftexts in the work of the 
early Arabic grammarians like Sībawayh (d. ca 796 CE). When 
seeking support for a particular grammatical rule or description, 
Sībawayh most typically draws on the Qurʾān and poetry (Brustad 
2016, 147). From a statistical perspective, the šawāhid ‘proofs’ 
for grammatical arguments in Sībawayh’s al-Kitāb are comprised 
of roughly 1050 lines of poetry, 447 verses from the Qurʾān, 350 
‘speech patterns’ or idioms, and 41 proverbs (Haroun 1988, indi-
ces; Baalbaki 2008, 37). 

Note, for example, how Sībawayh quotes a line from the 
poetry of the seventh-century Jāhiliyyah poet al-Aʿšā (d. 625 CE) 
in a discussion regarding adjectives (3.237–238; Haroun 1988): 

،  جَنوب    وكذلك  بشىء  رجلاً   سمّيت  ا ذا  ،ودَبُور    وقَبُول    ،وسَموم    وحَرور    وشَمال 
 ريحُ  هذه: يقولون سمعناهم: العرب كلام ا كثر فى صفات   لا ن ها صرفته منها

،  ريح    وهذه  حَرور ، ،  ريحُ  وهذه  الجَنوبُ،  الريحُ  وهذه  شَمَال   ريح    وهذه  سَموم 
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 لها: الا عشى قال. غيره يعرفون لا العرب، فصحاء من ذلك سمعنا. جَنوب  
 23دَبورَا ر يحاً  بالل يل صادَفَ  د    الحَصا كحَفيف   زَجَل  

And thus also ‘south(ern) (janūb-un)’, ‘north(ern) (šamāl-
un)’, ‘hot (ḥarūr-un)’, ‘hot (samūm-un)’, ‘east(ern) (qabūl-
un)’, and ‘west(ern) (dabūr-un)’. If you designate ‘a man 
(rajul-an)’ with one of these words, you would inflect it, 
because these are adjectives in most of kalām al-ʿarab. We 
have heard them saying, ‘this is a hot wind (hāḏihi rīḥ-u 
ḥarūr-un)’, ‘this is a northern wind (hāḏihi rīḥ-un šamāl-un)’, 
‘this is the southern wind (hāḏihi al-rīḥ-u al-janūb-u)’, ‘this 
is a hot wind (hāḏihi rīḥ-u samūm-un)’, and ‘this is a south-
ern wind (hāḏihi rīḥ-un janūb-un)’. We have heard such 
from the most eloquent of the Arabs (fuṣaḥā al-ʿarab), who 
do not know it any other way. Al-Aʿšā has said: “They 
[make] a sound like the rustling of the wheat stalks, which 
in the night met a western wind (rīḥ-an dabūr-ā).” 

There are three key points in this passage that drive home 
the association of kalām al-ʿarab with an authoritative corpus of 
a particular type of language found in sources such as pre-Islamic 
poetry. First, the justification Sībawayh provides for his assertion 
that these words are to be inflected as adjectives is that they are 
adjectives  العرب كلام  ا كثر  في  ‘in most of kalām al-ʿarab’. This indi-
cates that the usage of certain words in kalām al-ʿarab was at least 
to some degree quantifiable. At the same time, however, the 
phrase في ا كثر ‘in most of’ admits diversity within the corpus.24 
Second, the short example phrases and expressions cited by 

 
23 Note that the use of tanwīn in these examples is inconsistent in the 
edition of Haroun (1988). 
24 For diversity within the ʿarabiyya, see van Putten (2022, §2.2). 
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Sībawayh are said to have been heard العرب فصحاء من  ‘from the 
most eloquent of the Arabs’. Such an expression restricts the cor-
pus to a far more limited pool than general speech. Third, and 
finally, the explicit citation of something that might be consid-
ered kalām al-ʿarab here is that of a Jāhiliyyah poet, namely al-
Aʿšā (d. 625 CE). 

All of this supports the claim that the phrase kalām al-ʿarab 
refers not to the everyday speech of ethnic ‘Arabs’, but to a spe-
cific corpus of a particular type of Arabic, and that characterised 
by—or at least consistent with—the sort of language found in 
pre-Islamic poetry. The idea that this might apply specifically to 
a performance register may be supported by the fact that the in-
flection of these words as adjectives can often be an oral compo-
nent, which exists beyond the mere textual tradition and is de-
termined by the use of iʿrāb. Then again, we might also imagine 
such an oral dimension applying to speech patterns of العرب  فصحاء  
‘the most eloquent of the Arabs’. 

A similar example is found when Sībawayh is discussing the 
omission of the negative particle lā in the case of negative oaths. 
After noting that the possibility of omitting lā is attested in kalām 
al-ʿarab, he proceeds to exemplify this by quoting a line of (pre-
sumably pre-Islamic) poetry (3.105; Haroun 1988): 

 تَحلف،  ا ن  قبل  عليها  كان  التى  حاله  عن  تغيِّره  لم  منفي    فعلٍ   على  حلفتَ   وا ذا 
 ا ن — العرب كلام من وهو — لك يجوز وقد. ا فَعلُ  لا والل ه  : قولك وذلك

 والل ه: تريد ا بداً، ذاك ا فعلُ  والل ه  : قولك وذلك معناها، تريد وا نت لا تحذف
 ا نتَ  ا  لا الا رَض   من  تَلْعةً  تَهْب طُ  والل ه   فلا فحال فْ  :وقال. ا بداً  ذلك ا فَعلُ  لا

 عار فُ  للذل
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And if you swear an oath with a negated verb (i.e., not to 
do a thing), you do not need to alter [the verb] from the 
state it would be in if you did not swear an oath, like when 
you say [for example]: ‘By God I will not do it’. And it 
would be permissible for you [in such cases]—seeing it is 
found in kalām al-ʿarab—to omit ‘lā’ even when you still 
intend [a negated] meaning, like when you say [for exam-
ple]: ‘By God I will (not) do it ever (abad-an)’. And [as the 
poet] has said, “So make an alliance, but by God you will 
(not) go down into a valley from the earth without being 
acquainted with lowliness.” 

Once again, such a passage demonstrates the close associa-
tion between grammatical rules, kalām al-ʿarab, and poetry. It 
was not only pre-Islamic poetry, however, that provided the ex-
emplary linguistic material of kalām al-ʿarab. As noted above, 
passages from the Qurʾān can be marshalled as exemplary linguis-
tic material in a similar way. Note that Sībawayh may support 
his grammatical prescriptions by noting that the same type of 
feature is القراآن في كثير  ‘frequent in the Qurʾān’ (e.g., 2.39, 3.143) 
or stating that كثير القراآن  في  هذا مثل  ‘the like occurs in the Qurʾān 
frequently’ (3.162). 

The fact that Sībawayh could draw on linguistic examples 
from the Qurʾān or pre-Islamic poetry (among other sources) un-
derscores the importance of his role as an evaluator of linguistic 
material. Because internal linguistic diversity is attested in the 
kalām al-ʿarab corpus, it was ultimately up to Sībawayh to deter-
mine which examples would be valuable and worthy of emula-
tion for his audience. Indeed, even though it may seem as if 
Sībawayh is merely relaying data and examples from pre-Islamic 
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poetry, the Qurʾān, and other sources, he regularly makes his own 
evaluative judgments. 

In many cases, Sībawayh describes a certain morphological 
or syntactic feature as جيد عربي  ‘good Arabic’ (Haroun 1988): 

 جيّد   عربى   والتنوينُ 

And tanwīn is good Arabic. (1.194) 

: قولك  وذلك  جيّدا،  عربياّ  ذلك  كان  كما  ،جيّد  عربي    فهو  الاسمَ   قدّمتَ   وا ن
 ضربتُ  زيداً 

And if you make the noun come first, this is good Arabic, 
just like it is good Arabic when you say [for example], ‘I 
hit Zayd (zayd-an ḍarabtu)’. (1.80) 

 جَيّد   عربى   فهو ضربتُه، زيداً  تنصب كما نصبتَه شئت ا ن ا نك ا لاّ 

But if you want to make it accusative, just like you make 
it so in the phrase ‘Zayd, I hit him (zayd-an ḍarabtuhu)’, 
this is good Arabic. (1.104) 

Nevertheless, such cases of  جيد عربي  ‘good Arabic’ may be accom-
panied by quotations from the Qurʾān and pre-Islamic poetry to 
further buttress the claim (e.g., 1.56). 

What is perhaps of more interest for our comparison are 
those cases where Sībawayh appears to cite a contemporary as 
an exemplary speaker of Arabic. In these cases, he might describe 
his source as بعربيته يوثق من  ‘one whose ʿarabiyya can be trusted’ 
(Haroun 1988): 
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د العرب من بعربيته يوثق من سمع ا نه الخطّاب ا بو وحدّثنى  البيت هذا  يُنش 

And Abū al-Ḫaṭṭāb told me that he had heard an Arab, 
whose ʿarabiyya can be trusted (man yūṯaqu bi-ʿarabiy-
yatihi), reciting this line of poetry... (2.111) 

 فيُسكِّن. الل ه ا مََةُ  هذهْ : يقول العرب من بعربيته يوثَق من سمعت
I heard one of the Arabs whose ʿarabiyya can be trusted 
(man yūṯaqu bi-ʿarabiyyatihi) saying, ‘This (hāḏih[i]) is the 
handmaiden of God’, and he did not pronounce a vowel 
after [the final hāʾ in the word hāḏihi]. (4.198) 

In other cases, the ʿarabiyya of his source is not just described as 
‘good’ or ‘trustworthy’ but rather as ‘pleasing’ (Haroun 1988): 

 والا لف  واللام  الا لف  فى  ا لا  حال،  كل  على  ساكنان  التقى  ا ذا   يفتح  من  ومنْهم
 به وفعلوا  ذلك، وا شباه   وسَوْفَ  وكَيْفَ  با يَْنَ  شبهوه ا نهم الخليل فزعم. الْخفيفة

  وغيرُهم   ا سََدٍ   بنو  وهم  الا وّلون،  فَعَلَ   ما  الخفيفة  والا لف  واللام  بالا لف  جاءوا  ا ذ 
 عربيته  ترُضْى ممن وسمعناه. تميم بنى من

And there are those among them who pronounce fatḥa if 
two consonants without a vowel meet in any circumstance, 
except with alif-lām and light alif. Al-Ḫalīl claims that they 
compare it to the words ‘where?’ (ayna), ‘how?’ (kayfa), 
‘will’ (sawfa), and the like. And when it occurs with alif-
lām or light alif, they do with it what those of former times 
did, namely Banū Asad, and others from Banū Tamīm. We 
heard this from someone whose ʿarabiyya is pleasing (mim-
man turḍā ʿarabiyyatuhu). (3.533) 

 زيداً، ضربََ  الذّى ]هذا [ معنى فى فصار زيداً، الضاربُ  هذا: قولك وذلك
لَ  ضافة  مَنَعَتا  واللام  الا لفَ  لا نّ   عَمَله،  وعَم  : وكذلك.  التنوين  بمنزلة  وصارتا  الا  
 ترُْضَى العرب من قوم   قال وقد. الكلام وجهُ  وهو الرجّلَ، الضاربُ  هذا 

 الرجل   الضاربُ  هذا : عربي تُهم
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And this is like you saying [for example]: ‘This is the hitter 
(of) Zayd (acc.)’, the meaning of which is really more like 
‘this is the one who hit Zayd’. He performed his action, 
since the alif-lām (i.e., the definite article) prevented an 
iḍāfa construction and came to have the same grammatical 
status as tanwīn. And this is like the phrase, ‘This is the 
hitter (of) the man (acc.)’, and this is the typical way of 
kalām. And a group of Arabs whose ʿarabiyya is pleasing 
(qawm min al-ʿarab turḍā ʿarabiyyatuhum) have said: ‘This 
is the hitter of the man (gen.)’. (1.181–182) 

It is not entirely clear why the Arabic of these contempo-
raries of Sībawayh was regarded as trustworthy or pleasing. Per-
haps it was because they were regarded as reliable tradents or 
reciters of the kalām al-ʿarab corpus (Brustad 2016, 153). After 
all, note that proper language use is described in the first passage 
here as being consistent with  الا ولون  فعل  ما  ‘what the ancients/those 
of former times did’. On the other hand, perhaps their own native 
dialects of Arabic exhibited certain linguistic features, such as 
iʿrāb and verbal mood, which endeared them to Sībawayh’s lin-
guistic aesthetic judgment. Maybe there was some degree of over-
lap between these two possibilities. In any case, Sībawayh’s role 
in selecting such sources is significant. 

While on the surface it may seem as if Sībawayh is merely 
transmitting linguistic data from sources that are considered re-
liable by consensus, there is much more going on by way of fa-
cilitating enregisterment and standardisation. By making deci-
sions regarding what belongs in the corpus, Sībawayh is helping 
pre-determine which linguistic signs might come to be associated 
with the idealised ‘speaker’ of the Qurʾān, the exemplary speakers 
(or reciters) of pre-Islamic poetry, those contemporaries with 
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trustworthy Arabic, etc. After all, as van Putten (2022, 47–98) 
has shown, there was considerable variation in al-ʿarabiyya, so 
that there was not a simple monolithic entity that the grammari-
ans could document objectively. By determining and selecting 
what forms of al-ʿarabiyya are ‘good’, ‘trustworthy’, or ‘pleasing’, 
Sībawayh is participating in constructing the ʿarabiyya itself. Ra-
ther than being merely a neutral observer, he is helping to shape 
the very perceptions of his audience regarding who constitutes 
an exemplary speaker of the ʿarabiyya worthy of emulation. 

When commenting on these phrases, Brustad (2016, 152) 
insightfully notes that Sībawayh both “admits that [elevated] au-
thority [of his sources] and already begins to undermine it: alt-
hough he is reporting the judgment of experts, he is the one de-
termining who those experts are.” On the other hand, Webb 
(2016, 305) argues that referencing one ‘whose Arabic is pleas-
ing’ is actually indicative of the fact that “power remains with 
Sībawayh’s readership to appraise the language.” For Webb, in 
part due to the prevalence of second-person verbal forms (e.g., 
‘you say...’) in the Kitāb, Sībawayh regards his readership as the 
primary creators of the language. Many of his grammatical dis-
cussions thus use his readers’ speech habits as a starting point. 
Nevertheless, even if this is the case, we may note that it is still 
Sībawayh who is deciding what to include and thereby construct-
ing how they understand their own language. In any case, in this 
way, Sībawayh and his Kitāb would play a central role in the pro-
cess of standardisation and institutionalisation (see chapter 3, 
§2.1.7) of the ʿarabiyya over the course of the following century. 
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At this point, we must return to the nuances of the phrase 
kalām al-ʿarab in Sībawayh, given its close association with the 
‘corpus’, data pool, or object of study in his Kitāb.25 While 
Sībawayh is clearly interested in ‘the speech of the Arabs’ (Baal-
baki 2008, 18–20), the fact that his informants are qualified as 
those who have trustworthy Arabic has led scholars to propose 
more restricted definitions of the phrase kalām al-ʿarab than 
merely denoting Arabic speech generally. 

For Brustad (2016, 148–51), for example, the term kalām 
in the phrase kalām al-ʿarab refers to the corpus of a certain ele-
vated performance register of Arabic, primarily comprised of the 
Qurʾān and pre-Islamic poetry. The term al-ʿarab in the same 
phrase thus refers not to ethnic Arabs more generally but to those 
who were engaged in the performative culture of kalām. She finds 
support for this claim in how Ibn Qutayba (d. 889 CE) lays out 
categories related to language in his work al-Maʿārif.26 As she 
points out (2016, 145), his categories are all concerned with how 
the ‘language and lore’ of pre-Islamic (and early Islamic) Arabia 
were studied and transmitted. That later periods exhibit a mark-

 
25 Note, however, that the phrase does not actually occur that frequently 
in the Kitāb (Webb 2016, 303–04). 
26 For topics involving language, he groups ا صحاب القراءات ‘Qurʾān Read-

ing Authorities’, الا لحان قراء  ‘Readers who Perform with Melodies’, النسابون 
الا خبار حابوا ص  ‘Genealogists and Oral Historians’, and وا صحاب الشعر روات  

والنحو الغريب  ‘Poetry Reciters, Lexicographers, and Grammarians’ 
(Brustad 2016, 145). 
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edly different categorisation highlights the fact that early ‘gram-
matical’ work, such as that of Sībawayh, developed in close con-
nection with the Qurʾān and pre-Islamic poetry. At an early pe-
riod, the term naḥwiyyūn—used later to mean ‘grammarians’—
might have referred only to those concerned with how the Qurʾān 
and poetry were recited or performed. Indeed, for Brustad and 
others, the work of the early Arabic ‘grammarians’ was not con-
cerned so much with spoken Arabic as with performed Arabic 
(Talmon 2003, 35–37; Carter 2004, 5; Brustad 2016, 146).27 And 
yet, despite her emphasis on a performance register, Brustad still 
acknowledges Sībawayh’s esteem for the Ḥijāzī dialect, highlight-
ing his statement that القدمى  الأولى  اللغة  هي  والحجازية  ‘Ḥijāzī is the 
first and oldest language variety’ (3.278; Haroun 1988). Such a 
statement conveys a sense of historicity, perhaps reflecting a be-
lief that a contemporaneous performance register was once a 
more colloquial language (Brustad 2010). 

 
27 On this point, Brustad argues that some early grammarians did not 
limit their discussion of grammatical rules to a fixed consonantal text 
but rather included a variable array of performances. She illustrates this 
by citing the discussion of the consonantal sequence  الكتاب ام فى  (Az-
Zukhruf [43.4]) in al-Farrāʾ’s (d. 822/823 CE) ninth-century work 
Maʿānī al-qurʾān. While the common Qurʾānic reading today is  اأمُ   فِى 

 al-Farrāʾ (1.5–6; Najātī and al-Najjār 1955) admits that there are ,الْكِتَابِ 

two possibilities for reading this word. While some read it as   ُاأم, others 

read it as   ِا م (Brustad 2016, 147). Note also that most of the attested data 
found in Sībawayh are introduced as something ‘heard’ rather than 
something merely textual (Baalbaki 2008, 35–38). 
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For Webb (2016), on the other hand, the precise content of 
the phrase kalām al-ʿarab in Sībawayh and subsequent grammar-
ians is largely dependent on the continually evolving meaning of 
its latter component, namely al-ʿarab. During the period of the 
early grammarians like al-Khalīl and Sībawayh, it is unlikely that 
the term ʿarab had yet acquired its strong ethnic connotation, 
which would be much more familiar to later generations—and 
moderns for that matter. At the time of Sībawayh, the term ʿarab, 
at least in the works of the philologists, referred not to an ethnic 
group but to a speech community. Arabness was associated with 
a “unique, pure speech idiom derived from religious practice” 
(Webb 2016, 180). Though, for Webb, kalām al-ʿarab was not 
necessarily a performance register, he notes that the emphasis on 
one whose Arabic was trustworthy further restricts Sībawayh’s 
data pool beyond the collective community of Arabic speakers.28 
While Webb’s view might allow for contemporary colloquial 
speech to be admitted into the corpus of kalām al-ʿarab, so long 
as it is from a trustworthy source, he still recognises the special 
place that poetry holds in Sībawayh’s Kitāb (Webb 2016, 179–80, 
303–06).29 

 
28 Note that for Marogy (2010b, 7), it seems that ‘trustworthy Arabs’ 
were closely connected with what Sībawayh terms الجيدة  القديمة  العربية  اللغة  
‘good old Arabic’ (4.473; Haroun 1988) and the Ḥijāzī dialect. 
29 Compare the view of Marogy (2010b, 30, 45), who argues that “the 
highly esteemed speech of the Arabs relegates the Qurʾān and poetry to 
a subsidiary role” and that “the speech of the Arabs was Sībawayhi’s 
first source of material evidence, and, as such, it was given priority 
above the Qurʾān and poetry.” What is intended by such ‘priority’, how-
ever, seems to be that the language was the principal object of study, 
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Although there are differences between a view like 
Brustad’s and that of Webb, there is also considerable overlap. 
After all, it is not so much a question of whether Sībawayh was 
documenting a performance register—in many cases he undoubt-
edly was—but a question of whether that was all he was doing or 
even primarily what he was doing. There is no doubt that the 
Qurʾān and pre-Islamic poetry (when properly recited) constitute 
exemplary sources for Sībawayh. Where the debate lies is 
whether the linguistic material of contemporary speakers of col-
loquial Arabic might also be regarded with favour by the Persian 
grammarian.30 As noted above, perhaps the presence of iʿrāb and 
verbal mood in an Arabic speaker’s dialect might have made him 

 
whereas the Qurʾān and poetry feature to provide “mere means of attes-
tation.” While this is not inaccurate, we might highlight that treating 
the Qurʾān and ancient poetry as main sources for ‘means of attestation’ 
is quite significant. Moreover, Marogy (2010b, 7) is also careful to point 
out that Sībawayh’s primary goal “was not the speech of Arabs in gen-
eral but that of trustworthy Arabs.” 
30 On one occasion in Sībawayh’s Kitāb, he describes a piece of linguistic 
evidence that he heard personally from two Arab men as follows (2.27–
28; Haroun 1988): عربيّين    العرب  من  رجلين    سمعت  ا نىّ  الباب  هذا  فى  الرفع  جواز    ومن  

رجلا به حَسْبُك الل ه عبدُ  كان: يقولان  ‘And with respect to the permissibility of 
the nominative in such a category, I heard two men from amongst the 
Arabs, Arabs themselves, saying, “Abdallah was a man sufficient for 
you”’. This sort of datum, though rare, may indicate that Sībawayh 
might have heard linguistic examples from the real conversations of 
contemporary speakers of various Arabic varieties. 
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one whose Arabic was trustworthy or pleasing.31 Another ques-
tion connected to this issue concerns whether the ‘corpus’ of 
kalām al-ʿarab was considered largely closed at the time of 
Sībawayh. The evidence would seem to indicate that it may not 
have been totally closed—or at least not static—in all its aspects 
and facets. 

While it may not be possible to answer all these questions 
with certainty, we might propose that there were multiple factors 
that went into Sībawayh’s selection process with respect to trust-
worthy Arabic and informed what constitued kalām al-ʿarab on 
the whole. On one hand, the types of language associated with 
orally-performed formal ‘texts’ of inherent prestige in the society 
seem to have been regarded as exemplary Arabic. This is cer-
tainly the case with the Qurʾān, given its significance for Islam. 
Pre-Islamic poetry, though likely enjoying some prestige in soci-
ety already, was amplified in its importance after the rise of Is-
lam, due to its chronological proximity to the Qurʾān.32 On the 
other hand, more objective measures, like the presence of certain 
linguistic features such as iʿrāb and verbal mood, might also have 

 
31 I would like to thank Phillip Stokes for suggesting this possibility and 
discussing its implications with me. 
32 Webb (2016, 306) notes that “as grammarians codified the rules, cer-
tain Arabs, especially those who transmitted poetry from the past, 
emerged as embodying the purest form of the language presumably on 
account of their proximity to the period of the Qurʾan’s revelation.” Ac-
cording to Webb, however, the homogenous conceptualisation of kalām 
al-ʿarab as the “property of ancient Arabs” and the exemplar of pure 
Arabic par excellence, common in later grammarians, had not yet devel-
oped at the time of Sībawayh. 
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been sufficient for a linguistic source to be regarded as trustwor-
thy. This would, of course, allow for dialectal examples to be in-
cluded in Sībawayh’s Kitāb if their speakers exhibited such lin-
guistic features in their dialect. At the same time, it would also 
help explain why the Qurʾān and pre-Islamic poetry feature so 
heavily in his grammar, since these sources meet both criteria 
with flying colours.33 

Nevertheless, given the fact that most Hebrew grammari-
ans we are dealing with are from a later period, it is not so crucial 
to determine with precision what Sībawayh meant by kalām al-
ʿarab. After all, as Webb (2016, 303–04) points out, he does not 
use the phrase as often as we might think—only eighteen times 
in the first two volumes. Moreover, he does not appear to be doc-
umenting just one single form of Arabic with a rigid set of rules. 
For Sībawayh, the language itself exists in multiple forms and 
multiple streams; it is diverse and somewhat flexible. Indeed, ac-
cording to Webb (2016, 306), some discourses of this period 
“portrayed Arabs as a broad speech community of varied dialects 
(akin also to the Qurʾan’s references to the indefinite ʿarabī).” 
What is more important for our purposes is how later Arabic 

 
33 Note, however, that at an early period various readings of the Qurʾān 
did not have a systematic application of iʿrāb; its distribution was more 
restricted than in certain descriptions of Classical Arabic. The consistent 
and systematic application of case vowels in recitations of the Qurʾān 
might itself be a development owing something to the work of early 
philologists and grammarians. For more on case in the consonantal text 
of the Qurʾān and the qirāʾāt, see Stokes (2017, 65–95). 
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grammarians would develop the concept of kalām al-ʿarab in the 
wake of Sībawayh’s grammar. 

For if the medieval Hebrew grammarians were drawing on 
or influenced by Sībawayh—a likely supposition—it is plausible 
that they were reading him through the lens of ninth- and tenth-
century Arabic grammatical thought. As we will see, it was dur-
ing this period that the term ʿarab shifted from signifying a 
speech community to indicating an ethnic community. This se-
mantic and cultural shift would, in turn, have substantial impli-
cations for the meaning of the phrase kalām al-ʿarab in the work 
of later grammarians and philologists. 

2.2.2. al-Farrāʾ (d. 822/823 CE) 

The term kalām al-ʿarab appears to be much more frequent in al-
Farrāʾ’s (d. 822/823 CE) Maʿānī al-qurʾān. In addition to accom-
panying the term with citations from the Qurʾān (see above in 
§1.2.3), al-Farrāʾ often relates kalām al-ʿarab to poetic verse. 
When discussing the omission of a wāw or yāʾ at the end of a 
verbal form, he writes the following (2.117–118; Najātī and al-
Najjār 1955): 

نْسَانُ  ويَدْعُ : وقوله  فى تُحذف ولم اللفظ فى منها الواو حذفت الا  
اكنة اللام باستقبالها حذفها فكان رفع، موضع فى لا نها المعنى؛ . الس 
ان يَةَ  سَنَدْعُ ) ومثلها بَ ن ينَ  الل هُ  يُؤْت   وَسَوْفَ ) وكذلك( الز   كُن   ولو... (المُؤْم 
 كَف   كفاك: الشاعر قال. العرب كلام من وهذا. صَوابًا كان والواو بالياء
ما بالسيف تُعْط   وا خرى جُودًا  درهما تُليق ما  الد 

And when he says, “and man invokes (yadʿu)” (Al-Isra 
[17.11]), the wāw is omitted from it in the word (or ‘pro-
nunciation’?), though it is not omitted in the meaning, 
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since it is in the indicative mood, and its omission occurs 
when it precedes lām sākina. Similar cases include ‘we will 
call (sanadʿu/sanadʿū) the angels of hell’ and ‘God will give 
(yuʾti/yuʾtī) the believers’... Whether such occurs with yāʾ 
or with wāw, both are correct (ṣawāb). And this is part of 
kalām al-ʿarab. [As] the poet says, “Your hands—one 
spares a dirham generously, but the other gives (tuʿṭi/tuʿṭī) 
blood with the sword.” 

After presenting the grammatical issue and explaining it, al-
Farrāʾ then proceeds to exemplify it by turning to an example 
from kalām al-ʿarab, which in this case entails a line of poetry. 
Interestingly, we may recall that the line of poetry cited here is 
precisely the same one cited for the same grammatical phenom-
enon in another passage in al-Farrāʾ’s Maʿānī al-qurʾān (see 
§1.2.3). This may indicate that al-Farrāʾ had at his disposal a sort 
of stock list of poetic examples that were associated with illus-
trating various and particular grammatical phenomena. 

While the association between poetry and kalām al-ʿarab is 
the most relevant part of this passage for the present discussion, 
there are a couple other noteworthy points. First, the particular 
issue under discussion is an orthographic one, namely whether 
certain verbal forms are spelled with wāw or yāʾ. As such, it tex-
tualises kalām al-ʿarab to a degree.34 Second, after explaining the 
issue, al-Farrāʾ asserts that such orthographies are صواب ‘correct’, 
a word he uses hundreds of times throughout Maʿānī al-qurʾān. 
This is especially conspicuous when compared with the almost 

 
34 On the other hand, one might consider the discussion relevant for 
vowel length, in which case it would also have an oral component. 
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complete absence of this word in Sībawayh.35 These two points 
highlight that the processes of both codification and standardisa-
tion had advanced since the time of Sībawayh. 

Advancement in the processes of codification and standard-
isation is also apparent in the following passage, in which a say-
ing about a lizard’s ‘burrow’ or ‘hole’ is related, likely due to the 
particular nature of the iʿrāb on the words involved (2.74; Najātī 
and al-Najjār 1955): 

مّا  خَر بٍ  ضَبّ  جُحْرُ  هذا: تقول العرب ا ن الا و لون نحويُّونا يرويه وم 

And from what our grammarians of former times (naḥwiy-
yūnā al-awwalūn) report, the Arabs (al-ʿarab) say, ‘And this 
is the destroyed hole of a lizard’. 

That al-Farrāʾ references الا ولون  نحويونا  ‘our grammarians of former 
times’ demonstrates that there was already a codified tradition 
upon which he was drawing. Moreover, it is noteworthy that he 
does not cite the source of the saying—i.e., al-ʿarab ‘the Arabs’—
directly, but relies on the report of past grammarians. This speaks 
to a certain growing distance between the grammarian and the 
object of his study, especially when compared with earlier gram-
marians like Sībawayh. 

2.2.3. Ibn Sallām al-Jumaḥī (d. 845/846 CE) 

A close association between poetry and kalām al-ʿarab is also ev-
idenced in Ṭabaqāt fuḥūl al-šuʿarāʾ by Ibn Sallām al-Jumaḥī (d. 
845/846 CE), the famous grammarian and literary scholar of 

 
35 According to my count, it appears only once, in 4.329 (Haroun 1988). 
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Baṣra. In his introduction, he writes the following about his clas-
sification of poets (1.23–24; Šākir 1997): 

لنا سلام الجاهليّة   ا هل من الشعراءَ  ففص   فى كَانوا الذين والمُخَضْرَمين ،والا 
سلامَ  وا دركُوا   الجاهليّة    وجَدْنا  بما  شاعرٍ   لكلِّ   واحتجَجْنا  منازلَهم،  فنز لناهم ،الا 

ة من له  قوم فنظر .فيهم والرواة الناسُ  اختلف وقد .العلماء فيه قال وما ،حُج 
لم ا هْل من  اختَلَفت   ا ذا  بالعربيّة، والعلم   ،العرب كلام   فى والن فاذ  ،بالشعر   الع 

 باآرائهم فقالوا  الرُّواةُ 
We have categorised the poets of the Jāhiliyyah, those 
from the time of Islam, and those who straddle both peri-
ods. We have set them in their positions and compiled the 
evidence we found for every poet and what scholars have 
said regarding them. Now the people and the narrators 
have expressed different [opinions] with respect to them. 
So a group of scholars of poetry (šiʿr), those possessed of 
comprehensive familiarity with kalām al-ʿarab and exper-
tise in the ʿ arabiyya, observed that if the narrators differed, 
they asserted their belief in their opinions. 

The fact that Ibn Sallām groups šiʿr ‘poetry’, kalām al-ʿarab, and 
al-ʿarabiyya together in his description of a particular group of 
scholars is significant. It is also noteworthy that while šiʿr and al-
ʿarabiyya are each described as a branch of knowledge (i.e., ʿilm), 
Ibn Sallām uses the term nafāḏ to describe expertise in kalām al-
ʿarab. The word nafāḏ, which is rare for such a context, generally 
means something like ‘penetration’, ‘passing through’, ‘effective-
ness’, or ‘execution’ (Lane 1863–1893). Given the context here, 
then, it is possible that it refers to a comprehensive familiarity 
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based on passing through the corpus of kalām al-ʿarab.36 Alterna-
tively, it could also indicate an ability to implement the content 
of kalām al-ʿarab with all its conventions and rules. In either case, 
this may point to the fact that kalām al-ʿarab was regarded as a 
corpus in which one could be an expert. Finally, we should also 
note that, beyond the obvious association between kalām al-ʿarab 
and poetry expressed above and throughout the work, Ibn Sallām 
also adduces examples from the Qurʾān to illustrate kalām al-ʿarab 
in his book (see, e.g., 1.22). 

2.2.4. Ibn al-Sarrāj (d. 928/929 CE) 

Although the phrase kalām al-ʿarab occurs frequently in Ibn al-
Sarrāj’s (d. 928/929 CE) Kitāb al-uṣūl fī al-naḥw, his very first use 
of it is telling. When explaining the purpose of naḥw ‘grammar’ 
in the first line of his introduction (1.35; Fatlī 1996), he specifi-
cally holds up kalām al-ʿarab as the object of study (Wahba 2023): 

 استخرجه  علم  وهو  العرب،  كلام  تعلمه  ا ذا  المتكلم  ينحو  ا ن  به  ا ريد  ا نما  النحو
 الذي الغرض على منه وقفوا  حتى العرب، كلام استقراء من فيه المتقدمون

 ،رفع الفاعل ا ن: فاعلم العرب كلام فباستقراء ،اللغة بهذه المبتدئون قصده
 ...نصب به والمفعول

All I mean by the term ‘grammar (naḥw)’ is that the (be-
ginner) speaker, if he studies it, would aim at kalām al-
ʿarab. And it (i.e., grammar) is a branch of knowledge that 
those who were first in the field derived by investigating 

 
36 Though from a later date, note for the sake of comparison that Ibn 
Bashkuwal (d. 1183 CE) uses the phrase الحديث  في  النفاذ  ا هل  ‘Ahl al-nafāḏ 
in hadith’ (Kitāb al-ṣila fī tārīḫ aʾimmat al-andalus, 217; Maʿrūf 1955). 
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kalām al-ʿarab, so that from it they could arrive at [an un-
derstanding of] the purpose for which beginners [learn] 
this language. And with respect to the investigation of 
kalām al-ʿarab, know that the subject is nominative, the ob-
ject is accusative... 

For Ibn al-Sarrāj, then, the origin of the field of grammar itself 
was based on an investigation of kalām al-ʿarab by the early gram-
marians. Although we have translated the key term here استقراء as 
‘investigating’, Webb (2016, 309–10) suggests that it should be 
rendered as ‘close reading’. This would imply that Ibn al-Sarrāj 
was actually conceiving of the corpus of kalām al-ʿarab as some-
thing one could access in written form. This would be consistent 
with the fact that, elsewhere in his book, he not only adduces 
examples from the Qurʾān and poetry to exemplify kalām al-ʿarab 
(see, e.g., 2.95), but quotes the earlier grammarians’ descriptions 
of it as well (see, e.g., 1.260). On either reading, however, we 
find reflected here a conception of kalām al-ʿarab that is far more 
static and far less fluid than that of the early grammarians. 

Indeed, while Sībawayh might have allowed for an untidy 
presentation of the linguistic diversity of Arabic, Ibn al-Sarrāj’s 
grammar has a more pedagogical bent, in which grammar is pre-
sented as a series of rules that the beginning learner must acquire 
in order to imitate kalām al-ʿarab (Webb 2016, 309–11; Wahba 
2023). While Sībawayh might have been more concerned with 
how a speaker’s intent mapped onto grammatical form, Ibn al-
Sarrāj encourages his readers to imitate the grammatical rules 
consistent with what is attested in kalām al-ʿarab. By requiring 
the derivation of clear and consistent rules from kalām al-ʿarab, 
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however, Ibn al-Sarrāj precludes any possibility of continued de-
velopment or evolution in the language. At this point, then, kalām 
al-ʿarab is no longer a living organism but merely a relic from the 
past (Webb 2016, 309–11). Indeed, Marogy (2010b, 35–36) ar-
gues that, already by the time of al-Mubarrad (d. 898 CE), “first 
hand enquiries about the speech of the Arabs were a practical 
impossibility, for ‘good old Arabic’ had ceased to be a living lan-
guage by then.” 

Part of the reason for this change is the continued evolution 
and development, semantically and culturally, of the term ʿarab. 
While the term ʿarab might have been more prone to refer to a 
speech community at the time of Sībawayh and al-Khalīl, it had 
taken on stronger ethnic connotations over the course of the 
ninth century. By the time of Ibn al-Sarrāj, the term ʿarab, along 
with its historical referents, was being reimagined and recontex-
tualised so as to bring it more into conformity with the various 
cultural connotations of the term aʿrāb ‘Bedouin’. As a result, 
kalām al-ʿarab was no longer the language of a particular living 
speech community, but the idealised speech of the desert Bed-
ouin from the ‘ancient’ past, who had now become the lone pre-
serve of proper and pure Arabic (Webb 2016, 311).37 

Ibn al-Sarrāj’s grammar is thus a key work in the process of 
standardisation. After all, it is widely regarded as “one of the first 
codifications of Arabic grammar in terms of ‘correct principles’ 

 
37 The fact that these desert-dwelling speakers of proper Arabic were 
distant geographically and chronologically is an important develop-
ment that has relevance for another aspect of language ideology to 
which we will return in the following section (see §3.0). 
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(uṣūl) backed by a rational framework (ʿilal)” (Webb 2016, 311). 
Suleiman (2011, 3) might call it a significant part of the “gram-
mar-making” aspect of “corpus-planning.” From this point on, if 
not already before, to study kalām al-ʿarab was to concern oneself 
with the purest, most correct form of Arabic from the distant past, 
belonging to “ancient Arabs” (Webb 2016, 306) and attested in 
sources like the Qurʾān, pre-Islamic poetry, and indirectly 
through earlier grammarians like Sībawayh.38 

Given the wider purposes of our book, it is worth noting 
that the conception of the standard language corpus in later Ara-
bic grammarians like Ibn al-Sarrāj is probably much more rele-
vant for our comparison with the Hebrew grammarians than that 
of Sībawayh. After all, most of the Hebrew grammarians exam-
ined in this book were contemporaries with or lived within a cen-
tury or so after Ibn al-Sarrāj. Even though they were almost cer-
tainly familiar with Sībawayh’s Kitāb and read it, it is probable 
that they read it with perspectives on kalām al-ʿarab and al-ʿarab 
closer to those of the later Arabic grammarians. As we will see in 
the rest of the book, that the Hebrew grammarians exhibit great-
est similarity with the ideology of the ninth- and tenth-century 

 
38 Marogy (2010b, 45) argues that the prescriptive turn in the nature of 
later grammarians’ work is due to the fact that they no longer had access 
to “real data,” but—aside from the Qurʾān and poetry—were totally de-
pendent on Sībawayh for the corpus of real spoken Arabic. Webb (2016, 
315) similarly argues that, among the later grammarians, “the rules 
taught... by the philologists appear faithful reproductions of the ‘real’ 
kalām al-ʿarab.” 
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grammarians—rather than earlier grammarians like Sībawayh—
is a recurring theme throughout our analysis. 

2.3. Analysis 

The end of the preceding section (§1.0) highlighted the tension 
between Hebrew and Arabic being treated as cultural possessions 
of native speakers, on the one hand, and the expectation that, 
within a standard language ideology, the canonical form of the 
language should exist outside the members of the society, on the 
other. The analysis of the present section has provided further 
clarity to resolve that tension. The Hebrews and the Arabs of the 
phrases lughat al-ʿibrāniyyīn ‘the language of the Hebrews’ and 
kalām al-ʿarab ‘the speech of the Arabs’—at least in the writings 
of the later Arabic grammarians—are not the grammarians’ con-
temporaries. Rather, they are the ‘exemplary speakers’ (see chap-
ter 3, §2.2) of the ‘ancient’ past. Indeed, a prominent trend of 
similarity between the Hebrew and Arabic grammatical tradi-
tions on this point concerns the temporal location of the exem-
plary speakers of the standard language and their ‘corpus’. 

In each tradition, the ‘exemplary speakers’ worthy of imi-
tation are those associated with an ancient sacred text, namely 
the Bible in the case of the Hebrew tradition and the Qurʾān in 
the case of the Arabic tradition. Indeed, the Qurʾān may be con-
ceived of as the production of an abstract ideal ‘speaker’. And 
yet, these sacred texts did not comprise the corpus of exemplary 
language by themselves. In the Hebrew tradition, the language of 
the Bible was supplemented by both Rabbinic Hebrew and the 
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Byzantine tradition of Hebrew poetry known as piyyuṭ. In the Ar-
abic tradition, the language of the Qurʾān was supplemented pri-
marily by pre-Islamic poetry, though other sources were some-
times admitted as well. Such a closed corpus of historical pure 
language is probably what is meant by the phrase kalām al-ʿarab 
in much of the Arabic grammatical tradition contemporaneous 
with the Hebrew grammarians examined in our book, even if ear-
lier grammarians like Sībawayh might have interacted with at 
least some contemporary ‘spoken’ examples. 

This aspect of the grammarians’ language ideology helps 
resolve the tension highlighted earlier. Because the present com-
munities viewed themselves as connected to their ancestors, the 
canonical language can still be regarded as a cultural possession. 
Nevertheless, because proficiency in the standard language is 
found in those ‘exemplary speakers’ of the past, the canonical 
form of the language does still exist outside of the typical lan-
guage user contemporary with the grammarians. 

There are two further important points to be made about 
these ‘ancient’ corpora of exemplary speakers. First, in both the 
Hebrew and Arabic traditions, these ancient corpora admit a va-
riety of sources leading to internal linguistic diversity. Biblical 
Hebrew, Rabbinic Hebrew, and the Hebrew of the piyyuṭim differ 
considerably. While Qurʾānic Arabic and the Arabic of pre-Islamic 
poetry may be considered more similar, there are still significant 
differences. Sībawayh himself acknowledges linguistic diversity 
among his sources, sometimes with conflicting grammatical real-
isations both being considered  عربي جيد ‘good Arabic’. 
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The second point to be made here concerns the role of the 
grammarian as an evaluator of language and participant in the 
process of constructing the standard language. While the exist-
ence of a somewhat fixed ancient corpus might seem to necessi-
tate that the grammarian be no more than an objective anthol-
ogist, grammarians of both traditions were far more determina-
tive of the grammar itself than one might imagine. When Saadia 
says that he may reference a more recent poet  מן כאן קולה מרצ̇יא 
مرضيا  قوله كان من ≈) ) ‘whose saying was pleasing’ or Sībawayh re-
lays that he heard a grammatical feature in the language of one  

عربيته  ترضى من   ‘whose ʿarabiyya is pleasing’, they are implicitly 
conveying to their audience that they too should regard such 
speakers and language as aesthetically exemplary. By making 
such judgments, these medieval grammarians were not merely 
reporting the grammar but institutionalising what they regarded 
as good grammar. By means of this process, we might also sug-
gest that the grammarians were (at least implicitly) determining 
the set of linguistic signs that could then be enregistered by their 
readers to the social targets associated with the exemplary speak-
ers. 

Despite the similar phraseology found in Saadia and Sība-
wayh, however, the chronological gap between the two likely en-
tails a difference in the nature of this process. At the earliest 
stages of the Arabic tradition, as in Sībawayh, the grammarian is 
simply making decisions as to what may be considered as belong-
ing to the ʿarabiyya. In making sense of a vast array of linguistic 
material, Sībawayh had to make decisions about organisation, in-
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clusion, and exclusion. This does not necessarily entail prescrip-
tion, since Sībawayh himself often admits internal diversity 
within the ʿarabiyya. Among the later Arabic grammarians, how-
ever, perhaps when standard language ideology was on the rise, 
grammatical works take on a more prescriptive nature and gram-
matical rules become more static, as in the case of Ibn al-Sarrāj. 
Because this was the period during which Saadia worked, it is 
plausible that even his understanding of Sībawayh was filtered 
through the later grammarians’ accelerated evolution of the 
standard language ideology. Rather than describe the grammar, 
these later grammarians prescribe the grammar. Instead of 
merely documenting the language, they institutionalise their pre-
ferred forms thereof, even if drawing largely on the work of ear-
lier grammarians. Moreover, by locating the corpus of standard 
language in the past—against which corpus they judge more con-
temporary expressions—they also confer a degree of legitimacy 
on their own judgments by means of historicisation (see chapter 
3, §2.1.8). 

And yet, because the Hebrew grammatical tradition was 
not nearly as developed as the Arabic tradition at the time of 
Saadia, there are also aspects of Saadia’s pioneering role in the 
history of Hebrew grammar that are more reminiscent of Sība-
wayh than of Ibn al-Sarrāj. All of this might explain why Saadia 
appears to reflect a conception of a standard language corpus 
much more in line with that of the later Arabic grammarians, but 
at the same time exhibits some of the same phraseology and ide-
ology as Sībawayh in terms of his role as a language evaluator. 
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3.0. The ‘Fieldwork’ Topos: السوقة كلام اأستمع  

Although the preceding section demonstrates that the ‘exemplary 
speakers’ of Hebrew and Arabic were located in the ‘ancient’ past 
for the medieval grammarians, there are hints that they might 
occasionally admit data from one closer to their time or even 
from a contemporary. After all, Saadia may cite a poet of more 
recent times who  פי מא קאל  ...אג̇אד قال   ما  في ...  ا جاد  ≈)  ) ‘did well in 
what he said’ (§2.1.3). For Ḥayyūj, there seems to be an identity 
between the Tiberian vocalisation and the linguistic practice  
and speech patterns of al-ʿibrāniyyūn ‘the Hebrews’ (§1.1.2).  
Sībawayh, similarly, references data from one بعربيته  يوثق  من  ‘whose 
ʿarabiyya can be trusted’ (§2.2.1). Presumably, this was someone 
who knew the corpus and was a reliable judge of acceptable or 
proper linguistic form, perhaps a poet steeped in the poetic tra-
dition, a collector of poetry, or a lexicographer of rare words. It 
remains possible, however, that there were also those whose spo-
ken language, perhaps due to the presence of iʿrāb and verbal 
mood, was regarded as a reliable example of trustworthy Arabic. 
In any case, all of this suggests that there were at least some con-
temporaries to whom the grammarians could go for reliable data. 

What we will see, however, is that, at least at a certain 
point in each tradition, this group of contemporary ‘exemplary 
speakers’ comes to be found ‘out in the wild’ or ‘off the beaten 
path’ as it were. In the Hebrew tradition, the reliable informants 
are found in the city of Tiberias on the Sea of Galilee, whereas 
the reliable informants in the Arabic tradition are the Bedouin of 
the desert. In either case, at least as an ideological construct, the 
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grammarians have to venture out and conduct ‘fieldwork’ to ac-
cess these contemporary exemplary speakers. 

3.1. Hebrew Grammarians 
Among the Hebrew grammarians, the one group that constitutes 
a reliable body of contemporary exemplary speakers is that of the 
Tiberian Masoretes and, at least in some cases from an ideologi-
cal perspective, the commonfolk of the city of Tiberias as well.39 

3.1.1. ʿEli ben Yehudah ha-Nazir (10th c. CE) 

As Drory (2000, 141) points out, the special status afforded to 
the Tiberian reading tradition and the Tiberian Masoretes seems 
to have been (at least ideologically) transferred to the people of 
the city of Tiberias as well. This association of linguistic elo-
quence with the common population of Tiberias is perhaps most 
clear from a fragmentary Judeo-Arabic text attributed to a tenth-
century Hebrew grammarian known as ʿEli ben Yehudah ha-
Nazir (10th c. CE). This fragment, published by Allony, includes 
an account of this scholar attempting to verify the proper pro-
nunciation of the Hebrew letter resh. After thorough textual study 
and observation of contemporary language ‘use’, he ventures to 
the city of Tiberias to hear the ‘pure’ speech of its inhabitants 
(Allony 1970, 98–100; Drory 2000, 138–41): 

פאטלת אלענאיה ואלבחת׳ ואק]מ[ת אבח]ת׳[ אל קראן וכלאם 

אלאסתעמאל פכ׳רג בעד תעב טויל וענא שדיד פאמתחנת ו̇עארצ̇ת בד׳לך 

פי ג׳מיע אל קראן ופי אלכלאם אלמסתעמל וכנת אטיל אלג׳לוס פי 

לעאמה ואבחת׳ סאחאת טבריה֔ ושוארעהא א]סת[מע כלאם אלסוקה וא

 
39 This section is largely based on the work of Drory (2000, 139–42). 
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ען אללגה ואצול]הא[ אנט̇ר הל ינכסר שי ממא אצלת או ינפסד שי ממא 

ט̇הר לי ופי מא נֻטק ב]ה מן[ אלעבראני ואל סריאני ואנואעה אע̇ לגה 

פי אלפן  נפא̔אאלתרגום וגירה פאנה מג׳אנס ללעבראני כמא ]ד׳כרת[ 

 40אל]י̇[ב̇ פכ׳רג׳ צחיח מחרר

I have spent a lot of time considering and researching [this 
issue of the resh]. I conducted a search in the Bible and 
colloquial speech (kalām al-istiʿmāl; lit.: ‘speech of use’). 
Eventually, after long toil and great trouble it came out 
[clear]. I checked and compared [my findings] in this mat-
ter with [Hebrew usage] in all the Bible and in colloquial 
speech (al-kalām al-mustaʿmal; lit.: ‘speech in use’). I would 
spend long periods sitting in the squares and streets of Ti-
berias, listening to the speech of the commonfolk and the 
general populace (kalām al-sūqa wa-l-ʿāmma) while making 
enquiries into the language and its rules to see if anything 
I had set down as a rule was proven wrong or if anything 
that had occurred to me was shown to be mistaken [when 
compared] with what is uttered in Hebrew or various 
forms of Aramaic, that is, the language of the Targum and 
other kinds, for it is related to Hebrew, as I have already 
mentioned earlier in the twelfth chapter. And [all my find-
ings] have turned out to be completely accurate. 

According to Drory (2000, 138–41), this passage appears to re-
flect a sort of ‘fieldwork’ motif or topos. The grammarian must 

 
  فا طلت العناية والبحث وا قمت ا بحث القراآن وكلام الاستعمال فخرج بعد تعب طويل ≈ 40

 ا طيل وكنت المستعمل الكلام وفي القراآن جميع في بذلك وعارضت فامتحنت شديدوعناء 
 وا صولها اللغة عن وا بحث والعامة السوقة كلام ا ستمع وشوارعها طبرية ساحات في الجلوس

 العبراني من به نطُق ما وفي لي ظهر مما شيء ينفسد ا و ا صلت مما شيء ينكسر هل ا نظر
-ال الفن في اآنفا ذكرت كما للعبراني مجانس فا نه وغيره الترجوم لغة ا عني وا نواعه والسرياني

محرر صحيح فخرج ١٢ . 
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venture out to hear the pure unadulterated speech of a particular 
group of exemplary speakers. According to Khan (2020, I:2–3, 
118–19), however, references to the speech of the people of Ti-
berias here are unlikely to refer to colloquial language. It is more 
likely the case that ʿEli ben Yehudah ha-Nazir was listening to 
Hebrew in a liturgical context and/or a ‘Hebrew component’ in 
the vernacular (Aramaic?) of the Tiberian population. 

The explanations of Drory and Khan, however, are not mu-
tually exclusive. Whatever it was precisely that he was hearing 
in Tiberias, the fact that he ventured there at all to listen to the 
people on the streets betrays an underlying ideology. Indeed, 
even if this story recounts a careful analysis of liturgical Hebrew 
and/or the Hebrew component of colloquial Aramaic, it is still 
ideologically cast in such a way so as to elevate the linguistic 
behaviour of the commonfolk of the city of Tiberias. It is, of 
course, also possible that this portion of the narrative (or the way 
in which it is framed) is merely an ideological construct, in which 
case its relevance for the present discussion is apparent. 

3.1.2. David ben Abraham al-Fāsī (10th c. CE) 

Although the preceding passage may provide us with the best ex-
ample of linguistic eloquence being ascribed to the commonfolk 
of Tiberias, similar sentiments are attested among other medieval 
Hebrew grammarians as well. Note, for example, the explanation 
that David ben Abraham al-Fāsī (10th c. CE) provides in his lex-
icon for the phrase שפר  אמרי  ʾimrē šɔf̄ɛr ‘sayings of beauty’, which 
occurs in Jacob’s blessing of his son Naphtali (Gen. 49.21; Skoss 
1936–1945, II:699; Drory 2000, 141): 
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פר אמרי הנּתן ָֽׁ  אללגה̈  חסן והו טבריה אהל בד̇לך ّוכ̇ץ חסנה̈  אקאויל שָּ

 41ואלמנטק
hannōθēn ʾimrē šɔf̄ɛr: [This means] ‘beautiful sayings’. The 
people of Tiberias are special in this, namely beauty of lan-
guage and speech. 

While it is well known that the Tiberian tradition was regarded 
as the most prestigious reading tradition of the Middle Ages, the 
transference of this ideology to the population of the city is note-
worthy. Though the point is somewhat speculative, this phenom-
enon of transference (see chapter 3, §2.2) may provide some in-
sight into processes of enregisterment current among the medie-
val Jewish community. The prestigious reading of the Hebrew 
Bible was the preserve of an elite group of scholars, known as the 
Tiberian Masoretes, who happened to work in Tiberias. In reality, 
the preservation of the reading tradition was due to their schol-
arly heritage and erudition, rather than their geographical resi-
dence in Tiberias. Nevertheless, as we described earlier (chapter 
3, §2.2), the intersection of different social types can sometimes 
lead to different configurations of enregisterment. A passage like 
this may reveal that some members of the Jewish community en-
registered the exemplary language of the Tiberian reading tradi-
tion to the geographical place rather than to the prestigious 
scholarly background of the Tiberian Masoretes. Whether we re-
fer to this as transference or enregisterment, in one way or an-
other the linguistic reputation of this elite group of scholars was 
extended to the city itself. 

 
פר: ا قاويل حسنة وخصّ  بذلك ا هل طبرية وهو حسن اللغة والمنطق ≈ 41 ָֽׁ  .הנּתן אמרי שָּ
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3.1.3. Jonah ibn Janāḥ (ca 990–ca 1050 CE) 
A similar esteem for the speech of the Tiberians—as already 
pointed out by Drory—is also attested in Jonah ibn Janāḥ’s (ca 
990–ca 1050 CE) Kitāb al-lumaʿ. When referring to طبرية ا هل  ‘the 
people of Tiberias’, he writes the following (Derenbourg 1886, 
29; Drory 2000, 141): 

 42ביאנא ואכת̇רהם לסאנא אלעבראניין אפצח הם אד̇ 
As they (i.e., the people of Tiberias) are the most eloquent 
of the Hebrews in language and the best of them in com-
munication. 

It is not entirely clear here whether Ibn Janāḥ has in mind the 
Tiberian Masoretes or the general population of the city of Tibe-
rias itself. In either case, this passage appears to provide further 
support for the idea that the prestige of the Tiberian tradition 
was at least somewhat associated with geography or demo-
graphics. Once again, this may reflect the dynamicity of enregis-
terment, through which the linguistic signs of the tradition might 
be enregistered to the geographical place rather than to the schol-
arly profile of its tradents. Although we do not have access to the 
social contexts in which such enregisterment might have taken 
place, we can speculate that tradents of the Tiberian reading tra-
dition—depending on the social clues they presented—might just 
as easily have been associated with the city of Tiberias rather 
than specifically with the circle of elite scholars who carried out 
their work there. Alternatively, we may suggest that our frame-
work of transference might also apply here. Due to limited access 

 
 .ا ذ هم ا فصح العبرانيين لسانا وا كثرهم بيانا ≈ 42
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to the Tiberian Masoretes and the commonfolk of Tiberias among 
the wider Jewish community, the linguistic signs associated with 
the more limited group of scholars were transferred (in their per-
ceived association) to the wider demographic of Tiberian resi-
dents. 

3.1.4. Abū al-Faraj Hārūn ibn al-Faraj (first half of 11th c. 
CE) 

Abū al-Faraj Hārūn (first half of 11th c. CE) similarly imputes a 
distinct and prestigious pronunciation of resh to those living in 
Tiberias, even attributing their unique pronunciation to the cli-
mate of the town (Khan 2020, II.L.1.9.3): 

ואעלם אן אלטבראניין דכרו אן להם ריש לא יקראה גירהם ואלקריב אן 

 43פעלהיהוא בלדהם 
And know that the Tiberians have mentioned that they 
have a resh that no one else reads the way they do. It is 
likely that it is the climate of their town that makes it so. 

Attributing this particular pronunciation to هواء ≈) הוא בלדהם 
 the climate of their town’ demonstrates that the physical‘ (بلدهم
geography itself had come to take on a special status and not just 
the scholarly circle working there. This could actually constitute 
a fairly classic example of enregisterment in which a particular 
linguistic feature, in this case the unique pronunciation of resh, 
indexes a place, in this case the city of Tiberias (see chapter 3, 
§2.2). We might imagine how, when heard ‘live’, a biblical read-
ing with such a resh by one introduced as belonging to ahl 

 
 .واعلم ا ن الطبرانيين ذكروا ا ن لهم ריש لا يقرا ه غيرهم والقريب ا ن هواء بلدهم يفعله ≈ 43
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ṭabariyya might serve to enregister such a feature as ‘Tiberian’ for 
the hearers. If such an example constitutes a microcosm of a 
wider societal belief common among the Jewish community, 
then we might even speculate that those who implemented fea-
tures of the Masoretic reading tradition in their biblical recitation 
and/or performances sounded (demographically or geograph-
ically) ‘Tiberian’ to their hearers. 

3.2. Comparison with the Arabic Tradition 

As is well known, Arabic literature is rife with examples of gram-
marians and poets seeking the help of Bedouin informants as 
sources of pure and eloquent Arabic. This trope—more of a con-
struct than objective reality—involves going out into the desert 
to conduct ‘fieldwork’ and retrieve linguistic examples from the 
Bedouin. These stories were intended to bolster the prestige of 
the researchers (Brustad 2016, 152). Indeed, at least among the 
later grammarians, the Bedouin of the desert have come to be 
regarded as the best contemporary source of pure and unadulter-
ated ʿarabiyya. 

3.2.1. al-Akhfaš al-Awsaṭ (d. 830 CE) 

Though more characteristic of later (ninth- and tenth-century) 
grammarians, the esteem of the grammarians for the language of 
al-aʿrāb ‘the Bedouin’ might already be seen to some degree in al-
Akhfaš’s (d. 830 CE) Kitāb al-qawāfī. In the opening, when at-
tempting to define the concept of a qāfiya ‘rhyme’ (Drory 2000, 
81), he notes that he conferred with a Bedouin (ʿIzzat 1970, 2): 
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 وا نشد ا عرابياً، سا لتُ . ن  يْ تَ مَ ل  كَ  القافيةَ  همبعضُ  يجعلُ  وقد
...and some of them might make the rhyme two words. I 
asked a Bedouin (aʿrābī) and he recited [a line of poetry]... 

This passage may already hint at the role of the Bedouin in de-
termining the correctness of poetic verses. At the same time, how-
ever, the full-fledged ideology of the ‘pure’ language of the Bed-
ouin in the desert had not yet developed. 

3.2.2. al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 868/869 CE) 

More significant for the present discussion, however, is the topos 
of various poets going out to the desert to pick up pure ʿarabiyya 
from the Bedouin. Al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 868/869 CE), for example, the fa-
mous and prolific prose author and philologist (among other 
things) from Baṣra, recounts an instance of Abū Nuwās going to 
al-Mirbad to find a Bedouin informant (al-Ḥayawān, 6.441; al-
Sūd 2003; van Gelder 1997, 281): 

 اا عرابي   ا طلبُ  يا لواح يومع د،ربَ الم   لىا    بكرتُ : قال واسنُ  ا بو يوحدثن
 ولا  ا،وجهً   منه  حَ ا قبَ   بشيطان  ا سمع  لم  ي  ا عراب  جعفر  دار  ظلِّ   في  ذافا     ا،فصيحً 

 عقلا منه ا حسنَ  نسانبا   
Abū Nuwās told me, “I went out early in the morning to 
al-Mirbad with my [writing] tablets in hand seeking a Bed-
ouin speaking pure Arabic. And, sure enough, in the shade 
of Jaʿfar’s house was a Bedouin, uglier-in-face than any 
devil I’ve ever heard of, but better-in-intellect than any 
man I’ve ever known.” 

Al-Mirbad, which was just outside the city of Baṣra, symbolised 
a sort of mediating area (geographically, culturally, socially, eco-
nomically, etc.) between the urban and the rural. Apparently, it 
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was not uncommon for poets and philologists from the city to be 
described as seeking the aid of eloquent Bedouin there (van 
Gelder 1997, 281–82). It is said elsewhere of Abū Nuwās, in fact, 
that he spent an entire year in the desert with the Bedouin to take 
in their purity of language and obscure vocabulary (Al-ʿAzzāwī 
1978, 39; Alqarni 2014, 65). 

Al-Jāḥiẓ actually appears to have had a prominent role in 
developing this ideal. According to Webb (2016, 297–99), al-
Jāḥiẓ does this by converting what was formerly just a spatial 
boundary (between the urban and the rural) into a linguistic one, 
especially in his book Al-bayān wa-l-tabyīn. This is perhaps most 
apparent in his description of a certain poet’s house as located at 

الفصاحة  موضع   ‘the last place of clear/eloquent speech’ and  موضع 
 the first place of improper speech’. Moreover, while he‘ العجمة
describes the city as a force for the corruption of the language, 
the desert is depicted as the source of pure Arabic. In one instance 
in Al-bayān wa-l-tabyīn, this purity of language appears to be at-
tributed at least in part to the geography (1.163; Haroun 1998; 
Webb 2016, 297–98): 

 ىردت وتكاملت، بالخصال التما انقادت واستوت، واطّ ا نّ  ةَ غَ تلك اللُّ  لا نّ 
من جميع  اء  ، ولفقد الخط]تلك الجيرة ىوف[تلك الجزيرة  ىاجتمعت لها ف

 الا مم

For that language (i.e., Arabic) only runs properly, remains 
level, flows continuously, and reaches perfection by virtue 
of the conditions which come together for it in that Penin-
sula (jazīra) and between its neighbours (jīra), and because 
of the lack of [linguistic] error [in the area] from all the 
peoples (umam) (i.e., those with improper speech). 
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This attribution of linguistic purity—at least in part—to geo-
graphical features is reminiscent of some of the descriptions of 
Tiberias and the linguistic purity of the Tiberians noted above. It 
should also be noted that this pattern of going out into the desert 
to do ‘fieldwork’ is evidenced in a number of other Arabic philol-
ogists over the following century.44 

3.2.3. al-Waššāʾ (d. 936/937 CE) 

We might also note that in his treatise on Arabic rhetoric entitled 
Kitāb al-fāḍil fī ṣifat al-adab al-kāmil, al-Waššāʾ (ca 936/937 CE), 
a grammarian and lexicographer of Baghdad, describes a number 
of instances in which al-aʿrāb ‘the Bedouin’ seem to interject po-
etic verses into everyday conversation.45 Note the following ex-
ample (al-Ğabūrī 1991, 173): 

 قال ثم ،فسل ما علينا فوقفا ا عرابيان فجاء ،النحوي يونس حَلْقَة في كنا
 بقاء دار والاآخرة ،فناء دار الدنيا ا نّ : ا حدهما

When we were in the circle of Yūnus the naḥwī, two Bed-
ouin (aʿrābiyyān) came, stood by us, and greeted us. Then 
one of them said, “The world is a house destined for ex-
tinction (dār fanāʾ), and the afterlife is a house destined to 
remain (dār baqāʾ).” 

The image of a couple of Bedouin dropping by to greet the 
grammarian and his circle before erupting into eloquent verse is 

 
44 E.g., Ibn Durayd (d. 933 CE), al-Azharī (d. 980 CE), Ibn al-Jinnī (d. 
1002 CE), and al-Jawharī (d. 1002/1003 CE). See Touati (2010, 67–
68). 
45 Such examples are also referred to by Drory (2000, 35). 
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almost as comical as it is striking. Nevertheless, it clearly demon-
strates how highly regarded they were for their language prow-
ess, especially in poetry. 

3.2.4. al-Zubaydī (d. 989 CE) 

We also see a similar esteem for the Bedouin in some of the later 
biographies about Sībawayh, in which his dispute with the gram-
marians in Baghdad involves a Bedouin settling linguistic ques-
tions. Al-Zubaydī (d. 989 CE), the Andalusian scholar known for 
his biographies of philologists, recounts the story in Ṭabaqāt al-
naḥwiyyīn wa-l-lughawiyyīn (Ibrāhīm 1973, 68) as follows (Brustad 
2016, 160): 

نْبور  من  لَسْعَةً   ا شد    العقرب  ا ظن كنت«:  تقول  كيف:  فسا لوه  »هى هو  فا ذا   الزُّ
 ا خطا ت:  فقالوا   الجميع  عليه  فا قبل.  »هى  هو  فا ذا«:  ا قول:  قال  ؟»ا ياها  هو«  ا و

 يُحْكَم حتى مُشْك ل؛ موضع   هذا : برمك بن خالد بن يحيى فقال. ولحنْتَ 
 معه  وُجد  ومَنْ   الجرّاح  ا بو  فا دخل  الباب؛  على  الا عراب  هؤلاء:  فقالوا   ،بينكم
 »ا ياها هو فا ذا «: فقالوا  وا صحابُه. الكسائىّ  منهُ  يا خذ كان ممّن

And they (i.e., al-Kisāʾī, al-Farrāʾ, al-Aḥmar, et al.) asked 
him, “How do you say, ‘I used to think that the scorpion 
was stronger in bite than the wasp, but they are alike (fa-
iḏā huwa hiya),’ or [should you say], ‘huwa iyyāhā’?” He 
said, “I say, fa-iḏā huwa hiya.” And everyone approached 
him and said, “You have erred and spoken ungrammati-
cally.” And Yaḥyā ibn Khālid ibn Barmak said, “This is a 
difficult situation so as to be judged between you.” And 
they said, “Those Bedouin are at the door.” And Abū al-
Jarrāḥ was brought in along with those who were with him 
from among those who served al-Kisāʾī and his compan-
ions, and they said, “fa-iḏā huwa iyyāhā.” 
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In this passage, al-Zubaydī describes the Bedouin as the par ex-
cellence linguistic informants for the ʿarabiyya. It is especially 
noteworthy that even in a setting like this, in the presence of 
some of the most preeminent names in Arabic grammar, the Bed-
ouin are still regarded as the most authoritative source for deter-
mining proper Arabic. 

3.2.5. al-Jawharī (d. 1002/1003 CE) 

Finally, we may also note that the Persian lexicographer al-
Jawharī (d. 1002/1003 CE) introduces his methods in his dic-
tionary as follows (al-Ṣiḥāḥ, 1.33; ʿAṭṭār 1984): 

هذا الكتاب ما صَح  عندى من هذه اللغة... فى ا ما بعد فا نى قد ا ودعت 
 حروف عدد على: ثمانية وعشرين بابًا، وكل باب منها ثمانية وعشرون فصلا

 تحصيلها  بعد  ؛الفصول  من  جنس    الا بواب  من  لهمَ يُ   ا ن  ا لا    يبها،وترت    مجَ عْ المُ 
 بالبادية  ديارهم  ىف  العاربة،  العرب  بها  ىومشافهت  ،دراية  وا تقانها  رواية،  بالعراق

Now, I have endowed this book with what I have regarded 
as correct from this language... in twenty-eight chapters, 
each of which has twenty-eight sections: According to the 
number of letters of the dictionary and their arrangement, 
lest a particular type of section be neglected from the chap-
ters, after acquiring [the language] in Iraq by oral trans-
mission (riwāya), gaining mastery of it by personal reflec-
tion (dirāya), and using it in oral exchange (mušāfaha) with 
the ‘true’ Arabs (al-ʿarab al-ʿāriba) in their abodes in the 
desert (al-bādiya).46 

As is clear from this telling comment in his introduction, 
al‑Jawharī and many other philologists regarded the desert as 

 
46 Translation in consultation with Touati (2010, 68). 
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“their field of investigation” (Touati 2010, 76).47 Because of the 
generally inaccessible nature of this field, however, the role of 
the grammarian in exerting the necessary (painstaking) effort to 
acquire the language is all the more important. 

3.3. Analysis 

In both the Hebrew and Arabic grammatical traditions, then, the 
contemporary locus of pure language comes to reside in a very 
specific and ‘distant’ segment of the population. In the Arabic 
grammatical tradition, this group is comprised of the Bedouin, 
whose habitation is in the desert. Because of this, grammarians 
and poets must venture out of the city into the desert to conduct 
‘fieldwork’ among Bedouin informants. While this literary topos 
is much less developed in the Hebrew tradition, the account of 
ʿEli ben Yehudah ha-Nazir doing ‘fieldwork’ in Tiberias to check 
the proper pronunciation of resh seems at least in part influenced 
by such an ideological topos. At least for him, it was the Tiberian 
Masoretes and thus also the population of Tiberias that consti-
tuted the contemporary locus of pure language.48 

 
47 Al-Aṣmaʿī in particular appears to have been known as a regular fre-
quenter of the desert for Bedouin informants (Blachère 1950, 46). 
48 Note that a similar theme is also echoed in a Hebrew treatise about 
resh, in which the commonfolk of Tiberias are credited with a particular 
pronunciation: בפי והוא בשיחתם ישיחו ואם במקרא יקראו אם בלשונם קשור והוא  

הטף ובפי והנשים האנשים  v-hū qɔʃ̄ūr bi-lʃōnɔ̄m ʾim yiqrʾū bam-miqrɔ ̄ v-ʾim 
yɔs̄īḥū b-sīḥɔθ̄ɔ̄m v-hū b-fī hɔ-̄ʾanɔʃ̄īm v-han-nɔʃ̄īm u-v-fī haṭ-ṭaf ‘it is on 
their tongues, whether they read the Bible or converse in their conver-
sation, in the mouths of men, women and children’ (Baer and Strack 
1879, §7; Khan 2020, I:119). 
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What is especially significant about all these references and 
literary topoi in the Arabic tradition, however, is that their nature 
appears to change over time. This is, at least in part, due to the 
semantic and cultural evolution of the term ʿ arab and the concept 
of ‘Arabness’ in the society at large. In an earlier period—i.e., 
that of al-Khalīl and Sībawayh—the group known as al-ʿarab was 
linguistically defined, simply referring to those belonging to the 
speech community of pure Arabic, whether those engaged in per-
formance or merely reliable speakers of al-ʿarabiyya (for more on 
this debate, see the discussion in §2.2.1). Though the Bedouin 
could be part of this group, they were by no means synonymous 
with it in this early period. We do not find accounts of early 
grammarians like Sībawayh going out into the desert to confer 
with the Bedouin. By the ninth and tenth centuries, however, the 
term becomes more ethnically imbued, so that kalām al-ʿarab, in 
addition to its earlier signification of the corpus of al-ʿarabiyya, 
also comes to connote ‘speech of the Arabs (= Bedouin)’. Part of 
this shift was likely also due to the ever-increasing divide be-
tween urban and rural life (Gouttenoire 2006, 45–46, 54; Brustad 
2016, 151–53)49 as well as the ‘Bedouinisation’ of the term 
ʿarab—and the concept of ‘Arabness’ generally—throughout this 
period (Webb 2016, 294–351). 

It should also be noted that the ideology here must differ 
somewhat from the reality. While it is true that those living in 
rural areas tend to maintain a more conservative form of the lan-
guage, these depictions appear to betray something of ideological 

 
49 For more on the ‘fieldwork’ topos, see Blachère (1950); Touati (2010, 
§2); Brustad (2016, 151–53). 
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embellishment. This is especially the case as time goes on and 
even the speech of the Bedouin is several centuries removed from 
that of the Qurʾān and pre-Islamic poetry. 

While the general parallel between the two traditions with 
respect to the ‘fieldwork’ topos has been pointed out in previous 
scholarship—most notably Drory (2000, 141–42)—there are a 
few layers of sociolinguistic significance that have yet to be fully 
explored. In the preceding two sections (§§1.0–2.0), we discussed 
the tension between the grammarians regarding their language 
as a ‘cultural possession’, on the one hand, while still presenting 
it as something external to contemporary speakers, on the other. 
One way of doing so was by placing the locus of pure language 
and its exemplary speakers chronologically in the distant past. 

The ‘fieldwork’ topos, on the other hand, places the locus of 
pure language and its exemplary speakers demographically and/or 
geographically among a limited segment of the population even if 
in the present, namely the Bedouin of the desert in the Arabic 
tradition and the Tiberian Masoretes (and Tiberian population) 
in the Hebrew tradition. In this way, the language is still regarded 
as a cultural possession but one well out of reach for most of the 
population—apart from significant training. While the general 
population are disconnected from the exemplary speakers of the 
past by an insurmountable chronological gap, they are also sep-
arated from the exemplary speakers of the present by a highly 



 4. Defining the Standard Language and Its Corpus 105 

challenging geographical (and/or demographic) expanse.50 Nev-
ertheless, while the inaccessible speakers of the past strengthen 
the role and prestige of the scholar, the somewhat more accessi-
ble (even if with difficulty) speakers of the present provide a his-
toric or geographic link, and in so doing represent a link with the 
past. In a way, both the exemplary speakers of the past and those 
of the present serve to reinforce the standard language ideology, 
namely the idea that the language has a correct form that exists 
beyond most speakers. It is not what is already familiar to most 
speakers (see chapter 3, §2.1.3). 

It is for this reason that the grammarian’s role as language 
documentor and evaluator becomes all the more important. Just 
as the grammarian must search out ancient texts for linguistic 
examples, so too must he venture out into the desert (or Tiberias) 
to retrieve pure language from the exemplary speakers. In this 
way, the grammarian bridges the gap between the exemplary 
speakers and the general population. Rather, he does the work of 
bringing the best exemplary speakers to the general population. 

This sort of ‘fieldwork’, however, is not merely a neutral 
activity of a disinterested observer. By affirming the linguistic 
purity of the Bedouin or the Tiberians, the grammarians are not 
merely reflecting an existing language ideology but helping to 
shape it as well. In elevating the linguistic behaviour of these 
groups—alongside the more ancient corpora of pure language—
the grammarians implicitly present them (i.e., the Bedouin and 

 
50 Note that there does seem to have been a social barrier between the 
general populace and the Tiberian Masoretes, given that they were an 
elite circle of scholars. 
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Tiberians) as the heirs of the inheritance that is the ancient sacred 
language. This act of historicisation serves to reinforce a contin-
uum that connects the ancient exemplary speakers to their con-
temporary counterparts (see chapter 3, §2.1.8). 

Finally, it is also worth noting that both traditions exhibit 
something of a shift in how the contemporary group of exemplary 
speakers was regarded. In the earliest stages of the Arabic gram-
matical tradition, the exemplary speakers were not necessarily 
‘Bedouin’ but merely those among the Arabic speech community 
with the most trustworthy and pleasing form of Arabic, whether 
those actively engaged and most proficient in the performance 
language culture of kalām or simply those judged speakers of 
pure Arabic for other reasons (for more on this debate, see the 
discussion in §2.2.1). It was only at a later stage that this idea 
came to be transferred demographically or geographically to eth-
nic Bedouin of the desert. Similarly, ʿEli ben Yehudah ha-Nazir, 
at least in his ideological presentation, appears to transfer some 
of the linguistic authority of the elite group of scholars known as 
the Tiberian Masoretes demographically or geographically to the 
general population of Tiberias. In fact, various grammarians of 
each tradition even ascribe the credit for the purity of the lan-
guage to the physical geography of the locales in which it is spo-
ken. Abū al-Faraj credits the unique and proper speech of the 
Tiberians to (هواء بلدهم  ≈) הוא בלדהם ‘the climate of their town’ 
and al-Jāḥiẓ claims that the Arabic of the Arabian Peninsula 
reaches perfection بالخصال التي اجتمعت لها في تلك الجزيرة ‘by virtue 
of the conditions which come together for it in that Peninsula 
(jazīra)’. 
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Such processes of transference become integral parts of 
how speakers (and/or language users) represent and embody at-
titudes and beliefs about language in the Hebrew and Arabic 
grammatical traditions. Though perhaps beyond what we as 
moderns can access, they might also have become integral parts 
of the processes of enregisterment involved in the development 
of the respective standard language ideologies. At least theoreti-
cally, we can surmise that reciting the Hebrew Bible in the Mas-
oretic tradition might have made someone sound (geographically 
or demographically) ‘Tiberian’. Similarly, flawless proficiency in 
the ʿarabiyya might have conjured up associations with the ‘Bed-
ouin’ population of the desert. 



5. THE PURPOSE OF THE STANDARD
LANGUAGE AND THE GRAMMARIANS’ 

MISSION 

In a way, the three features of similarity covered in the preceding 
chapter dealt with the definition, corpus, and sources of the 
standard canonical language. Beginning here, however, we turn 
to similarities in the (standard) language ideology of the Hebrew 
and Arabic grammarians related to the practical use of the lan-
guage in society and the ultimate purposes of their work in and 
for their own time and culture. 

1.0. Performative Language: وأ شعارهم خطبهم  

Even though the pool of exemplary speakers of pure Hebrew and 
Arabic was confined to ancient sources—or small segments of the 
contemporary population like the Tiberians or the Bedouin—this 
did not stop the grammarians’ contemporaries from emulating 
the linguistic eloquence of these ‘ancient’ speakers in their own 
time. In fact, it seems that, in each tradition, the grammarians 
were at least ideologically concerned with providing instruction 
in how to contemporaneously perform in a formal and prescribed 
way with the appropriate register of the language. 

1.1. Hebrew Grammarians 

Even though the Hebrew grammarians were primarily occupied 
with describing the language of the Bible so that their audience 

© 2023 Benjamin Paul Kantor, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0382.05
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could read and understand it, there are hints that they were also 
concerned, at least to some degree, with real productive use of 
the standard language, albeit in performance contexts. 

1.1.1. Saadia Gaon (882–942 CE) 

In Sefer Ha-Egron (44–45; Harkavy 1891), for example, while la-
menting the poor Hebrew abilities of the nation, Saadia (882–
942 CE) points to several spheres of language use in which the 
people are lacking in proficiency: 

ואד̇א הם תכלמו כאן כת̇ירא ממא ילפט̇ון בה מלחונא ואד̇א הם שערו 

כאן אלמסתפיץ̇ פי מא בינהם מן אלארכאן אלאואיל הו אלקליל 

וכד̇לך פי אלקואפי חתי צאר אלכתאב נפסה ענדהם   ׃ואלמתרוך הו אכת̇ר

 48כאלגאמץ̇ מן אלכלאם ואלג̇בי מן אלקול
When they speak (takallamū), much of what they utter is 
grammatically wrong (malḥūn). When they compose and 
recite poetry (šaʿarū), that which spreads among them 
from the ancient foundations (i.e., the poetic rules) is little, 
and that which is abandoned [so that it is not governed by 
these rules] is more. And so it is in [their] rhymes, such 
that the book itself (i.e., the Bible) has become like some-
thing obscure to them with respect to [its] idiom (kalām) 
or [like] a collection of sayings [without any connection]. 

Although Saadia mentions various spheres of language use 
for the purpose of upbraiding the people, the contexts in which 

 
وا ذا  هم شعروا  كان المستفيض في ≈ 48 وا ذا  هم تكلموا  كان كثيرا  مما يلفظون به ملحونا   

 الكتاب  صار  حتى  القوافي  في  وكذلك  .اأكثر  هو  والمتروك  القليل  هو  الأوائل  الأركان  منبينهم    ما
القول من والجبى الكلام من كالغامض عندهم نفسه . 
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the people are said to fail in their attempt at (re)producing elo-
quent Hebrew actually reveal lively and dynamic linguistic activ-
ity. First, they are prone to err when they speak ( תכלמו  ואד̇א הם  

تكلموا هم وا ذا ≈ ). Presumably, this does not refer to everyday 
speech in the marketplace but to public orations (perhaps in li-
turgical contexts) and the like. Second, when they compose and 
recite poetry (شعروا هم وا ذا ≈ ואד̇א הם שערו ), they veer from the 
rules established by the ancient poets. Apparently, instead of rep-
licating the language patterns of the ‘ancients’ (i.e., biblical au-
thors and payṭanim), they produce a different sort of linguistic 
style not governed by such rules. Like speeches, the composition 
and recitation of Hebrew poetry was presumably a formal public 
(and possibly liturgical) activity. In any case, as a result of this 
lack of Hebrew proficiency, evidenced by the failure to produce 
proper Hebrew when delivering speeches or reciting poetry in 
formal contexts, the kalām of the Bible has become unintelligible 
to them.49 

As we have already hinted at earlier, the particular spheres 
of language use that Saadia has in mind are modes of speaking 
that may be regarded as performance. While the fact that the 
people were productively using Hebrew to compose and recite 
poetry may not be a surprise—we touched on this earlier (see 

 
49 Note, however, that Saadia refers to speaking Hebrew in the Hebrew 
introduction to Sefer Ha-Egron (Harkavy 1891, 52–57). This may reflect 
something of an ideology of wanting to restore Hebrew even as a com-
mon everyday language. Nevertheless, despite this ideological desire, 
the settings he is describing in this passage do not fit such a context. 
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chapter 4, §2.1.3)—the precise meaning of وا ذا ≈) ואד̇א הם תכלמו  
تكلموا هم ) ‘and when they speak...’ might be more elusive. Since 

Hebrew was no longer an everyday vernacular in the Middle Ages 
(Sáenz-Badillos 2013), we must infer that ‘speaking’ here refers 
to some kind of public speech. This inference is perhaps made 
clearer by a passage in Ḥayyūj (see §1.1.2). 

1.1.2. Judah ben David Ḥayyūj (945–1000 CE) 

Indeed, insight into the nature of what such ‘speaking’ in Hebrew 
entailed at the time of the Hebrew grammarians may be hinted 
at in Ḥayyūj’s (945–1000 CE) comments in the introduction to 
his book on the morphology of weak verbs, Kitāb al-afʿāl ḏawāt 
ḥurūf al-līn (Jastrow 1897, 1): 

 غورها وبُعد معانيها ودقةّ واعتلالها للِينها الناس من كثير عن امرُها خَفِىَ  فقد
 فى  يستعملونها  ما  وكثيرا  اللين  حُرُوف  ذوات  الفعال  تتصرفّ  كيف  يدرون  فلا

رِ  على واشعارهم خُطَبِهم    لصّوابٱ  غَي 

And the matter of [the conjugation of weak verbs] has 
been hidden from many of the people with respect to their 
weakness, defectiveness, precise meanings, and the extent 
of their declivity, so that they do not know how weak verbs 
conjugate and they frequently use them (yastaʿmilūnahā) in 
their speeches (fī ḫuṭabihim) and their poems (ašʿārihim) in 
an incorrect manner (ʿalā ghayr al-ṣawāb). 

In this passage Ḥayyūj is highlighting a linguistic problem. 
The people are not able to correctly conjugate weak verbs. As 
was the case with the passage in Saadia’s Sefer Ha-Egron, there 
are two contexts in which this problem is prevalent:  خطبهم  في  ‘in 
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their speeches’ and  اأشعارهم... في  ‘in their poems’. The fact that 
Ḥayyūj explicitly uses the term ḫuṭab ‘speeches; orations’ helps 
clarify what Saadia meant by تكلموا  هم  وا ذا ≈) ואד̇א הם תכלמו ) ‘and 
when they speak...’. Both grammarians are probably referring to 
some sort of formal orations or public speeches. Such speeches 
were probably of a religious and/or pedagogical nature and de-
livered within the context of the synagogue or educational insti-
tutions.50 

We should reiterate here that everyday spoken language is 
not necessarily what the Hebrew grammarians are addressing; 
Hebrew had not been used that way for hundreds of years. Ra-
ther, they are trying to prepare the people to produce correct He-
brew specifically in performance settings. This is because, for the 
Hebrew grammarians and their contemporaries, lughat al-ʿib-
rāniyyīn ‘the language of the Hebrews’ was immediately experi-
enced as a performance language in public recitation of the Bible, 
liturgical poetry, religious speeches, etc. At the same time, how-
ever, there seems to have been an ideological undercurrent 
among at least some grammarians who wanted to restore Hebrew 
as an everyday spoken language. This seems to be evidenced to 
some degree in Saadia’s Hebrew introduction to Sefer Ha-Egron 
(Harkavy 1891, 52–57) and in the works of the Karaite scholar 

 
50 Medieval Hebrew was not a language used for everyday communica-
tion. Nevertheless, some Jewish communities had maintained Hebrew 
in written and spoken forms, largely within the context of the syna-
gogue and educational institutions (Sáenz-Badillos 2013). 
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Benjamin al-Nahāwandī (9th c. CE).51 Nevertheless, just because 
some advocated for using Hebrew as an everyday spoken lan-
guage, does not mean that this practice was particularly common. 
While it is possible that the grammarians were rebuking mistakes 
among those trying to use Hebrew for everyday conversation, it 
is perhaps more plausible that their rebukes apply specifically to 
performative contexts. 

1.2. Comparison with the Arabic Tradition 

As we have already hinted at in preceding sections, the Arabic 
terms kalām al-ʿarab and al-ʿarabiyya refer to the corpus and par-
ticular register (or variety) of the standard language, respec-
tively. It should additionally be noted that, though perhaps not 
universally in all the Arabic grammarians, there is a strong cor-
relation between these terms and the performance register of Ar-
abic as well. Since we have already dealt with this topic exten-
sively as it applies to the term kalām al-ʿarab earlier (see chapter 
4, §2.2), we will focus more on the term al-ʿarabiyya here. 

According to Brustad (2016, 149–51), in the grammars of 
al-Khalīl (d. 786/791 CE) and Sībawayh (d. ca 796 CE), the fem-
inine singular adjectival form al-ʿarabiyya is always used as a 
noun. As such, it contrasts with the Qurʾānic term lisān ʿarabī ‘Ar-
abic language’ both in definiteness and in its use as a substantive. 
The tāʾ marbūṭa at the end of al-ʿarabiyya is probably best re-
garded as an abstract noun marker.52 The term thus refers to the 

 
51 Personal communication from Geoffrey Khan. 
52 This is more likely than the possibility that al-ʿarabiyya is a feminine 
adjective referring to an implied omitted noun like lugha—i.e., al-lugha 
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abstract language and/or language register reflected in the kalām 
al-ʿarab corpus. Specifically, then, it refers to an elevated perfor-
mance register of Arabic.53 This is consistent with the fact that 
the earliest grammarians were concerned primarily with the per-
formed recitation of the Qurʾān. 

It should be noted, however, that even at an early period, 
namely that of al-Khalīl and Sībawayh, al-ʿarabiyya was neither a 
monolith nor identical with the Arabic of the Qurʾān. In a com-
ment about Ḥimyar, Ibn Sallām (d. 845/846 CE) notes that  ما 

يَرَ  لسان  عربيّتهُم بعِربيّتنا  ول  بلساننا اليَمَن واأقاصِي حِم   ‘the language of Ḥim-
yar and the remotest parts of Yemen is not our language and their 
ʿarabiyya is not our ʿarabiyya’ (Ṭabaqāt fuḥūl al-šuʿarāʾ; Ibrāhīm 
2001, 1.29). As Brustad (2016, 149) points out, implicit in Ibn 
Sallām’s statement is an acknowledgement that various commu-
nities had differences both in their specific corpus of the perfor-
mance register and in the nature of the linguistic register used in 
the performance of such genres. Van Putten (2022, 47–98), sim-
ilarly, highlights the linguistic diversity evidenced in what may 
be termed al-ʿarabiyya, even in the early grammarians like 
Sībawayh and al-Farrāʾ. Finally, we should also note that, even if 
we subscribe to the view that al-ʿarabiyya was not exclusively a 
performance register but could admit some colloquial dialectal 

 
al-ʿarabiyya—which still meant ‘(dialect) variant’ in this early period 
(Brustad 2016, 149). 
53 As Brustad points out, there are several statements among the early 
Arabic grammarians that make a distinction between ‘language’ and al-
ʿarabiyya or between ‘grammar’ and al-ʿarabiyya (Brustad 2016, 149). 
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forms, as claimed by Webb (see discussion in chapter 4, §2.2.1), 
the ʿarabiyya was at least strongly associated with or most clearly 
exemplified in ‘texts’ that were orally performed in formal con-
texts. 

Although there are many sources within the Arabic gram-
matical tradition that highlight the performative nature (or asso-
ciations) of al-ʿarabiyya, we focus below on just one in particular 
that exhibits similar phraseology to the Hebrew grammarians ex-
amined above as it relates to the association of the standard lan-
guage with reciting poetry and delivering public orations. 

1.2.1. al-Khalīl ibn Aḥmad (d. 786/791 CE) 

Al-Khalīl (d. 786/791 CE), after noting in the opening of Kitāb al-
ʿayn that the scope of his work includes kalām al-ʿarab, outlines 
his purposes in writing his dictionary. These may be generally 
summed up as helping the Arabs improve their familiarity with 
and competence in their linguistic heritage. What is noteworthy 
in his description of his goals for the Arabs who read his book, 
however, is how the particular genres of language use mentioned 
by al-Khalīl bear a striking resemblance to the spheres of lan-
guage use mentioned by Saadia and Ḥayyūj in their lamenting 
the poor proficiency of the people in Hebrew (1.47; al-Makhzūmī 
and al-Sāmarrāʾī 1989):54 

َ  ما هذا   ب، ،ا: حروف من. عليه لهّال رحمة—البصريّ  اأحمد بن الخليل لفهاأ
لَت    ما  مع  ث،  ت،  منها  يخرج  فلا.  واألفاظهم  العرب  كلام  مدار  فكان  به  تكمَّ

 
54 Brustad (2016, 150) cites this passage as evidence that al-Khalīl asso-
ciated the ʿarabiyya with poetry, proverbs, and formal speeches. 
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 ذ  يشِ  فلا ومخاطباتها واأمثالها اأشعارها في العربُ  به تَعرفَِ  اأن اأراد. شيء عنه
ء عنه  ذلك من شَي 

The following is what al-Khalīl ibn Aḥmad the Baṣran—
mercy of God upon him—composed. Of the letters alif, bāʾ, 
tāʾ, ṯāʾ, etc. And the scope of the work was kalām al-ʿarab 
and their words (alfāẓ), of which nothing escaped him. His 
purpose [in writing] was that by means of [his book] the 
Arabs would become well acquainted with their poems 
(ašʿār), their proverbs (amṯāl), and their formal speeches 
(muḫāṭabāt), so that none of it would be beyond its scope. 

There are two pieces of evidence in this passage that indi-
cate that al-Khalīl was concerned in Kitāb al-ʿayn with document-
ing the performance register of the language. First, the scope of 
the work is explicitly defined as kalām al-ʿarab (see discussion in 
chapter 4, §2.2.1). On this point, note that the contents of Kitāb 
al-ʿayn are made up mostly of poetry and the Qurʾān (Brustad 
2016, 150). Second, the reference to ašʿār ‘poems’, amṯāl ‘prov-
erbs’, and muḫāṭabāt ‘formal speeches’ clearly indicates that al-
Khalīl’s grammar was occupied with performance settings and/or 
genres that were orally performed. It is also significant that the 
purpose of writing his grammar is so that al-ʿarab ‘the Arabs’ 
would become well acquainted with the linguistic material com-
posed in the performance register. Presumably, this would help 
better equip them to engage in this performance language culture 
themselves.55 

 
55 Note also the following statement in Kitāb al-ʿayn (8.41; al-Makhzūmī 
and al-Sāmarrāʾī 1989), in which al-Khalīl argues that the word ندل 
‘filth’ does not belong to the linguistic variety under discussion: ل :النَّد   
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1.3. Analysis 

In both the Hebrew and Arabic traditions, we see that the gram-
marians were not primarily concerned with everyday speech but 
with an elevated performance register of language. On this point, 
it is curious that the terms ḫuṭab ‘speeches’ (or muḫāṭabāt ‘formal 
speeches’) and ašʿār ‘poems’ are repeated in both traditions in 
close collocations with what is regarded as the standard language 
the grammarians are endeavouring to document. 

From a sociolinguistic or linguistic-anthropological per-
spective, the rebuke of the people for their inability to speak 
proper Hebrew reinforces a key element of a standard language 
ideology, namely that of a pure canonical form of the language 
existing outside of the practices of native speakers (see chapter 
3, §2.1.3). There are thus ‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ forms of the 
language. Also implicit in such rebukes is the idea that there are 
contexts in which contemporaries are or should be engaged in 
this performance language culture. The grammarians thus confer 
a degree of social prestige on those who exhibit such capabilities. 
In this way, they engage in a form of ‘maintenance’ of the stand-
ard language (see chapter 3, §2.1.6). By prescribing certain forms 
of language as proper for performance settings, they also serve 

 
]في العربية[ استعمال غير من شيء كُل  من  الوَسَخُ   ‘Al-nadl: Filth of every kind. It 

is not in use in al-ʿarabiyya’ (see Brustad 2010). As Brustad (2010) 
points out, the continued presence of this word in Egyptian Arabic 
demonstrates that it was clearly in use in Arabic at the time of al-Khalīl. 
Nevertheless, he does not regard it as belonging to the ʿarabiyya. 
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the processes of valorisation and circulation (see chapter 3, 
§§2.2, 3.0). 

2.0. Complaint Tradition: أللغة أل مة لنسيان توجعت  

Although it was not the focus of the preceding section, one might 
notice from the statements of Saadia and Ḥayyūj that the Hebrew 
grammarians tended to view their work as an urgent response to 
a dire need. In their eyes, the people had neglected and forgotten 
Hebrew. In a standard language ideology, the idea of grief at the 
linguistic ineptitude of the masses is what has been termed the 
‘complaint tradition’ (see chapter 3, §§2.1.4–2.1.5). This com-
plaint tradition appears, in many cases, to be the catalyst for the 
documentation and codification of a standard language by means 
of grammatical works. Indeed, restoring ‘proper’ language use af-
ter ‘corruption’ of the language among the masses is often the 
motivation for writing a grammar. Such a phenomenon appears 
to be evidenced in both the Hebrew and Arabic grammarians. 

2.1. Hebrew Grammarians 

Among the Hebrew grammarians, it is not uncommon for the in-
troduction to their works to include an explanation as to their 
motivation and purposes in writing. In numerous cases, it was 
the deterioration of the language among the people that drove 
them to compose their grammatical literature. 
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2.1.1. Saadia Gaon (882–942 CE) 

When offering an explanation in Sefer Ha-Galuy56 as to why he 
wrote his book on Hebrew poetry (i.e., Sefer Ha-Egron), Saadia 
cites his grief at the nation’s forgetting of the Hebrew language 
(Malter 1913, 494–95, 499; Harkavy 1891, 156–57): 

מעאני פי כתאב אלשער אלעבראני פתו̇געת פיה  אלג׳וכמא שרחת הד̇ה 

לנסיאן אלאמה̈ אללגה̈ וביינת פיה מנאפע אלנט̇אם ואלצ̇מאת וכמא 

אלתי אלפתהא לתצחיח  אלג̇זושרחת כת̇ירא מן ד̇לך איצ̇א פי אלי̇ב̇ 

 ותעלמהאעראב לגה̈ אלעבראניין פאד̇א קראת אלאמה̈ הד̇א אלכתאב 

שבאבהא אנתפעת בהד̇ה אלי̇ מנאפע תפצחת פי אללגה̈ ונצ̇אמהא 

ישעיהו ולבב נמהרים יבין לדעת ולשון עלגים  וצמ̇אתהא וכאן פי ד̇לך כ̇ק̇ 

 57לדבר צחות תמהר
I likewise explained these three meanings in The Book of 
Hebrew Poetry. It was also in this book that I expressed my 
grief at the fact that the nation has forgotten the language. 
In this book I also made clear the benefits of order and 
connections [of sentences]. I similarly explained many of 
these ideas also in The Twelve Parts, which I composed for 
correcting the inflection (iʿrāb) of the language of the He-
brews. And if the nation reads this book and its youth study 
it, they will be benefited by these ten benefits: they will 
become eloquent (tafaṣṣaḥat) in the language and its order 

 
56 For background on Sefer Ha-Galuy, see Malter (1913, 487–89; 1921, 
269–71) and Harkavy (1891, 133–49). 
وكما شرحت هذه ال-٣ معاني في كتاب الشعر العبراني فتوجعت فيه لنسيان الأمة  ≈ 57

 الجزء ١٢-ال في اأيضا ذلك من كثيرا  شرحت وكما والضمات النظام منافع فيه وبيّنت اللغة
 انتفعت شبابها وتعلمه الكتاب هذا  الأمة قراأت فا ذا العبرانيين لغة ا عراب لتصحيح األفتها التي
ולבב  ا شعياء كقول ذلك في وكان وضماتها ونظامها اللغة في تفصحت منافع ١٠-ال بهذه

 .נמהרים יבין לדעת ולשון עלגים תמהר לדבר צחות
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and its connection [of sentences], and by that [very thing] 
will it come about like the saying of Isaiah (32.4), “and the 
heart of the hasty will understand knowledge and the 
tongue of the stammerers will hasten to speak clear 
[things].” 

Saadia, making a reference to what he had already ex-
pressed in Sefer Ha-Egron (The Book of Hebrew Poetry), says that 
he was pained at the fact that the community had forgotten the 
Hebrew language. Accordingly, he composed both his book on 
poetry and his work on Hebrew grammar to correct this problem. 
Interestingly, he expresses his purposes as  ̈לתצחיח אעראב לגה 
العبرانيين لغة ا عراب لتصحيح ≈) אלעבראניין ) ‘for correcting the iʿrāb of 
the language of the Hebrews’. The semantic range of the Arabic 
term iʿrāb is varied. In the Arabic grammatical tradition, it often 
refers to elements of proper declension or inflection (Lane 1863–
1893). Among other Hebrew grammarians writing in Judeo-Ara-
bic, it may refer specifically to the niqqud (i.e., vowel pointing; 
Blau 2006). Given the content of Saadia’s grammar book, a sim-
ilar meaning is also possible here. On the other hand, it could 
also refer more broadly to correct, clear, or proper language use. 
Indeed, later in the passage Saadia notes that those who learn 
from his works will become faṣīḥ ‘eloquent’ in the language.58 
This purpose is then associated with a prophetic verse from Isaiah 
(32.4), which Saadia quotes in Biblical Hebrew—we will return 
to the significance of this verse for Saadia’s mission and language 
ideology later. In the meantime, this passage gives rise to a few 

 
58 For a detailed exposition of the term faṣīḥ in Saadia, see below. 
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questions: What was the nature of this nisyān ‘forgetting’ of He-
brew? Who exactly was al-umma ‘the nation’ who forgot the lan-
guage? What sort of competence in Hebrew was Saadia hoping 
to restore to the community? What would be the appropriate 
venue and context for its use? 

A passage from the introduction to Sefer Ha-Egron (44–45; 
Harkavy 1891), the latter part of which we have already treated 
above (see §1.1.1), may help answer some of these questions (re-
peated portion from §1.1.1 in grey): 

וכמא ירון בני אסמאעיל אן בעץ̇ כ̇ואצהם ראי קומא לא יפצחון אלכלאם  

אלערבי פגמה ד̇לך פוצ̇ע להם כלאמא מכ̇תצרא פי כתאב יסתדלון בה  

כד̇לך ראית כת̇ירא מן בני אסראיל לא יבצרון מרסל פציח    ׃עלי אלפציח

ואד̇א הם תכלמו כאן כת̇ירא ממא ילפט̇ון בה מלחונא לגתנא פכיף עויצה  

הם שערו כאן אלמסתפיץ̇ פי מא בינהם מן אלארכאן אלאואיל הו   ואד̇א

אכת̇ר הו  ואלמתרוך  אלכתאב    ׃ אלקליל  צאר  חתי  אלקואפי  פי  וכד̇לך 

 59נפסה ענדהם כאלגאמץ̇ מן אלכלאם ואלג̇בי מן אלקול 
And the Ishmaelites also recognise that one of their best 
saw a people that could not speak the Arabic kalām elo-
quently (lā yufṣiḥūn) and this troubled him. So he laid out 
for them a concise composition in a book, by which they 
might be guided unto (linguistic) eloquence (al-faṣīḥ). In 

 
وكما يرون  بني ا سماعيل  ا ن  بعض خواصهم  را ى  قوما  ل  يفصحون   الكلام  العربي فغمه   ≈ 59

  من  كثيرا   را يت   كذلك  .الفصيح  على  به  يستدلون  كتاب  في   مختصرا   كلاما   لهم  فوضع   ذلك
ا ذا   عويصه  فكيف  لغتنا  فصيح  مرسل   يبصرون  ل   ا سرائيل   بني   مما   كثيرا   كان   تكلموا   هم   و

ا ذا  ملحونا   به  يلفظون   القليل  هو   ال وائل  ال ركان   من   بينهم  ما   في   المستفيض  كان   شعروا  هم  و
  الكلام   من  كالغامض  عندهم  نفسه  الكتاب  صار  حتى  القوافي  في  وكذلك  .ا كثر  هو  والمتروك

القول من  والجبى . 
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the same way, I have seen many of the Israelites not look-
ing unto that which has been transmitted of the eloquence 
(faṣīḥ) of our language and that which is difficult in it. 
When they speak, much of what they utter is grammati-
cally wrong. When they compose and recite poetry, that 
which spreads among them from the ancient foundations 
(i.e., the poetic rules) is little, and that which is abandoned 
[so that it is not governed by these rules] is more. And so 
it is in [their] rhymes, such that the book itself (i.e., the 
Bible) has become like something obscure to them with re-
spect to [its] idiom or [like] a collection of sayings [with-
out any connection]. 

The overall hypothesis of our book is that, while it has long 
been understood that the Hebrew grammatical tradition inher-
ited many of its conventions from the Arabic grammatical tradi-
tion, the Hebrew grammarians may also have inherited a lan-
guage ideology from the Arabic grammarians. Although many of 
the examples adduced in support of our theory require some spec-
ulation or inference, this is not at all the case here. 

Indeed, this is a key passage to support our overall hypoth-
esis. In this text, Saadia does not reference this Arabic grammar-
ian for the sake of elucidating a point of grammar or comparing 
morphology. Rather, the reference focuses on the attitude and 
response of the Arabic grammarian in the face of a linguistic cri-
sis. According to Harkavy (1891, 44–45), כ̇ואצהם  بعض ≈) בעץ̇ 
 one of their best’ may refer to Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad ibn‘ (خواصهم
Yaḥyā (d. 904 CE), also known as Thaʿlab. The fact that Saadia 
compares this Arabic grammarian’s situation with his own mis-
sion and context is of great interest. Saadia continues by more 
specifically defining the nature of the linguistic crisis in his own 
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sphere. While he clearly acknowledges the fact that the Jewish 
community is producing and interacting with Hebrew regularly 
in different contexts, their competence is inadequate. They have 
neglected—and thus are not producing—the mursal ‘that which 
has been passed down’ of the faṣīḥ ‘eloquence’ of the language. 

Accordingly, Saadia begins to list a number of ways in 
which the community is falling short of the faṣīḥ of the language. 
As we have already noted above (see §1.1.1), the contexts in 
which Saadia critiques the nation’s use of language are all per-
formative. Furnishing them with the necessary grammatical ma-
terial to succeed in these performative areas, then, will become 
instrumental in helping them on the path to al-faṣāḥa, which was 
a central goal of Saadia’s work. 

Indeed, as in the Arabic grammarians, the term faṣāḥa is 
especially important in Saadia’s language ideology. The precise 
meaning of this term, however, requires further explication. We 
may shed further light on how Saadia understood this term 
(within the context of his own language ideology) by addressing 
his use of it in the Arabic title of his grammar book. 

Though Saadia’s Hebrew grammar is commonly referred to 
as  ̈اللغة كتب  ≈) כתב אללגה ) ‘The Books of the Language’, he also 
calls it by the name لغة فصيح كتاب ≈) כתאב פציח לגה̈ אלעבראניין  
 ’The Book of the Faṣīḥ of the Language of the Hebrews‘ (العبرانيين
(Skoss 1952a, 283, 290–91). As hinted at above, much of the sig-
nificance of this latter title hangs on the interpretation of the 
word faṣīḥ. While Skoss’s (1952a, 283, 291) translation of ‘ele-
gance’ is typical, it may not capture the full sense of what this 
word would have meant for Saadia. Rather, the precise sense of 
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this word ought to be examined in light of Saadia’s other writings 
and in light of writings from the same period. Such an analysis 
can even help further clarify Saadia’s motivation and purposes in 
composing ‘The Book of the Faṣīḥ of the Language of the He-
brews’. 

A helpful clue may be found in Dunaš ben Labraṭ’s (920–
990 CE) references to Saadia’s work. Writing in Hebrew, Dunaš 
does not call Saadia’s work by its Arabic title, but rather refers to 
it in Hebrew by names such as הקדש  לשון  צחות  ספר  sefɛr ṣaḥūṯ lšōn 
haq-qoḏɛš ‘The Book of the ṣaḥūṯ of the Holy Language’ and  ספר 

העברי לשון צחות  sefɛr ṣaḥūṯ lšōn hɔ-̄ʿivrī ‘The Book of the ṣaḥūṯ of 
the Hebrew Language’ (Schröter 1866, 26–27; Skoss 1952a, 283; 
1952b, 75–76).60 The word ṣaḥūṯ is a noun formed by adding the 
abstract nominal -ūṯ ending to the adjective ṣaḥ, which is a par-
ticularly rare word in Hebrew, being attested only four times in 
the entire Bible. In fact, of those four occurrences, it is only used 
once with reference to language or speaking. This single occur-
rence is found in Isaiah 32.4. 

Fortunately, Saadia’s Arabic translation of this verse from 
Isaiah has been preserved. The Hebrew text of Isaiah 32.4 reads 

ב ַ֥ ים וּלְב  ין  נִמְהָרִִ֖ ת יָבִִ֣ ע  וֹן  לָדָָ֑ ים וּלְשִ֣ ר  עִלְגִִ֔ ִ֖ ה  ר  תְמ  ַ֥ ב  צָחֽוֹת׃ לְד   ‘And the heart of 
the hasty will understand knowledge, and the tongue of the stam-
merers will hasten to speak ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ’. According to the traditional 
vocalisation, the Hebrew word ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ is the feminine plural form 
of the adjective ṣaḥ. Therefore, the meaning would be something 
along the lines of ‘things that are ṣaḥ’. Saadia translates this verse 

 
60 For the vocalisation of consonantal צחות ṢḤWT as ṣaḥūṯ, see Becker 
(2013). 
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into Arabic as בכלאם  תסרע םאלעג̇  ואלסן  אלמערפה̈  תפהם  אלבלדין וקלוב  

الفصاحة  بكلام تسرع العجم واألسن المعرفة تفهم البلدين وقلوب ≈) אלפצאחה̈  ) 
‘and the hearts of the stupid will understand knowledge and the 
tongues of foreigners will hasten to speak al-faṣāḥa’ (Derenbourg 
1896, 47). What is of particular note here is that Saadia translates 
the Hebrew word ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ as al‑faṣāḥa.61 This seems to indicate that 
Isaiah 32.4 may be connected, at least conceptually, to the title 
of Saadia’s grammar.62 Further, as we noted at the beginning of 
this section, Saadia’s comments in the introduction to Sefer Ha-
Galuy understand his grammatical work as a means by which this 
prophetic verse (Isaiah 32.4) will come to fulfilment. Therefore, 
it is clear that Saadia was not only aware of this verse from Isaiah, 
but that it represented the very goal of his work. Accordingly, it 
would not be over-stepping to suggest that Saadia may have had 
this verse in mind when he referred to his work as The Book of 
the Faṣīḥ of the Language of the Hebrews.63 

 
61 Harkavy calls attention to the relationship between ṣɔ̄ḥōṯ and faṣāḥa 
in Saadia’s work (Harkavy 1891, 32 n. 3, 32–35, 55 n. 5). He also com-
pares some of Saadia’s terminology in the Arabic title of his grammar 
to parallels among the Arabic grammarians (Harkavy 1891, 32 n. 3). 
62 The connection between ṣaḥūṯ hal-lɔš̄ōn ‘the ṣaḥūṯ of the language’, 
Isaiah 32.4, and Saadia Gaon has already been pointed out in Kokin 
(2013, 167–68). Kokin highlights the debate about whether there could 
be any other standard for pure Hebrew than the biblical text itself.  
According to Kokin, it is in such a context that medieval grammarians 
were concerned with ṣaḥūṯ hal-lɔš̄ōn in the sense of ‘purity of language’. 
For Saadia, the term ṣaḥūṯ had a similar connotation regarding conform-
ity with biblical style. 
63 See the previous footnote. 
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We have thus placed the title of Saadia’s grammar within 
the context of its purpose. We have not yet, however, defined 
precisely what the content of the words ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ or faṣāḥa might 
have been for Saadia.64 In a roughly contemporary Hebrew-Ara-
bic dictionary, David ben Abraham al-Fāsī (10th c. CE) associates 
the word ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ in Isaiah 32.4 with الواضح  الكلام ≈) אלכלאם אלואצ̇ח ) 
‘clear speech’ (Skoss 1936–1945, II:505–06). Therefore, in light 
of Dunaš ben Labraṭ’s references to Saadia’s title and the fact that 
Saadia uses the word faṣāḥa to translate ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ, the title of the 
book may be better rendered as ‘The Book of the Clarity of the 
Language of the Hebrews’.65 It must be stressed, however, that any 
particular English gloss of faṣāḥa or ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ in Saadia’s works is 
limited in how much it can convey. The full semantic load carried 
by these terms can only be clarified by understanding their asso-
ciation with a particular linguistic register of Hebrew. 

For this, we may turn to the example of Sefer Ha-Galuy. This 
work was written during Saadia’s time in exile after being ex-
pelled from the Gaonate by the Exilarch, David ben Zakkai. The 
main purpose of Sefer Ha-Galuy was to vindicate himself in the 
conflict with David ben Zakkai and defend himself against his 
detractors. Though the work was first published in Hebrew, it 
was later supplemented by an Arabic version. It should be noted, 
however, that the Arabic version was not merely a translation; 

 
64 According to Skoss (1952b, 76), the abstract nominal form ṣaḥūṯ re-
fers to ‘grammatical correctness of speech’, but such a definition raises 
further questions. 
65 Note also how Malter (1913, 495) translates ר צָחוֹת ב   lḏabbēr ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ לְד 
as ‘to speak plainly’. 
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rather, it also included a lengthy introduction and explanatory 
notes of the original Hebrew, and was designed to respond to 
various accusations that had been made against some of the con-
tents of the earlier Hebrew version (Malter 1921, 269–71). The 
main part of the book begins as follows (Malter 1921, 389; 
Harkavy 1891, 180–81): 

ם אוֹצָרוֹ י צָחוֹת ה  אֲוָה וְחָסוּן מוּסָר אִמְר  כָמוּס ר  גָלוּי ה  פֶר ה  י ס   66דִבְר 
The words of The Open Book, which is stored-up with ob-
servational learning and treasure-laden with moral instruc-
tion. The sayings of ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ are its treasure (chest). 

This short description of the book’s contents is telling. It 
mentions both observational learning and moral instruction as 
benefits to be derived from it (Malter 1921, 389). The last sen-
tence, however, is curious. In the Arabic note, Saadia explicates 

י  צָחוֹת אִמְר   ʾimrē ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ ‘sayings of ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ’ as الكلام  ≈) אלכלאם אלפציח 
 eloquent speech’ (Harkavy 1891, 181). Moreover, while‘ (الفصيح 
Malter (1921, 389) understands ֹאוֹצָרו ʾōṣɔr̄ō as ‘its treasure’, both 
the Hebrew term and its explication in the Arabic note as כ̇זנה (≈ 
-may point more towards the idea of a ‘storehouse’.67 There (خزنه
fore, while we should not disregard the fact that Saadia regards 
the sayings of ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ as a sort of treasure in themselves, he may be 

 
66 divrē sefεr hag-gɔl̄ūy hak-kɔm̄ūs raʾavɔ ̄ v-ḥɔs̄ūn mūsɔ̄r ʾimrē ṣāḥōṯ hēm 
ʾōṣɔr̄ō. 
67 See also Saadia’s translation of אוֹצְרתָֹי ʾōṣrōṯɔȳ as (خزائني ≈) כ̇ זאיני ‘my 
vaults; my treasuries’ in Deut. 32.34 as support for the translation of 
‘storehouse’. For Saadia’s translation of Deut. 32.34, see Bodenheimer 
(1856, 67). 
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saying that they are actually a kind of storehouse—or treasure 
‘chest’—in which the learning and moral instruction is brought 
to the reader. That is, the ‘sayings of ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ’ would not merely be 
referring to a particular section or an occasional proverb found 
in the book, but rather to the style of language used consistently 
throughout the entirety of the work. The linguistic style itself is 
the means by which the learning and moral instruction is com-
municated. On this point, it is worth noting that the moralistic 
dimension of proper or correct speech is part of the concept of a 
standard language ideology. Utilising a special cultural posses-
sion (i.e., the standard language) for performance in the public 
sphere should require professional capabilities, including moral 
authority. Linguistic competence and morality thus go hand-in-
hand in this case. 

What, then, is the type of language used by Saadia in Sefer 
Ha-Galuy? Beyond any doubt, it is marked by a relentless attempt 
to imitate and reproduce the Hebrew characteristic of the Bible 
(Malter 1913, 488; Malter 1921, 269).68 In the mind of Saadia, 
then, the words ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ and al‑faṣāḥa were to be applied primarily 
to the Hebrew language and style characteristic of the Bible.69 
Moreover, Saadia notes that he wrote the book מפסקא  עבר]א[ניא  

מטעמא  מסמנא  פואסיקא  مطعما  مسمنا  فواسيفا   مفسقا  عبرانيا ≈)  ) ‘in Hebrew, 
versed with verses, pointed (with vowels), and accented (with 

 
68 See the beginning of the main Hebrew section in Harkavy (1891, 180–
81); Schechter (1903, 4–7). 
69 In Sefer Ha-Egron (his book on Hebrew poetry), however, Saadia does 
not have a problem with citing extra-biblical ‘ancient’ poets as examples 
of good Hebrew poetry (see chapter 4, §2.1.3). 
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ṭeʿamim)’ (Malter 1913, 490, 496). In other words, Saadia did not 
only imitate the biblical style of language, but he formatted his 
book exactly like the biblical text (Malter 1913, 488; Malter 
1921, 269). This sort of orthographic and codicological presen-
tation thus serves to guide the process of enregisterment (see 
chapter 3, §2.2) with respect to Saadia’s own compositions as ex-
emplary models of pure and correct Hebrew. In other words, the 
‘biblical’ traits of the physical artefact of the text itself would thus 
encourage readers to enregister the linguistic signs used by Saa-
dia to an idealised ‘biblical’ register. In sum, it is the style of He-
brew exemplified in Saadia’s poetic compositions in Sefer Ha-Ga-
luy that is to serve as an exemplar for the nation to imitate in its 
quest to achieve Hebrew eloquence. 

That Saadia regarded his poetic Hebrew compositions in 
Sefer Ha-Galuy in this way is further confirmed by another pas-
sage from the book, in which he outlines his plans to restore 
al‑faṣāḥa to the people (Malter 1913, 493–94, 498–99; Harkavy 
1891, 156–57): 

 תאליף אלכלאם וגבסה אד̇ ג̇עלת הד̇א כאלסראג̇ ואלת̇אני תעלים אלאמה̈ 

ואלת̇אלת̇  ׃ומעאניהם כ̇טאבהםיחד̇ון חד̇וה ויתנבהון בה עלי נט̇אם 

תעלימהא אלצ̇מאת אד̇ כאן כל כלאם לא תכמל מערפתה אלא בצ̇מאת 

בד̇לך אלמעאני ואלא פסדת  ّתצחמג̇מעה̈ פי אלקול בעץ̇ אלי בעץ̇ חתי 

 70ותגיירת
The second [part] is teaching the nation how to compose 
kalām and its obscurity. Therefore, I have made this [book] 

 
والثاني  تعليم  الأمة  تاأليف  الكلام  وغبسه  ا ذ   جعلت  هذا   كالسراج  يحذون  حذوه  ويتنبهون   ≈ 70

 معرفته  تكمل ل كلام كل كان ا ذ الضمات تعليمها والثالث .ومعانيهم خطابهم نظام على به
وتغيّرت  فسدت  وا ل  المعاني  بذلك  تصحّ   حتى  بعض  ا لى  بعض  القول  في  مجمعة  بضمات  ا ل . 
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as a lamp, the example of which they should imitate 
(yaḥḏūn ḥaḏwahu), and by which they should have brought 
to their attention [the proper] ordering of their discourse 
and meanings. The third [part] is teaching them the con-
nections [of sentences], since the sense of every speech 
(kalām) would not be complete, except by connections [of 
sentences] that are combined with one another in the say-
ing so that the meanings become clear by that [very thing]. 
Otherwise, it is corrupted and changed. 

It is clear from the first passage of Sefer Ha-Galuy examined 
in this section that Saadia hoped to help the nation become faṣīḥ 
through reading and studying his grammar book. This passage, 
however, confirms what we have just now argued about his less 
explicit (and complementary) method of instructing the commu-
nity. He says that he has made the book  ̇והחד̇  וןיחד̇  כאלסראג  (≈ 

حذوه  يحذون كالسراج ) ‘as a lamp, the example of which they should 
imitate’. The community can become faṣīḥ not only by learning 
grammar in a systematic way through Kitāb faṣīḥ lughat al-ʿib-
rāniyyīn, but also by imitating the Hebrew style of Saadia himself 
in Sefer Ha-Galuy.71 This, of course, is consistent with the fact that 
Saadia wrote the entire book in biblical style. 

Whether writing a grammar book containing systematic in-
struction in Biblical Hebrew (e.g., Kitāb faṣīḥ lughat al-ʿibrāniyyīn) 
or composing poetry as a literary exemplar to be imitated (e.g., 
Sefer Ha-Galuy), then, Saadia frames his work as a response to 
اللغة  الأمة  نسيان ≈) נסיאן אלאמה̈ אללגה̈  ) ‘the nation forgetting the lan-
guage’. From an ideological perspective, all such work of Saadia 

 
71 According to Malter (1921, 269), one purpose of Sefer Ha-Galuy was 
that “it serve as a model of elegant Hebrew style.” 
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was motivated by the disappointment he experienced at seeing 
just how much the faṣīḥ of the language (i.e., biblical style) had 
been neglected among the nation. This ‘complaint tradition’ (see 
chapter 3, §§2.1.4–2.1.5) thus became the catalyst for his mission 
to restore al-faṣāḥa to the nation through his grammar book and 
other writings. 

2.1.2. Judah ben David Ḥayyūj (945–1000 CE) 

While we have treated the theme of a ‘complaint tradition’ in 
Saadia’s works most extensively, we also find evidence of this 
same phenomenon among other Hebrew grammarians. The pas-
sage from the introduction to Ḥayyūj’s (945–1000 CE) work on 
weak verbal morphology—though already treated above in part 
(see §1.1.2) due to its relevance for the performance contexts of 
Hebrew usage—is also relevant here. We thus address it now in 
its fuller context, breaking it into parts (Kitāb al-afʿāl ḏawāt ḥurūf 
al-līn, 1; Jastrow 1897): 

بانةُ  الكتاب هذا فى غَرضَِى داود  بن يحيى قال  والمدّ  اللين حروف عن ال 
 الناس من كثير عن امرُها خَفِىَ  فقد وتصاريفِها اأنحائها على التنبيهُ  العبرانيّة
 الفعال تتصرفّ كيف يدرون فلا غورها وبُعد معانيها ودقةّ واعتلالها للِينها
رِ  على واشعارهم خُطَبِهم   فى يستعملونها ما وكثيرا اللين حُرُوف ذوات  غَي 

 لصّوابٱ 
Yaḥyā ibn Dāwūd (i.e., Ḥayyūj) said, “My purpose (gharaḍī) 
in [writing] this book is to clarify the Hebrew weak and 
elongated letters (i.e., semivowels) and to call attention to 
their various forms and conjugations. The matter of [the 
conjugation of weak verbs] has been hidden from many of 
the people with respect to their weakness, defectiveness, 
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precise meanings, and the extent of their declivity, so that 
they do not know how weak verbs conjugate and they fre-
quently use them (yastaʿmilūnahā) in their speeches (fī 
ḫuṭabihim) and their poems (ašʿārihim) in an incorrect man-
ner (ʿalā ghayr al-ṣawāb).” 

Ḥayyūj begins this section by explicitly stating that his pur-
pose in writing his book was to clarify weak verbal morphology 
in response to the fact that people regularly misconjugate weak 
verbs in their speeches and poems. As was the case with Saadia, 
the impetus for writing a grammatical work was witnessing the 
corruption or neglect of pure and correct Hebrew among the 
masses. The grammatical treatise is thus meant to help the people 
recover the faṣāḥa of Hebrew, namely that which is consistent 
with biblical style and norms. He then goes on to cite some ex-
amples of such misconjugations in roughly contemporary compo-
sitions (Kitāb al-afʿāl ḏawāt ḥurūf al-līn, 1–2; Jastrow 1897): 

رَ  بها ويسلكون האדם הן נמצא  كلامه بعض فى قال كمن الحَقّ  سبيل غَي 

ר من بزعمه צְרוֹתוֹ اشتقّ  נודע טרם הבראו ומקודש טרם צְרוֹתוֹ רְתִי יָצ   יָצ 

عُر   ولم   لين حرف لمُها التى الفعال من ا ل يكون ل المصدر هذا  مثل بانّ  يَش 

 من بظنهّ לָעוּד اأخََذَ  מה לבני פרחח לָעוּד בנזם וחח ايضا وقال سنبينّ كما

דִי  וְעָדִית ה־נא גאון וגבהעֶֽ עְדֶה כליה עֲד   من ا لّ  يكون ل مثله انّ  ياأ به ولم ת 

تَاأ نفُِ  مما ذلك سيتضّح كما لين حرف عينُه فعل  شَر حَهُ  اأسَ 

And they use [weak verbs] in an improper way, like some-
one who said in one of his sayings (kalām), “Behold, the 
man was found—known—before he was created, and sanc-
tified before he was formed (ṣrōṯō),” in which he derived 
‘his forming (ṣrōṯō)’ by asserting that it was (the infinitive) 
of ‘he formed (yɔṣ̄ar), I formed (yɔṣ̄artī)’, yet was not aware 
that such an infinitive does not inflect as if it were from a 
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root whose third consonant is weak, as we will clarify 
[later]. [The same one] also said, “Why should the children 
of the buds adorn themselves (lɔ̄ʿūḏ) with brooches and ear-
rings?” taking ‘to adorn (lɔ̄ʿ ūḏ)’ as if it is from “and you 
shall adorn yourself with an ornament (v-ʿɔḏ̄īṯ ʿɛḏī)” (Ezek. 
23.40), “she shall put on (taʿdɛ) her ornaments” (Isa. 
61.10), and “adorn yourself (ʿaḏē) with majesty and exal-
tation!” (Job 40.10). But he was not sensitive to the fact 
that such verbs are not based on roots with a weak second 
radical, as will become clear from my upcoming exposition 
of the topic. 

In the first example, Ḥayyūj criticises the form ֹצְרוֹתו ṣrōṯō 
‘his forming’ as an improper formation of the infinitive of  ר  יָצ 
yɔṣ̄ar as if it were a III-y root instead of a I-y root. Presumably, 
though unattested in the Bible, the proper infinitive would be 
something like ֹיְצר yṣōr. In the second example, Ḥayyūj critiques 
the form לָעוּד lɔ̄ʿ ūḏ as an improper formation of the infinitive of 
-ʿɔḏ̄ɔ ̄as if it were a II-w root instead of a III-y root. Presuma עָדָה
bly, though also absent from the Bible, the ‘correct’ form would 
be something like עֲדוֹת -laʿaḏōṯ. Both examples identified as mis ל 
takes by Ḥayyūj are from the Maḥberet of the tenth-century An-
dalusian philologist and poet Menaḥem ben Saruq (ca 920–ca 
970 CE), who also happened to be Ḥayyūj’s teacher (Yahalom 
and Katsumata 2014, 104). Without quoting any authors specifi-
cally, Ḥayyūj then goes on to cite many examples of misconjuga-
tion of weak roots.  

It is significant to note, however, that such examples based 
on analogy actually have a long history in Hebrew, even within 
the Bible itself. Note how an analogy comparable to ֹיְצר yṣōr → 
וֹת ṣrōṯ is also found in the biblical example צְרוֹת  sfōṯ (from the סְפַ֥
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root y-s-p) ‘adding’ (Isa. 30.1). Similarly, an analogy comparable 
to עֲדוֹת ʿaḏōṯ → עוּד ʿūḏ is attested in the biblical form  לָבֽוּז׃ lɔv̄ūz 
(from the root b-z-y) ‘to be despised’ (Prov. 12.8). In light of such 
comparable analogies, Ḥayyūj’s insistence that the forms used by 
Menaḥem ben Saruq are ‘incorrect’ reflects the codification of a 
‘standard’ language with more regularity even than the Bible it-
self, even though what is ‘correct’ is presented as that which is 
consistent with the Bible. Moreover, it also ignores the fact that 
such forms could develop naturally or even artfully in a living 
and dynamic performance language, just as many comparable 
analogies occur in the piyyuṭim (Rand 2014, 158–59). Ḥayyūj 
may thus be correcting linguistic norms that developed naturally 
in a performance context and attempting to bring them more into 
conformity with a general systematised and regularised paradigm 
of ‘Biblical Hebrew’ morphology. 

Ḥayyūj goes on to lament the state of the language if such 
misconjugations are allowed. When the speaker can conjugate 
weak verbs اراد ما كيف  ‘however he wants’—presumably with 
some analogical basis—then the following occurs (Kitāb al-afʿāl 
ḏawāt ḥurūf al-līn, 2–3; Jastrow 1897): 

ربَُ   اللغة  اأبنية  حينئذ  فتنهدم  فاؤه  الذى  الفعل لِأنّ   اسوارها وتنهدّ   حدودُها  وَتخُ 
  التغيير   هذا   رايت  ولمّا...  وكذلك  لين  حرف  لمه  او  عينه  فعلا  يرجِع  لين  حرف
 الذى  الكتاب  هذا  وعونه  لهال  بتاأييد  فيها  وضعت  خاصّة  اللين  حروف  فى  الواقع
 وتصاريفها انحائَها فيه بيّنت

The structures of the language are thus demolished, its bor-
ders are laid waste, and its walls are collapsed, since a verb 
whose first root consonant is weak becomes a verb whose 
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second or third root consonant is weak, etc.... When I ob-
served such interchanges happening particularly with the 
weak consonants, I composed this book about it—with the 
help and support of God—in which I clarified their various 
forms and conjugations. 

As the passage continues, Ḥayyūj waxes poetic in his description 
of just how much destruction has befallen the language as a result 
of such a cavalier treatment of weak verbs among orators and 
poets. This constitutes an example of the ‘complaint tradition’ par 
excellence. And, once again, in response to the corruption of the 
language by the masses, Ḥayyūj decides to compose this book to 
clarify the proper conjugation of such forms. As already noted 
above, however, Ḥayyūj ‘clarifying’ the correct conjugation of 
such forms is actually Ḥayyūj himself attempting to institution-
alise what he believes should be the ‘standard’ form of the lan-
guage based on his own language ideology of what constitutes 
pure Hebrew. 

He goes on to explain his methods in determining what con-
stitutes a proper form to include in the book. By gathering all 
attested weak verbal forms in the Bible, he is able either to es-
tablish a ‘correct’ form based on attestation or to reconstruct it 
based on qiyās ‘systematic analogy’ to attested forms. The result 
of this scouring and extension of biblical data Ḥayyūj explains as 
follows (Kitāb al-afʿāl ḏawāt ḥurūf al-līn, 3; Jastrow 1897): 

 بالكتاب النتفاع من نويت ما فى واأب لَغَ  بيانه قصدت ما فى اأتََمَّ  ذلك ليكون

 الجيّد اللفظ من شىء ووصفِه ذلك حكاية فى حضرنى وما لهال شاء ا ن  
 ل مُت قَنِ ٱ الكلام  ونظام الفصيح
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...so that this will be the most comprehensive [version] of 
what I set out to clarify and the most eloquent (ablagh) of 
what I intended in terms of deriving benefit from the book 
(al-kitāb), if God wills it. And what has prepared me to 
make an account and description of this is something of 
good eloquent (faṣīḥ) diction and perfect order of speech 
(kalām)... 

According to Ḥayyūj, his book will comprehensively provide the 
reader with everything necessary to use weak verbs correctly and 
eloquently. As the passage continues, he goes on to describe the 
result of giving heed to his work, namely replicating the elo-
quence of the ‘ancient Hebrews’, which passage we have already 
quoted and discussed earlier in this volume (see chapter 4, 
§2.1.1). It should also be noted that Ḥayyūj feels the need to es-
tablish his own credentials. He is equipped to determine the cor-
rect forms of weak verbs because he himself has already achieved 
something of eloquence with respect to correct Hebrew. By first 
critiquing the Hebrew of others and subsequently setting himself 
up as an authority fit to determine proper forms, he both furthers 
the complaint tradition and (implicitly) encourages his readers to 
enregister the form of Hebrew he is codifying as faṣīḥ. 

2.1.3. David ben Abraham al-Fāsī (10th c. CE) 

David ben Abraham al-Fāsī (10th c. CE) also seems to view the 
composition of his lexicon against the backdrop of the deteriora-
tion of Hebrew among the masses. When discussing his methods 
and motivations for writing his lexicon, he writes the following 
(Skoss 1936–1945, I:1): 
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פראית אסיר סירה̈ מן תקדמני פי ד̇לך ואקצד קצדהם ומאכ̇ד̇הם כ̇אצה̈ 

פי מעני אלתרתיב ואלנסק ואן כ̇אלפת אלעבארה̈ פי בעץ̇ מא חכוה פלא 

אד̇ לם תזאל אלעלמא מכ̇תלפין מן חית̇ קד פאתתנא לגתנא ונחן גיר  ّצ̇ר

קת מסתעמלין אלפאט̇הא פאנדרסת חיניד̇ ובעדת אגראצ̇הא ואסתגר

 72מעאניהא

I saw fit to follow in the footsteps of those who have gone 
before me in this and to pursue their purpose and method, 
especially with respect to the meaning of arrangement and 
order. And if the expression differs among some of those 
who have reported it, then [it must be said] that there is 
no harm if scholars remain divided with respect to how our 
language has come down to us, especially when we our-
selves are unable to use its words, since otherwise it would 
be wiped out (indarasat), its usages would become remote 
(baʿudat), and its meanings would be buried (istaghraqat). 

Al-Fāsī appears to exhibit somewhat more humility in his 
attitude towards the language and its grammar than Saadia or 
Ḥayyūj. He acknowledges, first of all, that he is following in the 
footsteps of previous grammarians and lexicographers. There are 
thus cases where various scholars exhibit disagreement with re-
spect to a particular Hebrew word. Nevertheless, rather than 
abandon the work or set himself up as the sole authority on a 
particular matter, he allows for variance of opinion—a common 

 
 فراأيت اأسير سيرة من تقدمني في ذلك واأقصد قصدهم وماأخذهم خاصة في معنى ≈ 72

 مختلفين  العلماء تزال لم ا ذ  ضرّ  فلا حكوه ما بعض في العبارة خالفت وا ن والنسق الترتيب
 اأغراضها وبعدت حينئذ فاندرست األفاظها مستعملين غير ونحن لغتنا فاتتنا قد حيث من

معانيها واستغرقت . 
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feature of Karaite thought during this period—since the most im-
portant thing is to provide resources for keeping knowledge of 
Hebrew alive in the community. 

What al-Fāsī is essentially saying here is that even though 
there may not be a consensus among scholars regarding certain 
words, the need to restore proper Hebrew is so dire—the people 
(including himself) are not really using the language at this 
point—that it is far more important to address the urgent need 
and to supply the people with some kind of guidance than to have 
the language be lost. Without at least making some attempt to 
restore Hebrew proficiency, the language would be wiped out 
 ≈ בעדת) its usages would become remote ,(اندرست  ≈ אנדרסת)
 .(استغرقت  ≈ אסתגרקת) and its meanings would be buried ,(بعدت

On this point, it is significant that he does not ‘other’ the 
community who has neglected the language in the way that Saa-
dia and Ḥayyūj do. Rather, he includes himself in those neglect-
ing the language by noting that scholarly caution is irrelevant 
and unnecessary مستعملين  غير  ونحن ≈) ונחן גיר מסתעמלין אלפאט̇הא  
 while we ourselves are unable to use its words’. Indeed, as‘ (األفاظها
Milroy points out, the ‘complaint tradition’ is not limited to those 
whose voices are considered authoritative on language. It is also 
often found among language users who regard themselves as part 
of the community neglecting the language (see chapter 3, §§2.1.4–
2.1.5). This likely shows just how far such an ideology has pene-
trated into the community, which serves to further solidify the 
canonicity of the ‘standard’ language outside of everyday speech 
and colloquial language. 
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Al-Fāsī’s more modest posture towards his own linguistic 
proficiency can also be seen in his apologetic for his authorship 
of his lexicon (Skoss 1936–1945, I:1–2): 

פנבתדי במא אועדנא בה מן תאליף הד̇א אלכתאב וד̇כר כל מא תצ̇מנתה 

אבואבה מן לגה̈ אלעבראניה̈ ושרח גואמצ̇הא ואיצ̇אח  תהَמעאניה ואחו

]פי גפלאתהא חסב אלטאקה̈ ואלג̇הד מע מא אני ענד רוחי אקל מחל 

תקדמי עלי  ّאלרפ[קה̈ ואנזל דרג̇ה̈ מן אן אתקדם עלי תרג̇מה̈ אללגה̈ ואן

ד̇לך פממא דעת אלצ̇רורה̈ אלי מת̇לי לא ען קוה̈ אג̇דהא פוק אהל זמאני 

אלי אלתעלים מן אן   ג̇ َבצ̇עף עלמי ואני לאחו ّ קרُבל מעתרף אנא בנקצי ומ

סב מא קד עלמה גירי ולכן מן וג̇ה אלסיאסה̈ אן ירסם אל]קא[ר ח םّאעל

 73ליכון מוג̇ודא ללקאצד אלנט̇ר פיה

We shall begin with what we have promised with respect 
to composing this book, mentioning whatever of its mean-
ings and chapters comprise it with respect to the Hebrew 
language, interpreting its riddles, and clarifying its ne-
glected areas according to the energy and effort [that lie 
within me]. [And this I will do], even though I strongly 
feel that I deserve the lowest place among the company (of 
grammarians, lexicographers, etc.) and am of too low of a 
rank to be worthy of taking up the task of interpreting and 
explaining the language. That someone like me should 
even take up this task is merely due to the fact that neces-
sity (al-ḍarūra) requires it; it is not at all due to any 

 
 فنبتدئ بما اأوعدنا به من تاأليف هذا  الكتاب وذكر كل ما تضمنته معانيه واأحوَته اأبوابه ≈ 73

 روحي  عند  اأني  ما  مع  والجهد  الطاقة  حسب  غفلاتها  وا يضاح  غوامضها  وشرح  العبرانية  لغة  من
 فمما ذلك على تقدمي واأنّ  اللغة ترجمة على اأتقدم اأن من درجة واأنزل الرفقة في محل اأقل

 بضعف  ومُقرّ   بنقصي اأنا معترف  بل  زماني  اأهل فوق  اأجدها  قوة  عن  ل  مثلي  ا لى  الضرورة دعت
القارئ)؟( يرسم اأن السياسة وجه من ولكن غيري اأعلمّ اأن من التعليم ا لى لأحوَج واأني علمي  

فيه النظر للقاصد موجودا  ليكون علمه قد ما حسب . 
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strength I find in myself above my contemporaries (ahl 
zamānī). Rather, I readily acknowledge my own lack and 
accept the weakness of my own knowledge and that I am 
in greater need of instruction than of teaching someone 
else. Nevertheless, for reasons of expediency, the reader/ 

writer/artist(?) should sketch according to what he already 
knows so that it will be present for the one who wants to 
look at it. 

Even though this passage is clearly written within the 
framework of a ‘complaint tradition’, its tone starkly contrasts 
with that of Saadia and Ḥayyūj. Al-Fāsī is careful to point out to 
his readers that even he is not among the most exemplary of lan-
guage users. Ironically, however, it is this modesty that more 
prominently reinforces the standard language ideology and the 
conviction that the canonical form of the language has been ne-
glected among the masses. If even a prominent lexicographer like 
al-Fāsī does not know the language sufficiently, then surely the 
state of Hebrew knowledge among the community is in dire 
straits. The fact that al-Fāsī, unworthy in his own eyes, neverthe-
less endeavours to compose his lexicon underscores just how 
powerfully the need was felt. The way in which he frames this 
need, in turn, serves to elevate the value of Hebrew proficiency 
among the community. 

2.2. Comparison with the Arabic Tradition 

The idea that pure and correct language had been neglected or 
corrupted among the masses, as comports with the ‘complaint 
tradition’, is also quite prevalent among the Arabic grammarians. 
Moreover, as Brustad (2016, 154) has demonstrated, from an ide-
ological perspective, some of the Arabic grammarians frame the 
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emergence of grammar as a response to this deterioration of the 
language among the masses. 

2.2.1. Ibn Sallām al-Jumaḥī (d. 845/846 CE) 

Ibn Sallām al-Jumaḥī (d. 845/846 CE), for example, when dis-
cussing the history of the Arabic language and the Baṣran gram-
marians in his book about poets (Ṭabaqāt fuḥūl al-šuʿarāʾ; Ibrāhīm 
2001, 1.29), writes the following about Abū al-Aswad al-Duʾalī 
(d. 688/689 CE):74 

مة العربيّة  في البصرة لأهل وكان و قد   وكان عناية والغريب العرب وبلُِغات بالنَّح 

َ   اأبو  قياسها  ووضع  سبيلها  واأنَ هَج  بابَها  وفَتَح  العربيّة  اأسّس  من  اأوّلَ  وَدِ الأ  الدُؤَليِ    س 

 علويَِّ  وكان البصرة اأهل رجل وكان جندل بن سفيان بن عمرو بن ظالم وهو

 فكان السليقية فغلبت   العرب كلامُ  اضطرب حين ذاك قال وا نمّا ...الرّاأي  

 الجرّ  وحروفِ  والمضافِ  والمفعولِ  الفاعلِ  بابَ  فوضع يَل حَنون الناس سراةُ 

بِ  والرَّف عِ  مِ  والنَّص   والجَز 

The Baṣrans have chronological preeminence in the 
ʿarabiyya with respect to grammar (naḥw), the dialects of 
the Arabs (lughāt al-ʿarab), and less-attended-to rare forms 
(al-gharīb ʿināyat-an). The first one who founded (assasa) 
the ʿarabiyya, pioneered its treatment as a subject (fataḥa 
bābaha), traced its path (anhaja sabīlahā), and codified its 
rules (waḍaʿa qiyāsahā) was Abū al-Aswad al-Duʾalī, that is 
Ẓālim ibn ʿAmr ibn Sufyān ibn Jandal. Now he was a 
Baṣran man of superior intelligence.... [Al-Duʾalī did all 

 
74 Portions of this passage are mentioned in Brustad (2016, 154). 
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this]75 when the speech of the Arabs (kalām al-ʿarab) be-
came disturbed (iḍṭaraba) and native speech (al-salīqiyya) 
took over. The leaders of the people were committing 
grammatical errors, so he composed a chapter on the 
‘agent’ (al-fāʿil), the ‘patient’ (al-mafʿūl), the bound form in 
an iḍāfa construction (al-muḍāf), prepositions (ḥurūf al-
jarr), the nominative (al-rafʿ), the accusative (al-naṣb), and 
the shortened prefix conjugation (al-jazm). 

In this passage, Ibn Sallām credits Abū al-Aswad al-Duʾalī 
(d. 688/689 CE) with founding the Arabic grammatical tradition, 
at least with respect to its written codification. What is most sig-
nificant from an ideological perspective, however, is that the 
“emergence of grammar” came about when العرب كلام اضطرب  ‘the 
speech of the Arabs became disturbed’ (Brustad 2016, 154). As a 
result of this disturbance in the transmission of the ʿarabiyya—
quite plausibly the elevated performance register of the Arabic 
language—and its corpus, غلبت السليقية ‘native speech took over’.76 

 
75 Lit.: ‘And this he said...’. Although the syntax is odd here, it is more 
clear in the formulation of al-Zubaydī (d. 989 CE) in his Ṭabaqāt al-
naḥwiyyīn wa-l-lughawiyyīn (Ibrāhīm 1973, 21): العربية، اأسس من اأول وهو  

العرب كلام اضطرب حين وذلك قياسها؛ ووضع سبُلَها، ونهج  ‘and [al-Duʾalī] was 
the first who founded the ʿarabiyya, traced its paths, and codified its 
rules, and this when kalām al-ʿarab became disturbed’. 
76 Further support for the idea that the ʿarabiyya and its corpus had to 
be transmitted faithfully is found in a passage in al-Fārābī (d. 950 CE) 
in which he discusses اللغة  وا نقل  الذين  ‘those who transmitted the language’ 

and العربي واللسان اللغةنقل  الذي  ‘those who transmitted the language, that 
is the Arabic language’ (see §3.2.2). 
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The term salīqiyya has a number of nuances with respect to 
speech. Its connotations include not only that which is natural 
dialectally but also that which is free from elements acquired 
through learning, perhaps such as certain aspects of iʿrāb (Lane 
1863–1893). This brought about a situation in which سراة  كان  

يلحنون الناس  ‘the leaders of the people were committing grammat-
ical errors’ (Brustad 2016, 154). Consistent with the ‘complaint 
tradition’, then, the initial codification of grammar is ideologi-
cally framed as a response to the prevalence of linguistic errors 
among the masses. It is worth noting, however, that the disturb-
ance of kalām al-ʿarab is blamed specifically on the people’s pre-
occupation with the wars of conquest later in Ibn Sallām’s work 
(Ibrāhīm 2001, 1.34; Brustad 2016, 154). 

2.2.2. al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 868/869 CE) 
The complaint tradition is also quite clearly exemplified in al-
Jāḥiẓ’s (d. 868/869 CE) Al-bayān wa-l-tabyīn. After recounting 
the fact that some have gotten used to  خطاأ ‘error’ and  العلوج  كلام  
‘coarse speech’ in Arabic, he writes the following (1.162; Haroun 
1998): 

فمن زعم اأنَّ البلاغةَ اأن يكون السامعُ يفهمُ معنى القائلِ، جعل الفصاحةَ 
رب، كله  بانة، والملحونَ والمُع  غلاق وال ِ َ والصّوابَ، وال ِ والل كنة، والخطاأ

 سواءً، وكلَّه بياناً 
So he who claims that eloquence (al-balāgha) is [merely] 
about the hearer being able to understand the meaning of 
the speaker has thus regarded eloquence (al-faṣāḥa) as 
equivalent to improper speech (al-lukna), error (al-ḫaṭaʾ) 
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as equivalent to correctness (al-ṣawāb), obscurity as equiv-
alent to clarity, ungrammaticality (al-malḥūn) as equiva-
lent to proper speech (al-muʿrab), and all of it alike as ele-
gant expression (bayān). 

This comment occurs within the context of a longer passage in 
which al-Jāḥiẓ cites a number of grammatical errors made by the 
people. This particular instantiation of the complaint tradition is 
also part of a larger discourse in al-Jāḥiẓ that endeavours to ele-
vate the Arabic spoken in Arabia, and especially that of the pe-
riod of Muhammad. However, despite his complaints about the 
error-ridden speech of the people, because al-Jāḥiẓ presents the 
locus of pure Arabic among the Bedouin of the desert, especially 
those of the past, his readers are left without any direct access to 
those who could improve their ineloquence. As a result, they 
have to trust al-Jāḥiẓ to instruct them, since he has put in the 
work to acquire competence in proper Arabic speech (Webb 
2016, 299–301). Naturally, this ties into the ‘fieldwork topos’ ex-
amined earlier (see chapter 4, §3.2.3). 

2.2.3. Laḥn al-ʿāmma Genre 

Also relevant here as a particular instantiation of the complaint 
tradition is the genre known as laḥn al-ʿāmma ‘solecisms (i.e., 
grammatical errors) of the lower classes’, which came about as 
standard language ideology became more embedded in the cul-
ture. In fact, Brustad (2017, 50) argues that the complaint tradi-
tion had become so entrenched in Arabic that it may be regarded 
as a ‘complaint genre’. 

The laḥn al-ʿāmma genre generally consists of an opposition 
between what al-ʿāmma say as opposed to what should be said, 
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with the former often being introduced by phrases like تقول ‘you 
say...’ or يقولون ‘they say...’ and the latter being introduced by 
phrases like والصواب ‘whereas the norm/correct form is...’. In 
other cases, the correct form is introduced by  تقول ‘you shall 
say...’, whereas the incorrect form is introduced by  تقول ل  ‘you 
shall not say...’ (Pellat 2012). In still other cases, the incorrect 
form might also be introduced by يقال ل  ‘shall not be said...’. 

Note the following example contrasting two ways of ex-
pressing the patient of an action—prepositional phrases vs object 
suffixes on a verb—in the work Kitāb mā talḥan fīhi al-ʿāmma/al-
ʿawāmm (Abdel-Tawāb 1982, 102–03), attributed to al-Kisāʾī (d. 
804/805 CE), though some dispute this attribution (see Pellat 
2012): 

ونصحتكُ. وقد نصح : شكرتكُ  يقالونصحتُ لك. ول    ،وتقول: شكرتُ لك
كُر  لىِ وَلَوالدَِي ك«وشكر له. هذا كلام العرب. قال الل ه تعالى:    ،فلان لفلان  »اش 

You shall say, ‘I thanked you (šakartu laka)’ and ‘I coun-
selled you (naṣaḥtu laka)’, but [the following] shall not  
be said: ‘I thanked you (šakartuka)’ or ‘I counselled you 
(naṣaḥtuka)’. And ‘so-and-so counselled so-and-so (naṣaha 
li-fulān)’ and ‘thanked him (šakara lahu)’. This is kalām al-
ʿarab. God the Exalted One said, “Be thankful to me (uškur 
lī) and to your parents” (Luqman [31.14]). 

Presumably, those portions introduced by يقال ل  ‘shall not be 
said...’ are based on expressions current among the speech of al-
ʿāmma/al-ʿawāmm, whoever they might have been, whereas 
those portions introduced by تقول ‘you shall say...’ reflect the pre-
scriptions of the grammarians, which are described as being con-
sistent with kalām al-ʿarab. As a whole, then, the laḥn al-ʿāmma 
genre points to a belief that the proper form of the language has 
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been neglected among the masses, who thus require instruction 
from linguistic authorities to recover it. 

It may be that the laḥn al-ʿāmma genre was meant to help 
speakers correct the sorts of mistakes that they would make in 
oral performances. This may be indicated by the categories of 
laḥn treated by Ibn al-Sikkīt (d. 857/858 CE) in his Iṣlāḥ al-manṭiq 
‘Benefitting Pronunciation’, where he treats semantic oppositions 
between homographic patterns like faʿl vs fiʿl (= فعل), fiʿl vs fuʿl 
 etc. These are the sorts of errors one might make if they ,(فعل =)
only learned such words through reading or if there was regional 
variation in the nominal patterns of such words (Brustad 2010). 

2.3. Analysis 

In both the Hebrew and Arabic grammatical traditions, the com-
position of grammatical works—or its initial emergence as a dis-
cipline—is ideologically cast as a response to the deterioration of 
proper language use among the masses. In particular, witnessing 
grammatical mistakes by those engaging in the (performance) 
language—or complete neglect of it—is often what motivates the 
grammarian to compose his grammatical work. Ḥayyūj, for ex-
ample, states that those delivering speeches and composing po-
etry misconjugate weak verbs. Saadia laments the nation’s nisyān 
‘forgetting’ of the language. Al-Fāsī acknowledges that proper 
Hebrew has been neglected to such an extent that the community 
(including himself) no longer even uses its words. He himself falls 
short of linguistic proficiency. In the Arabic tradition, this is par-
alleled by Ibn Sallām’s report that kalām al-ʿarab became dis-
turbed and neglected during the Islamic conquests. As a result, 
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even the leaders of the people were making grammatical mis-
takes. We might also note that the nature and content of Ḥayyūj’s 
treatise, namely pointing out morphological ‘errors’ and provid-
ing the ‘correct’ forms, is reminiscent of the sorts of تقول ل  ‘you 
shall not say...’ vs تقول ‘you shall say...’ oppositions found in the 
laḥn al-ʿāmma genre of the Arabic tradition. The identification of 
speech errors is also found in al-Jāḥiẓ’s Al-bayān wa-l-tabyīn. 

In all of these cases, then, it becomes the hope of the gram-
marian that providing the people with grammatical resources 
will encourage a ‘return’ to linguistic proficiency in the pure lan-
guage. In both Saadia and Ḥayyūj, it is believed that attending to 
their works will lead their readers to become faṣīḥ in the language 
like their biblical ancestors. Al-Fāsī, more modestly, is just trying 
to prevent the language from being wiped out entirely. Abū al-
Aswad al-Duʾalī very practically begins with an exposition of var-
ious grammatical features (e.g., ‘agent’, ‘patient’, case system), 
presumably to encourage proper usage. 

These trends in both traditions continue multiple themes of 
a standard language ideology, especially that of the ‘complaint 
tradition’ (see chapter 3, §§2.1.4–2.1.5). Critiquing the commu-
nity for linguistic mistakes also upholds the belief that there are 
‘correct’ and ‘incorrect’ forms of the language apart from any ref-
erence to mutual intelligibility or functionality (see chapter 3, 
§2.1.3). This is especially clear in Ḥayyūj’s critique of ‘misconju-
gating’ weak verbs in speeches and poems. Moreover, the fact 
that grief at the community’s linguistic failures is often expressed 
in relation to their ‘forgetting’ or ‘losing’ the language, which was 
better known in earlier times, also serves to underscore the idea 
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that the language is a cultural possession (see chapter 3, §2.1.1), 
even if the people have not treated it with the value it deserves. 
Finally, that the complaint tradition served as the catalyst for the 
composition of grammatical treatises also feeds into other ele-
ments of a standard language ideology. In particular, composing 
a grammar institutionalises and/or serves to maintain the stand-
ard canonical language (see chapter 3, §2.1.6). Depending on 
how the work of grammar is presented in relation to various cul-
tural values—especially with respect to its author and its codico-
logical format—it may also encourage readers to enregister the 
linguistic features described therein to a particular variety or reg-
ister (chapter 3, §2.2). 

3.0. Blaming Foreign Languages: ْ قرأءتهم تََنََبَّطَت   

With all the ‘complaining’ of the grammarians about the linguis-
tic deficiencies of the masses—and how they ‘forgot’ the lan-
guage—one of their contemporaries might wonder why this hap-
pened in the first place. If this was not always the case, what 
caused the Hebrew linguistic abilities of the masses to decline so 
precipitously? At least at some point in the history of both gram-
matical traditions, the influx of foreigners and/or foreign lan-
guages are blamed for the decline of proficiency in the standard 
language among the people. What is particularly interesting in 
each tradition, however, is how grammarians of different times 
and/or cultural contexts hold different views on this matter. In 
some cases, certain societal changes that took place over time 
might have given rise to such a negative attitude towards foreign-
ers and/or foreign languages. In other cases, different cultural 
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settings might have led to differing views among contemporaries. 
In any event, a negative attitude towards foreign languages does 
not appear to have been a universally held ideology throughout 
the histories of each tradition. Nevertheless, when it is found, the 
parallels between its instantiation in the Hebrew and Arabic 
grammatical traditions are striking. 

3.1. Hebrew Grammarians 

Blaming foreign languages, especially Aramaic and Arabic, for 
the decline of proper Hebrew among the people is a common 
theme among Hebrew grammarians like Saadia and al-Qirqisānī. 
Other grammarians like Ibn Qurayš, however, have a much more 
positive view of foreign languages like Aramaic and Arabic and 
their value for understanding Biblical Hebrew. 

3.1.1. Saadia Gaon (882–942 CE) 

As we noted in the preceding section (see §2.1.1), Saadia believed 
that if al-umma ‘the nation’ and its youth would read and study 
his grammar book, they would become faṣīḥ in the Hebrew lan-
guage; thus, the prophetic verse from Isaiah (32.4) would be ful-
filled. The Hebrew text of Isaiah 32.4 reads  ַ֥ ת לָדָָ֑  ין יָבִִ֣  יםנִמְהָרִִ֖  ב וּלְב  ע   

ִ֖   יםעִלְגִִ֔   וֹןוּלְשִ֣  ה  ַ֥   ר תְמ  ב  צָחֽוֹת׃  רלְד   ‘And the heart of the hasty will under-
stand knowledge, and the tongue of the stammerers will hasten 
to speak ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ’. Although we called attention earlier to the signif-
icance of this verse for Saadia’s language ideology—especially as 
it relates to ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ and faṣāḥa—we left Saadia’s particularly inter-
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esting translation choice for the Hebrew word עִלְגִים ʿillḡīm ‘stam-
merers’ in his Tafsīr without further comment; his full translation 
of the verse reads as follows (Derenbourg 1896, 47): 

ן תפהם אלמערפה̈ ואלסן אלעג̇ם תסרע בכלאם וקלוב אלבלדי

 77אלפצאחה̈ 
And the hearts of the stupid will understand knowledge 
and the tongues of foreigners (ʿajam) will hasten to speak 
al-faṣāḥa. 

In the Hebrew, the flow of the text is such that those who are to 
speak ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ are the very ones who would never be expected to 
speak ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ, namely ‘stammerers’. This characteristic reversal of 
norms is a recurring theme in the prophecies of Isaiah 32. In Saa-
dia’s Tafsīr, however, the Hebrew word עִלְגִים ʿillḡīm is not ren-
dered as ‘stammerers’ but rather as  ̇םאלעג  .’foreigners‘ (العجم ≈) 
Had Saadia wanted to indicate ‘stammerers’ more transparently, 
he might have used a lexeme like  األكن ‘stammerer’.78 Interest-
ingly, this interpretation is not unique to Saadia, but precisely 
what al-Fāsī has in his dictionary entry for עלגים ʿLGYM (Skoss 
1936–1945, II:399).79 Both Saadia and al-Fāsī, then, see in this 

 
 .وقلوب البلدين تفهم المعرفة واألسن العجم تسرع بكلام الفصاحة ≈ 77
78 Note that, due to his Persian background, Sībawayh himself was 
called األكن ‘a stammerer’ by ʾAbū Mūsā al-Ḥāmiḍ (d. 918 CE) and اأعجم 

يفصح  ل  ‘a non-Arab who does not [speak Arabic] eloquently’ by al-Farrāʾ 
(d. 822/823 CE; Marogy 2010a, 6–7). 
79 It is possible, however, that this interpretation might be influenced 
by Isa. 28.11, to which al-Fāsī compares this verse. 
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verse from Isaiah a contrast between al-ʿajam ‘foreigners’ and 
those who can speak faṣāḥa. 

It is worth mentioning here that earlier translation tradi-
tions were all consistent in translating the word עלגים ʿLGYM as 
something along the lines of ‘stammerers’.80 Therefore, it seems 
that Saadia may be reading into this verse something of the wider 
ideological world that he is a part of in which foreigners, rather 
than mere ‘stammerers’, are considered the opposite of one who 
speaks faṣāḥa. Saadia’s translation in his Tafsīr thus provides us 
with an example of how language ideology does not just affect 
the way one understands an abstract concept of language itself, 
but also how one understands meaning within a language. 

The fact that Saadia makes such a strong connection be-
tween this prophetic verse (Isa. 32.4) and the outcome of his mis-
sion—alongside his poignant translation of ʿillḡīm as ‘foreign-
ers’—ought to raise a number of questions for us. If Saadia’s goal 
was that the ʿ illḡīm ‘stammerers’ or ʿ ajam ‘foreigners’ would speak 
faṣāḥa, who were they? Based on the passage from Sefer Ha-Galuy 
in which he connects his mission to this verse (see §2.1.1), it 
seems that Saadia regarded the Jewish umma itself as the ʿillḡīm 
who, after studying his grammatical works, would fulfil the 
prophecy and speak the faṣāḥa of the language they had formerly 
‘forgotten’. If this is the case, how did the nation as a whole lose 
proficiency in a language they once knew? Moreover, does Saa-

 
80 The Greek LXX has αἱ γλῶσσαι αἱ ψελλίζουσαι ‘the stuttering tongues’, 
the Latin Vulgate has lingua balborum ‘the tongue of stammerers’, and 
the Syriac Peshitta has ܕܠܥܓܐ ܠܫܢܐ  ‘the tongue of stutterers’. 
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dia’s translation of Isaiah 32.4 in his Tafsīr imply that he associ-
ated the ineloquent Jewish nation itself with al‑ʿajam ‘foreign-
ers’? 

 We may find greater insight into the answers to these ques-
tions from the portion of the Arabic introduction to Sefer Ha- 
Galuy immediately preceding the passage (see §2.1.1) in which 
Saadia references this verse from Isaiah (Harkavy 1891, 154–57; 
Malter 1913, 493, 498): 

אבואב אלעאמה̈ פהי שאמלה̈ לג̇מיע אלכתאב אלאול  אלת̇ל]א[ת̇ ואמא 

מד̇ גלבת  ראיתה]א[מנהא תעלים אלאמה̈ פציח כלאם אלעבראני לאני 

עליהא אללגה̈ אלערביה̈ ואלנבטיה̈ בל אלדני מנהמא אנסוהא לגתהא 

 81אלפציחה̈ וכלאמהא אלבדיע
With respect to the three general parts, they comprise the 
entire book. The first of them is teaching the nation the 
faṣīḥ of the Hebrew idiom (kalām al-ʿibrānī), since I per-
ceived it (i.e., the nation) [in such a state] that ever since 
the Arabic and Nabatean languages, particularly the infe-
rior of the two, had prevailed over it (i.e., the nation), they 
caused [the nation] to forget their clear language (lughatahā 
al-faṣīḥa) and their wonderful idiom (kalāmahā al-badīʿ). 

Although we read earlier that Saadia was grieved at the 
nation’s ‘forgetting’ the language (see §2.1.1), we were left won-
dering why or how Saadia believed such ‘forgetting’ came about 
in the first place. In this passage Saadia makes clear that the for-
getting was not merely due to time or neglect but actually caused 

 
كلام   واأما  الثلاث  اأبواب  العامة  فهي  شاملة  لجميع  الكتاب  الأول  منها  تعليم  الأمة  فصيح ≈ 81

 لغتها اأنسوها منهما الدني بل والنبطية العربية اللغة عليها غلبت مذ راأيتها لأني العبراني
البديع وكلامها الفصيحة . 
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by the predominance of foreign languages. According to Saadia, 
it was Arabic and Aramaic82 that (اأنسوها ≈) אנסוהא ‘caused [the 
nation] to forget’. From an ideological perspective, blaming for-
eign languages for the deterioration of the standard language 
among the people is one way of bolstering group identity and its 
association with the standard language (see chapter 3, §2.1.2). 

On this point, it is worth noting that, even though the peo-
ple have forgotten their language and are not proficient in it, Saa-
dia can still refer to it as  ̈الفصيحة لغتها ≈) לגתהא אלפציחה ) ‘their 
eloquent language’ and אלבדיע   כלאמהא البديع  كلامها ≈)  ) ‘their won-
derful idiom’. Note also how the term كلام  ≈) כלאם אלעבראני 
 is reminiscent of the term used in the Arabic grammatical (العبراني
tradition to refer to the corpus of the standard (performance) lan-
guage (see chapter 4, §2.2). All this points strongly to the idea 
that Biblical Hebrew is a wonderful cultural possession of the 
people (see chapter 3, §§2.1.1–2.1.3), even if the influx of foreign 
languages, such as Arabic and Aramaic, has made them forget it. 

This assertion about the influence of foreign languages, 
however, also raises questions about Saadia’s view of the linguis-
tic history of Hebrew. We have already established that a phrase 
like lugha faṣīḥa is not just referring to Hebrew in general, but 
specifically to the Hebrew characteristic of the Bible. Therefore, 
we may ask a few important questions: If the Jewish community 
had already forgotten Biblical Hebrew in Saadia’s day, what sort 

 
82 Malter (1921, 271) argues that ‘Nabatean’ is referring to Aramaic 
here. Nabatean referring to Aramaic in Saadia’s writings is also acknow-
ledged by Maman (2004, 178). 
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of competence did he imagine that they had before Arabic and 
Aramaic caused them to lose it? Further, how widespread had 
this competence been among the people? Finally, how far back 
in time do we have to go to find a Jewish nation that exemplified 
such competence? 

While not all of these questions may be answered com-
pletely, the beginning of Saadia’s Sefer Ha-Egron provides a par-
tial answer. As we noted earlier (chapter 4, §1.1.1), after the Ar-
abic introduction, the Hebrew of Sefer Ha-Egron begins with a 
short poetic account of the history of Hebrew from creation. 
Though the world began with just one holy language, the earth 
was subsequently split, and each people came to have their own 
language, with Hebrew belonging to the sons of ʿEber. Saadia 
continues by explaining that when the people came out of Egypt, 
God addressed them with  י צָחוֹת דִבְר   divrē ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ ‘eloquent/clear 
words’, which became an inheritance for them throughout their 
generations. Indeed, Hebrew was the language of their kings as 
they commanded tasks, the language of the priests and the Le-
vites as they sang songs in the temple, the language of the proph-
ets as they expressed their visions, and the language of the 
princes as they spoke wisdom.83 

This golden age of speaking ṣɔḥ̄ōṯ was brought to an end, 
however, when the Temple was destroyed and the people were 
exiled to Babylon. It is at this point in Saadia’s narrative history 

 
83 For Saadia’s poetic recounting of the history of Hebrew at the begin-
ning of Sefer Ha-Egron, see Harkavy (1891, 52–55). 
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that we begin to find answers to our questions concerning Saa-
dia’s belief about how and when foreign languages brought about 
the ‘forgetting’ of Hebrew (Harkavy 1891, 54–55): 

רְבוֹת עִיר־ ת שָנָה לְח  ח  אָה וְא  ת מ  ינוּ הֲחִילוֹנוּ לִטּוֹש לְשוֹן בִשְנ  דֶשאֱלֹה  קָֹ֑  ה 

ר־ כ  י נ  מ  ר בִלְשוֹנוֹת ע  פ  רֶץוּלְס  י    הָאָָ֑ י מְלָךְ־מֶלֶךְ לִבְנ  ָֽן׃שָלוֹש שָנִים לִפְנ  י   יָוָֽ בִימ 

פֶחָה וְכָל־ מְיָהוּ ה  יונְח  תָָ֑ ר לוֹ    מ  יִח  שְדוֹדִית ו  בְרִים א  ררָאֹה רָאָנוּ מְד  יִגְע  בָעָם  ו 

יָרֶב  ם׃ו   84בָֽ

In the one hundred and first year after the destruction of 
the city of our God, we began to abandon the Holy Lan-
guage and to converse in the languages of the foreign peo-
ples of the land, three years before a king of the Greeks 
reigned. In the days of Nehemiah the governor and all his 
men, he plainly beheld us speaking in Ashdodite! He be-
came angry, rebuked the people, and contended with 
them. 

Saadia, of course, is alluding to a particular passage in the 
biblical book of Nehemiah, in which Nehemiah sees that the peo-
ple have married foreign wives and rebukes them for it (13.23–
25a): 

ִ֣ם ׀ ב   יבוּ נָשִים֙ אשדודיות )ק׳ ג  יְהוּדִים֙ הֹשִֵ֗ יתִי אֶת־ה  ם רָאִִ֤ ים הָה ֵ֗ יָמִִ֣

ית  שְדוֹדִִ֔ ר א  ִ֣ ב  ם חֲצִי֙ מְד  יהֵֶ֗ וֹת( מוֹאֲבִיֽוֹת׃ וּבְנ  נִיִ֖ מֳּ וֹת( עמוניות )ק׳ ע  דִיִ֔ שְדֳּ א 

ם׃ וָאָ  ם וָעָֽ ַ֥ וֹן ע  ית וְכִלְשִ֖ ר יְהוּדִָ֑ ִ֣ ב  ים לְד  כִירִִ֖ ינַָ֥ם מ  םוְא  לְל ִ֔ ֽ יב עִמָם֙ וָאֲֲק   רִִ֤
Also in those days I saw the Jews who had taken Ashdod-
ite, Ammonite, and Moabite women as wives to live with 
them. As for their children, half of them speak Ashdodite 
and do not know how to speak Judahite! And the same 

 
84 bi-šnaṯ mēʾɔ ̄ v-ʾaḥaṯ šɔn̄ɔ ̄ l-ḥarvōṯ ʿīr ʾɛlōhēnū haḥīlōnū liṭṭōš lšōn haq-
qoḏɛš u-lsappēr bi-lšōnōṯ ʿammē nēḵar hɔ-̄ʾɔr̄ɛṣ šɔl̄ōš šɔn̄īm lifnē mlɔḵ mɛlɛḵ 
li-vnē yɔv̄ɔn̄. b-īmē nḥamyɔh̄ū hap-pɛḥɔ ̄v-ḵɔl mēṯɔv̄ rɔ̄ʾ ō rɔ̄ʾ ɔn̄ū mḏabbrīm 
ʾašdōḏīṯ vayyiḥar bɔ-̄ʿɔ̄m vayyɔr̄ɛv bɔ̄m. 
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goes for the languages of the other peoples [with whom 
they had intermarried]. So I confronted them and cursed 
them. 

Nehemiah, of course, is dealing with the repatriation of 
Babylonian Jews back to the Holy Land more than a century after 
the original exile. After multiple generations in Babylon, the Jew-
ish community there would have learned Aramaic. When they 
were repatriated to the land of their ancestors over the course of 
the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, their Hebrew ability would have 
been diminished. In addition to this, some of the Jews—whether 
those who remained in the Land or the recent repatriates—had 
intermarried with neighbouring foreign peoples. As a result of 
such intermarriage with foreigners, Nehemiah perceives that 
their children were speaking in foreign languages and could no 
longer understand Hebrew. 

For Saadia, then, the Hebrew Bible itself bears witness to 
the beginning of the deterioration of kalām al-ʿibrānī. It began 
already in Nehemiah’s time due to intermarrying with foreigners 
who did not speak Hebrew. Echoing the rebuke of Nehemiah al-
most fourteen hundred years later, Saadia blames foreign lan-
guages for making the people forget their clear language and 
wonderful idiom. In Saadia’s day, however, he could not blame 
Ashdodite, Ammonite, or Moabite for the demise of Hebrew. Ra-
ther, he lays the charge at the feet of Arabic and Aramaic, which 
were the native languages of his contemporaries.85 

 
85 Aramaic might also be mentioned because it was the vernacular of 
many Jews before the Islamic conquests brought Arabic to the region. 
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It may be this sort of ideological casting of himself as a 
‘second Nehemiah’ that leads him to associate the community 
with al-ʿajam ‘foreigners’ in his use of Isaiah 32.4. It is not a literal 
appellation, but rather a rebuke for being more knowledgeable 
in foreign tongues than in Hebrew. In the same mould as the bib-
lical account of Nehemiah, Saadia is pained at the encroachment 
of foreign tongues and the forgetting of Hebrew. Nevertheless, he 
does not see a bleak future ahead but believes he will be success-
ful in restoring the faṣīḥ of Hebrew to the people, even if they 
have been more like foreigners in their speech ever since the time 
of Nehemiah. Longing to restore a linguistic competence to the 
Jewish nation—a competence which has not been around for 
more than a millennium—Saadia thus comes to the Jewish com-
munity of his time with a prophetic word, תסרע בכלאם   אלעג̇ם  אלסן  

الفصاحة  بكلام تسرع العجم األسن ≈) אלפצאחה̈  ) ‘the tongues of foreign-
ers will hasten to speak eloquence’. 

3.1.2. Jacob al-Qirqisānī (first half of 10th c. CE) 
A similar ideology regarding foreign languages may also be re-
flected in a passage from the Karaite scholar al-Qirqisānī’s (first 
half of 10th c. CE) Kitāb al-anwār wa-l-marāqib (II.16.2; Nemoy 
1939–1945), in which he addresses the issue of whether or not 
God may be worshipped by different maḏāhib ‘trends’. He is re-
sponding to those who say that جاز  نیمختلفت نیبقراءت تعبدی اأن جاز اذا  

نیمختلف نیبھبمذ تعبدی اأن  ‘if it is permissible for [God] to be wor-
shipped by two reading traditions, it is permissible for him to be 
worshipped by two trends’. 
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Rather than affirm that multiple Biblical Hebrew reading 
traditions are legitimate, he takes the stance that only one read-
ing tradition—the Tiberian reading tradition, localised in Pales-
tine and referred to as الشاأمي قراءة  ‘the Palestinian/Levantine read-
ing’—is correct and permissible for true worship (Khan 1990). In 
his effort to ‘delegitimise’ other non-Tiberian reading traditions, 
he writes the following (II.17.6; Nemoy 1939–1945): 

الأمَُّة لمّا طَالَ مَقَامُهَا بالعراق وما وَرَاهَا من مُدُن الجالية تََنََبَّطَت  قراءتُهُم اذ 
كُنَّا نَرىَ قراءةَ اأهل العراق قريبةً من لغة النبط وكذا اأهلُ كل نهايةٍ فا ناّ نجد 

اللغة التى نَشَؤُا فيها مثل اأهل الحِجَاز واليَمَن فانهم ل يُقيمون  قراءتَهُم تقَُارب
י יبل يجعلون مَقَامَهَا    ב  للُِغَتِهِم   عتيادُهمٱ والعلةّ فى ذلك نشُُؤُهُم بين العَربَ و   ב 

יاذ ليس فى لغة العرب  فَهَان فانك تجد قراءتَهُم كَاأنََّهَا ... ב  وكذلك اأهل ا صِ 
لَطُ األَ سُن  عتيادهمبالعبرانىّ وذلك ايضا لٱليست  للسان الفَارسِِىّ الذى هو اأغَ 

هَا فضاضةً وكذلك ايضا صار الر وم ل يُقيمون القَامِصَة لنها  ر سالفُ  وَاأشََد 
ليست فى لغة الر ومىّ... وكثير من يهود العراق الذى نَشَؤُا بين النبط يجعلون 

יש קדושمَقَامَ   ...קד 

When the nation’s stay in Iraq and the cities of the Dias-
pora community beyond it became long, their reading tra-
dition became ‘Nabateanised’ (tanabbaṭat). For we see that 
the reading tradition of the people of Iraq was similar to 
the language of the Nabateans, and so it was with the peo-
ple of every remote region, so that we find their reading 
tradition resembling the language in whose environment 
they grew up. This is the case with the people of the Ḥijāz 
and Yemen, in that they cannot pronounce vē and instead 
make it like bē. The reason for this is the fact that they 
have grown up among the Arabs and have grown accus-
tomed to their language, since there is no vē in the lan-
guage of the Arabs... and so it is with the people of Iṣfahān, 
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such that you find their reading tradition as if it is not He-
brew. This also is due to the fact that they have grown ac-
customed to the Persian language, which is the most error-
ridden language of the Persians and the most severely frag-
mented. So also the Byzantines have come to no longer 
pronounce the qameṣ because it is not in the Byzantine lan-
guage... and many of the Jews of Iraq who grew up among 
the Nabateans make qɔḏ̄ōš into qɔḏ̄ēš… 

Much of the philology in this passage is not so different 
from the findings of modern scholars regarding the various read-
ing traditions of Biblical Hebrew in the Middle Ages. Indeed, the 
phonological inventory of a particular reading tradition generally 
comes to resemble that of the vernacular (Morag 1958). In this 
way, al-Qirqisānī’s philological analysis is relatively sound, in-
cluding the examples he proffers, such as /v/ shifting to [b] due 
to the absence of [v] in Arabic.86 

What is noteworthy here, however, is the standard lan-
guage ideology underlying the comparison. The reading tradition 
of الشاأم اأهل  ‘the Palestinians’ is the measuring stick against which 
all other traditions are compared. Where there is divergence, it 
is the other traditions that are blamed for admitting vernacular 
influence—not the ‘Palestinian’ one. Surely changes could not 
have come about in ‘the Land’. Rather, they are the result of the 
influence of foreign languages like Aramaic, Arabic, Persian, or 
Greek on the reading traditions of Diaspora communities. This 

 
86 Note that some modern Yemenite reading traditions of Biblical He-
brew realise bet rafa as [b]. In Aden, for example, the word ע  šɛvaʿ שֶב 
‘seven’ is pronounced as [ˈʃabaʕ] (Ya’akov 2015, 25). 
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ideological preference for the reading tradition of الشاأم  اأهل  ‘the 
Palestinians’ (i.e., the Tiberian vocalisation) is based at least in 
part on their geographical presence in ‘the Land’ (Khan 1990, 65–
66). 

Al-Qirqisānī’s preferential treatment of ‘the Land’ is made 
quite clear in his discussion regarding the logical impossibility 
that God could have spoken to the sons of Israel in two different 
traditions (II.17.5; Nemoy 1939–1945): 

 فَاأيَ هُمَا العراقىّ  بلُغَة او الشاأمىّ  بلُِغَة بذلك خاطبهم يكون ان يخلو ل انه وهو

 ذلك  لن  العراق  بلُغَة  خاطبهم  انه  يقال  ان  يجوز  ول  محالة  ل  دة  حوا  فهى  كان

 وذلك وبدّلوها القراءة غَيَّرُوا  قد الأرض فى وهم ا سرائيل بنو يكون ان يُوجب

 الر وم وكذلك نقلوها هذا  على الشاأم اأهل من للقراءة الناقلة كانت اذ  مُحَال

ربِ واأهل  فان قالوا فان الشاأمىّ  هى قراءتهُُم الثانى البيت  جاليةُ  هم الذى المَغ 

 وبدّلوا غيّروا  قد العراق اأهل يكون ان فيجب هذا  كان

So God would have had to have spoken to them thus, 
whether in the language of the Palestinians or in the lan-
guage of the Iraqis. Whichever of the two it was would thus 
undoubtedly be the only [correct tradition]. It cannot be 
said, however, that [God] spoke to them in the language 
of Iraq since this would imply that the Israelites, while [re-
maining] in the Land, changed the reading tradition and 
altered it. Such would be impossible, since the transmis-
sion of the reading was done by the Palestinians (i.e., Ti-
berians) and this is the way they passed it down. This is 
also the case with the Byzantines and the Moroccans, who 
are [the descendants of] the exiles of [the period of the 
destruction of] the Second Temple, whose reading is the 
Palestinian one. With this being the case, it is therefore the 
Iraqis who must have changed and altered [the reading]. 
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For al-Qirqisānī, there is just one correct form of the lan-
guage, which must be tied to the tradents who remained in the 
Land. The fact that the Land of Israel confers authority, at least 
in part, to the reading tradition of its inhabitants may reflect 
something of the tendency for standard language ideologies to 
associate the ‘single uniform language’ with group identity (see 
chapter 3, §2.1.2). While all other reading traditions were cor-
rupted to some extent by the influence of foreign languages, the 
‘Palestinian’ tradition associated with the Land was faithfully 
transmitted so as to preserve the pure and correct Hebrew.  

We should note here, however, that al-Qirqisānī’s own phil-
ological analysis is biased due to his language ideology. While he 
is not wrong about the influence of vernacular speech on various 
reading traditions, he seems to think that no such influence was 
exerted on the Tiberian tradition. Nevertheless, there are a num-
ber of phonological elements of Tiberian that are likely the result 
of language contact. Note how the shift of original waw = /w/ 
→ vav = /v/ in an ancestor of Tiberian is itself probably a con-
tact-induced change based on proximity to Greek and Aramaic 
(Khan and Kantor 2022). 

3.1.3. Yehudah ibn Qurayš (ca late 9th/10th c. CE) 

Before concluding this section, however, it is worth noting that, 
even though both Saadia and al-Qirqisānī blame inferior Hebrew 
on the prevalence of foreign languages, this thought is not echoed 
across the Hebrew grammatical tradition. Yehudah ibn Qurayš 
(ca late 9th/10th c. CE), for example, an Algerian lexicographer 
and one of the earliest comparative Semitic philologists, exhibits 
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a much more favourable view of Arabic and Aramaic in his letter 
to the Jews in Fās. 

Rather than tell the people that Arabic and Aramaic are re-
sponsible for the decline of Hebrew, he actually upbraids them 
for neglecting the Aramaic Targum (i.e., translation) of the Bible. 
According to Ibn Qurayš, the Jews’ ancestors, the ancients—he 
uses the phrase אבאוכםאואילכם ... ا باؤكم... اأوائلكم ≈)  ) ‘your people 
of former times... your fathers’—were not ignorant of its benefit 
and did not neglect its study. He goes on to say that Aramaic and 
Arabic are actually necessary to understand Biblical Hebrew. In 
most marked contrast to al-Qirqisānī, he even goes so far as to 
call attention to the fact that the language of the Bible itself has 
Aramaic and Arabic words mixed in with it (Becker 1984, 116–
17): 

רת קד אלמקרא פי אלחאצל קדש לשון מיעג̇   סריאניה אלפאט̇  פיה אנתְת 

אלערביה   סימא  ולא מיה וברבריהעג̇   חרוף  פיה לגה ערביה ותשדֿרת  בה  ואכתלטת

 יכון לא חתי אצ̇ מח עבראניא נאהדג̇ ו האאלפאט̇  ריבג̇  מן כתיר פיהא פאן כֿאצה

 אלצאד אבתדאל בין מא אלא אלאכתלאף מן דלך פי ואלערבי אלעבראני בין

א ואלכֿא יְןג  ̇ואל ואלעין אואלט̇  ואלטת יםג̇ ואל ואלגימל אדואלצ̇   ואלזאי ואלח 

 87...ואלדֿאל

All ‘the Holy Language’ which occurs in the Bible has Ara-
maic words scattered within it, Arabic language mixed in 

 
 جميع לשון קדש الحاصل في المقراأ  قد انتثرت فيه األفاظ سريانية واختلطت به لغة ≈ 87

 غريب من كثير فيها فا ن خاصة العربية سيما ول وبربرية عجمية حروف فيه عربية وتشذرت
 ا ل الختلاف من ذلك في والعربي العبراني بين يكون ل حتى محضا عبرانيا وجدناه األفاظها

א-وال  والغين  עין-وال  والظاء  טת-وال  والجيم  גימל-وال  والضاد  צאד-ال ابتدال بين ما  والخاء  ח 
والذال זאי-وال . 
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with it, and foreign and Berber forms dispersed within it. 
This is especially the case with Arabic in particular, for we 
have found that many of its obscure words are actually 
pure Hebrew, so that there is not really a difference in such 
cases between Hebrew and Arabic, provided that you sub-
stitute ṣād with ḍād, gimel with jīm, ṭet with ẓāʾ, ʿayin with 
ghayn, ḥāʾ with ḫāʾ, and zay with ḏāl... 

While al-Qirqisānī focuses on a pure Biblical Hebrew read-
ing tradition, which is negatively influenced by the phonology of 
foreign languages, Yehudah ibn Qurayš focuses on the benefits 
that comparative language study can have in unlocking some of 
the obscure lexicon of the Hebrew Bible. Even if their respective 
ideologies are not necessarily contradictory—one focuses on the 
phonology of a reading tradition and the other on comparative 
lexical work—their vastly different stance towards foreign lan-
guages is apparent. 

Yehudah ibn Qurayš’s more positive view towards foreign 
languages may be due to the fact that, in his cultural context, 
Aramaic still enjoyed a relatively significant level of prestige, 
which it eventually relinquished to Arabic as the latter became 
more predominant.88 Even though Aramaic was no longer spoken 
as an everyday vernacular, scholars like Ibn Qurayš might have 
viewed Aramaic as a ‘cultural possession’ similar to Hebrew due 
to its long historical association with Jewish liturgy and various 
religious literature. This itself would constitute a significant facet 
of the grammarians’ language ideology. 

 
88 For more on the context of Ibn Qurayš, see Becker (1984); Maman 
(2010); Sasson (2016). 
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That apparent Aramaic and Arabic loanwords presented 
some tension for the language ideology of the Hebrew grammar-
ians has been acknowledged by Maman (2004, 21–32). Accord-
ing to Maman (2004, 28), the idea of loanwords from Aramaic 
and Arabic in Biblical Hebrew is somewhat hazy among the 
grammarians. In many cases, the Hebrew grammarians appear to 
walk a fine line between mere השוואה hašvɔ̄ʾ ɔ ̄ ‘comparison’ and 
outright גזרון gizzɔr̄ōn ‘etymology’ (i.e., derivation). 

3.2. Comparison with the Arabic Tradition 

The phenomenon of blaming the decline of the nation’s language 
ability on the predominance of foreign languages is quite appar-
ent in the Arabic grammatical tradition as well. 

3.2.1. al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 868/869 CE) 

In the continuation of the passage from al-Jāḥiẓ’s (d. 868/869 
CE) Al-bayān wa-l-tabyīn examined in our section on the com-
plaint tradition (§2.2.2), al-Jāḥiẓ specifically blames the decline 
of the language among the people on the influence of foreigners. 
When explaining how those with improper speech can sometimes 
only be understood by others who have been around corrupt 
speech, he writes the following (1.162; Haroun 1998): 

وكيف يكون ذلك كل ه بياناً، ولول طولُ مخالطة السامع للعجَم وسماعِهِ 
فينا. واأهلُ   الذىللفاسد من الكلام، لما عَرفَه. ونحن لم نَفهم عنه ا ل للنَّقص  

هذه الل غةِ واأربابُ هذا البيانِ ل يستدل ون على معانى هؤلء بكلامهم كما ل 
قلبىيعرفون رطَانة   ونه باأنَّا نَفهم الر ومىّ والصَّ ، وا ن كان هذا السم ا نمّا يستحق 

حَمة الفَرسَ كثيراً  من حاجاته،   عنهم كثيراً من حوائجهم. فنحن قد نَفهم بحَم 
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نَّور كثيراً من ا راداته. وكذلك الكلبُ، والحمار، والصبى   ونفهم بضُغاء الس 
ا فهامَكَ العربَ حاجتَك على مَجارى كلام العربِ   العتاّبىعنى    وا نمّاالرضّيع.  
 الفُصَحاء

But how can all of this be elegant expression (bayān)? If 
not for the hearer having spent a long time intermingling 
with foreigners (al-ʿajam) and listening to those who are 
corrupt in speech, he would not have known it. As for us, 
we would not have understood what was said except by 
reason of our own deficiency. Experts in this language and 
masters of this elegant expression (bayān), on the other 
hand, are unable to infer the meanings of these people in 
their speech, just as they do not understand the gibberish 
of the Byzantine and the ‘Slav’. And if they only deserve 
this moniker [of being called ‘eloquent’] because we un-
derstand many of their needs from what they say, then we 
might also [mention the fact that] we can understand 
many of the horse’s needs from its neighing, many of the 
cat’s wants from its meowing, and thus also the dog, the 
donkey, and the breast-feeding child, [but we would not 
call them eloquent]. What al-ʿAttābī means [with respect 
to his earlier statement that making someone understand 
your need constitutes eloquence] is your ability to make 
the Arabs understand your need according to the manner 
of speech of the eloquent Arabs (kalām al-ʿarab al-fuṣaḥāʾ). 

In the beginning portion of this passage quoted earlier (§2.2.2), 
al-Jāḥiẓ makes the point that eloquent speech is not just about 
being understood. He continues to drive this point home here 
with a rather extreme analogy, by which he compares the speech 
of one who has intermingled with foreigners to the sounds that 
animals or infants make. Even if one can understand what they 
want from their utterances, this does not mean that their speech 
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is in any way proper or eloquent. Moreover, those with the purest 
of speech might not be able to understand them. Communicating 
with the Arabs is not just about conveying one’s needs but doing 
so in such a way that comports with مجاري كلام العرب الفصحاء ‘the 
manner of speech of the eloquent Arabs’, for the most eloquent 
might only understand the needs of one who speaks eloquently. 

Particularly noteworthy here is the fact that  ...طول مخالطة 
لعجمل  ‘a long time intermingling with foreigners’ is specifically 

blamed for the corruption of one’s speech. Moreover, the speech 
of foreigners is referred to as  رطانة ‘gibberish’. These sentiments 
appear to be tied up with al-Jāḥiẓ’s conception that the Bedouin 
of the desert—especially those of the distant past—are the locale 
of pure Arabic. Intermingling with foreigners (or non-pure-Ara-
bic speakers) in urban environments is thus the principal cause 
of linguistic error (Webb 2016, 299–300). 

3.2.2. Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī (d. 950 CE) 

Though not strictly a grammarian, the Islamic philosopher Abū 
Naṣr al-Fārābī (d. 950 CE), when discussing the reliability of lin-
guistic data supplied by various sources (i.e., tribes) for gram-
matical work—namely those not contaminated by laḥn—writes 
the following (text in Qāsim 1976, 56–57; Fajāl 1989, 91–92; 
analysis and translation in consultation with Suleiman 1999, 22–
23; 2003, 51–55; 2011, 6–8; Webb 2016, 311–12): 

 ،مجاورين لأهل مصر ا فا نهم كانو  ؛ذامول من جُ  ،مخ  لَ  ن  ل مِ  ذ  خَ ؤ  يُ  مفا نه ل
مجاورين  ا فا نهم كانو  ؛ياد ول من ا ِ  ،انسَّ ول من غَ  ،ةاعَ ضَ ول من قُ  ،طِ ب  والقِ 

ب لِ تغ    ن  ول مِ   ،يقرؤون في صلاتهم بغير العربية  هم نصارى  واأكثرُ   ،لأهل الشام
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لأنهم كانوا  ؛رك  ول من بَ  ،فا نهم كانوا بالجزيرة مجاورين لليونانية ،رمِ والنَّ 
 ،نِ ي  رَ ح  كان البَ لأنهم كانوا سُ  ؛ول من عبد القيس ،ط والفرسبَ للنََ مجاورين

َ  ن  ول مِ  ،فرسمخالطين للهند وال ول  ،رسد والفُ ن  لمخالطتهم للهِ  ؛د عمانز  اأ
 ،ولولدة الحبشة فيهم ،لمخالطتهم للهند والحبشة ؛اليمن اأصلًا  اأهلِ  ن  مِ 

 ؛يف وسكان الطائفقِ ثَ  ن  ول مِ  ،نيفة وسكان اليمامةبني حَ  ن  ول مِ 
لأن  ؛حاضرة الحجاز ن  ول مِ  ،ار الأمم المقيمين عندهملمخالطتهم تجَّ 

هم  العرب قد خالطوا غيرَ  لغةَ وا ينقلون اأ اللغة صادفوهم حين ابتد نَقَلُوا الذين 
 ،عن هؤلء العربيَّ  واللسانَ  اللغةَ  لَ قَ . والذي نَ األَ سِنََتُهُم   وفسدت   ،من الأمم

 َ  ن  مِ   ،فقط الكوفة والبصرةِ   هم اأهلُ   وصناعةً، اً مَ ل  ا عِ رهَ يَّ وصَ   ،ا في كتابهَ تَ بََث َواأ
 89بين اأمصار العرب

[Linguistic data] were not taken from Laḫm or Juḏām, be-
cause they neighboured the people of Egypt and the Copts, 
nor from Quḍāʿa, Ghassān, or Iyād, because they neigh-
boured the people of Syria, most of whom were Christians 
who would recite their prayers in languages other than Ar-
abic, nor from Taghlib and Namir, because they were in 
the Peninsula neighbouring Greek, nor from Bakr, because 
they neighboured the Nabateans and the Persians, nor 
from ʿAbd al-Qays, because they were inhabitants of Bah-
rain and thus intermingled with the Indians and the Per-
sians, nor from Azd of ʿUmān due to their intermingling 
with the Indians and the Persians, nor at all from the peo-
ple of Yemen due to their intermingling with the Indians 
and the Ethiopians, and because the Ethiopians were born 
amongst them, nor from Banū Ḥanīfa or the inhabitants of 
Yamāma, nor from Thaqīf or the inhabitants of Ṭāʾif due 
to their intermingling with the merchants of the nations 

 
89 For a slightly different version of this text, see al-Mawlā et al. (1998, 
212). 
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who resided among them, nor from the towns of the Ḥijāz, 
because the tradents of the language, when they first began 
to transmit the language of the Arabs (lughat al-ʿarab), en-
countered those who had mixed with those of foreign na-
tions (ghayrahum min al-umam), their languages thus being 
corrupted. Those who transmitted the language (al-lugha), 
that is the Arabic language (al-lisān al-ʿarabī), from these 
[earlier tradents], codified it, and made it into a branch of 
knowledge (ʿilm) and an industry (ṣināʿa), are the Kūfans 
and the Baṣrans alone, from among the cities of the Arabs. 

This passage seems to reflect a belief that language contact with 
foreign influences is the primary cause of laḥn in the tribal vari-
eties of Arabic among different speech communities. Those with-
out significant contact with non-Arabic languages were regarded 
as the most free from laḥn. This negative attitude towards lan-
guage contact also reinforces the value of the Bedouin, who were 
isolated from the influence of foreign languages out in the desert 
(Suleiman 1999, 22–23; 2003, 51–55; 2011, 6–8). We should also 
note here just how similarly this passage reads to that of al-
Qirqisānī, a contemporary of al-Fārābī, in his discussion of the 
corruption of Biblical Hebrew reading traditions among commu-
nities outside of Israel (§3.1.2). This similarity is especially strik-
ing in the fact that both of these authors specifically name the 
relevant contact languages negatively influencing the language 
variety (or reading tradition) of each tribe (or speech commu-
nity). 

3.2.3. Abū al-Ṭayyib al-Lughawī (d. 962 CE) 

In the previous section on the ‘complaint tradition’ (see §2.2.1), 
we recounted Ibn Sallām’s narrative about Abū al-Aswad al-
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Duʾalī composing the first grammar of al-ʿarabiyya as a result of 
kalām al-ʿarab becoming disturbed due to a preoccupation with 
the Islamic conquests. Brustad (2016, 154) points out, however, 
that this story changes somewhat when it is recounted almost  
a century later in the Arabic grammarian Abū al-Ṭayyib al-
Lughawī’s (d. 962 CE) Marātib al-naḥwiyyīn (Ibrāhīm 1974/2009, 
19): 

ن  عرابُ، لأن اللحّ  واعلم  اأنّ اأولَ ما اختلَّ من كلام العرب فاأحَوجَ ا لى التعلمّ ال 
ظهر في كلام الموالي والمتعربين من عهد النبي صلى الل ه عليه وسلم؛ فقد 

 «اأرشِدوا اأخاكم. فقد ضلّ »روينا اأن رجلاً لحن بحضرته فقال: 
And know that the first [element] of kalām al-ʿarab that 
became defective and was thus in greatest need of instruc-
tion was iʿrāb (i.e., inflectional endings), since grammatical 
error had appeared in the kalām of the mawālī and those 
who had integrated into Arab culture during the time of 
the prophet, peace of God upon him. And we have reported 
that when a man committed a grammatical error in his 
presence, [Muhammad] said, “Guide your brother, for he 
has erred.” 

Like Ibn Sallām, Abū al-Ṭayyib al-Lughawī seems to be con-
cerned with the fact that kalām al-ʿarab became ‘defective’. While 
both grammarians agree on this point, Brustad (2016, 154) points 
out that they give different explanations as to why it became de-
fective. While Ibn Sallām cites the advent of Islam and the Islamic 
conquests as the reason for kalām al-ʿarab becoming defective 
(see §2.2.1), Abū al-Ṭayyib al-Lughawī blames it on the influx of 
foreign languages. Note that the two groups he blames for the 
corruption of the language, al-mawālī and al-mutaʿarribūn, are 
characteristically ‘non-Arab’ populations. It is also significant to 
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note that the feature most characteristically associated with 
kalām al-ʿarab—or at least the lack thereof with its deteriora-
tion—is iʿrāb. 

3.2.4. al-Zubaydī (d. 989 CE) 

A similar shift of blame from a preoccupation with the Islamic 
conquests to an influx of foreigners is also found in al-Zubaydī’s 
(d. 989 CE) account of this story (Ṭabaqāt al-naḥwiyyīn wa-l-
lughawiyyīn; Ibrāhīm 1973, 22): 

: فقال ،بالبصرة زياد ا لى جاء ،الدؤلىّ  الأسود  اأبو العربية وضع من اأولُ : قال
 اأن لى اأفتاأذن ،األسنتُهم وتغيّرت ،الأعاجم هذه خالطت قد العرب اأرى ا نى
: فقال  ،زياد   ا لى  رجل  فجاء  ،ل:  قال  كلامهم؟  به  يقيمون  كلاماً   للعرب  اأضع
 ادع !بنون وترك اأبانا توُفى: زياد  فقال. بنون وترك اأبانا توفى !الأمير لهّال اأصلح

 لهم تضع اأن نهيتكُ كنت الذى للناس ضع: فقال. الأسود  اأبا لى
[ʿĀṣim ibn Abī al-Najūd] said: “The first one who codified 
the ʿarabiyya was Abū al-Aswad al-Duʾalī. He came to 
Ziyād in Baṣra and said, ‘For I see that the Arabs have in-
termingled with these foreigners/non-Arabic speakers (al-
aʿājim) and their languages have changed. So will you per-
mit me to codify for the Arabs a kalām upon which they 
will base their kalām?’ He said, ‘No.’ Then a man came to 
Ziyād and said, ‘May God keep well the governor! Our fa-
ther (abānā.ACC) has died and left behind children (banūn. 
NOM).’ Ziyād said, ‘Our father (abānā.ACC) has died and 
left behind children (banūn.NOM)!? Call for me Abū al-
Aswad.’ So [after he came, Ziyād] said [to him], ‘Com-
pose/codify for the people [the book] that you had in-
tended to compose/codify for them.’” 
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Once again, we see that in a tenth-century source—in con-
trast to Ibn Sallām’s ninth-century account—intermingling with 
non-Arabs and foreign languages are blamed for the deterioration 
of al-ʿarabiyya, rather than preoccupation with the Islamic con-
quests. This may indicate that the ideology that saw foreign lan-
guages as responsible for the deterioration of pure Arabic devel-
oped over time in the Arabic grammatical tradition. 

Also worth noticing here is the specific type of grammatical 
error exemplified in this fanciful story that al-Zubaydī recounts 
to make his point. After the governor initially fails to see the need 
for al-Duʾalī’s grammar project, he immediately reverses course 
when a man comes before him and confuses the nominative and 
accusative case multiple times in just a four-word announcement 
of his father’s death. This may tie in with the idea that iʿrāb and 
the case inflectional system were regarded as the most character-
istic features of al-ʿarabiyya. 

3.2.5. al-Khalīl ibn Aḥmad (d. 786/791 CE) 

Nevertheless, even if the ideology that al-ʿarabiyya became defec-
tive due to the influx of non-Arabs and foreign languages was a 
later development in the tradition, the seeds for the association 
of foreigners and ineloquence seem to have been around earlier. 
Note, for example, the explanation that al-Khalīl (d. 786/791 CE) 
provides for the word ʿajam in his dictionary Kitāb al-ʿayn (1.237; 
al-Makhzūmī and al-Sāmarrāʾī 1989): 
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 :وال عجم  وعرب  عجم  وقوم  بعربيَ   ليس  :ا عجميَ   ورجلَ   .بر َالعَ   دَ ضَ   :مَ جَ العَ 
 حَ صَ فَ ي َ  ل ذيال

Al-ʿajam: the opposite of Arabs (ʿarab). And an aʿjamī man: 
not an Arab (ʿarabī). And a group (i.e., plural): ʿajam and 
Arabs (ʿarab). And al-aʿjam: one who does not speak elo-
quently (lā yufṣiḥu). 

We should first of all note that there may be some morpho-
semantic differences between the terms ʿajam and aʿjam. Note, 
for example, that in the later lexicographer al-Azharī’s (d. 980 
CE) Tahḏīb al-lugha we find a distinction between ethnic ʿajamī 
(i.e., ‘foreigner’) and linguistic aʿjamī (‘one of improper speech’). 
According to Webb (2016, 180–81), however, this reflects a later 
conceptualistion concomitant with a shift in thought from seeing 
ʿarab as a primarily linguistic term to a primarily ethnic term. In 
fact, in the context here, both ʿajam and aʿjamī are set up as the 
opposite of ʿarab. This would seem to point to at least some con-
trast between al-ʿajam ‘non-Arabic speakers → foreigners’ and al-
faṣāḥa ‘eloquence’ in the Arabic grammatical tradition. At the 
same time, however, we do not want to flatten diachronic devel-
opment within the Arabic lexical tradition. If at an early period, 
like that of al-Khalīl, the term ʿ arab referred merely to a linguistic 
community—i.e., speakers of (pure) Arabic—rather than an eth-
nic one (Webb 2016, 178–79), then the opposition with ʿajam is 
not as ethnically charged. This lexical entry would only be con-
trasting speakers of pure Arabic with those who do not speak 
clearly. 

It is only when reading lexical entries like this through the 
lens of the later grammarians, during whose time ʿarab was 
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clearly an ethnic term (Webb 2016, 178), that this opposition has 
such strong ethnic connotations. Nevertheless, reading earlier 
grammatical texts—or interacting with earlier grammatical and 
cultural traditions—through the lens of later grammarians is per-
haps precisely how the ideology we are considering developed in 
the first place. If the terms ʿarab and ʿajam were originally more 
linguistically based, then re-reading such lexical entries in later 
centuries, after these terms had become more ethnically con-
noted, would indeed have resulted in a contrast between al-ʿajam 
‘foreigners’ and al-faṣāḥa ‘eloquence’. If such is the case, it is not 
hard to imagine how this single example could represent a mi-
crocosm of a wider societal shift.  

3.3. Analysis 

As we demonstrated in the preceding section, in both the Hebrew 
and Arabic grammatical traditions, the emergence of grammar is 
couched within the context of the complaint tradition (see §2.0). 
It is witnessing the linguistic ineptitude of the masses that moves 
the grammarians to compose their grammatical works. 

Over time, however, this complaint tradition regarding the 
deterioration of ‘pure’ language among the masses takes on other 
aspects. In particular, foreign languages and/or the influx of for-
eigners are blamed for the neglect of the standard language. In 
the case of Saadia, deterioration of pure Hebrew is the result of 
the prevalence of Aramaic and Arabic. For him, this problem goes 
as far back as the time of Nehemiah, in whose mould he casts 
himself as one passionate for the purity of the language coming 
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to restore eloquence to the nation. Al-Qirqisānī similarly delegit-
imises non-‘Palestinian’ (i.e., non-Tiberian) reading traditions 
due to their being influenced by the vernacular languages of their 
tradents, naming specific examples of negative language contact. 
In the Arabic tradition, Abū al-Ṭayyib al-Lughawī sees grammar 
emerging after linguistic error began to appear in the speech of 
non-Arabs, namely the mawālī and those who had integrated into 
Arab culture. Al-Zubaydī likewise recounts how the language 
changed as a result of intermingling with foreigners; this prompted 
al-Duʾalī to first codify the grammar of the language. Others, like 
al-Jāḥiẓ and al-Fārābī, blame the corruption of pure Arabic on 
language contact with foreigners. The passage cited from al-
Fārābī, in particular, exhibits striking similarity with that of al-
Qirqisānī, his contemporary, in that various contact languages, 
which he specifically and extensively lists, are decried for their 
negative influence. 

From a linguistic ideological perspective, a negative atti-
tude towards foreign languages and their influence can serve to 
buttress associations between the standard canonical language 
and group identity (see chapter 3, §2.1.2). This may even be re-
flected in the dictionary entries of al-Fāsī in the Hebrew gram-
matical tradition and al-Khalīl in the Arabic grammatical tradi-
tion, who appear to cast foreigners as the opposite of eloquent 
users of the language. 

For some of the grammarians, historicisation also becomes 
a major component of this attitude towards foreign languages. As 
we noted above, standard language cultures often regard only the 
canonical form as having a substantial, continuous, pure, and 
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thus authoritative history. Variant forms of the language must 
thus be regarded as substandard degenerate forms. In many 
cases, foreign language influence is seen as a major contributing 
factor to such degeneracy (see chapter 3, §2.1.2). This ideological 
framework appears to cohere with al-Qirqisānī’s perception of 
reading traditions that developed outside of Palestine and al-
Fārābī’s perception of Arabic varieties that developed outside of 
an isolated (from foreign influence) context. In Saadia, histori-
cisation goes even further, so that it is not only the standard lan-
guage that is given a long and ancient history, but the negative 
influence of foreign languages as well. In this way, he even his-
toricises the conflict with foreign languages itself and thus also 
his role as restorer in the face of such a linguistic crisis. 

It is curious, however, that blaming foreign languages for 
the deterioration of the standard language is not evidenced at all 
times and in all places in each of the traditions. In the earliest 
sources of the Arabic tradition, such as Ibn Sallām (d. 845/846 
CE), foreign languages are not necessarily blamed for the deteri-
oration of the standard language. On the other hand, in later 
ninth- and tenth-century sources, such as al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 868/869 
CE), al-Fārābī (d. 950 CE), Abū al-Ṭayyib (d. 962 CE), and al-
Zubaydī (d. 989 CE), the lack of eloquence of the people is 
blamed on the influence of foreign languages and/or the influx 
of foreigners. 

In the Hebrew grammatical tradition, chronology seems to 
be less significant, since contemporaries may hold differing 
views. While Saadia (d. 942 CE) and al-Qirqisānī (first half of 
10th c. CE) exhibit negative attitudes towards foreign languages 
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and their influence on Hebrew, Ibn Qurayš (d. 10th c. CE) ex-
presses a more positive opinion regarding their usefulness for bib-
lical study. The reason for Ibn Qurayš’s distinctly positive view 
on foreign languages as opposed to his contemporaries is not im-
mediately obvious. It may be that Aramaic was viewed as more 
of a ‘cultural possession’ for Ibn Qurayš. Saadia and al-Qirqisānī, 
on the other hand, might have been more exposed in their (cul-
tural, societal, geographical, etc.) contexts to the Arabic gram-
marians—and thus more subjected to the influence of their stand-
ard language ideology. In any case, while it lies beyond the scope 
of the present work to fully account for the different attitude of 
Ibn Qurayš,90 we may nevertheless highlight the fact that the ide-
ology regarding foreign languages reflected in Saadia and al-
Qirqisānī exhibits close parallels with that of the Arabic gram-
marians. 

 
90 A linguistic-anthropological treatment of Ibn Qurayš that is sensitive 
to language ideology in his context is a desideratum for future research. 



6. CONCLUSIONS

This book is not meant to be a comprehensive treatment of the 
language ideology of the medieval Hebrew grammarians who 
wrote in Judeo-Arabic. Nor does it even remotely attempt to be 
a substantial treatment of the language ideology of the Arabic 
grammarians of the Middle Ages. What we have focused on are 
lines of striking similarity between the language ideologies of the 
respective traditions during the ʿAbbasid period: language as a 
cultural possession (see chapter 4, §1.0), proper language deter-
mined by an ancient corpus (see chapter 4, §2.0), the ‘fieldwork’ 
topos (see chapter 4, §3.0), a performative register of language 
(see chapter 5, §1.0), the complaint tradition (see chapter 5, 
§2.0), and a negative attitude towards foreign languages (see
chapter 5, §3.0).

These trends all serve to maintain and perpetuate a cohe-
sive standard language ideology. By referring to the language as 
belonging to the ‘Hebrews’ or ‘Arabs’ (see chapter 4, §1.0), the 
language is affirmed as a cultural possession (see chapter 3, 
§2.1.1). Nevertheless, at least in the period during which most of
the grammarians examined in this book conducted their work,
these monikers refer not to the grammarians’ contemporaries but
rather to exemplary speakers of the past and ancient (sacred) cor-
pora. The standard language is thus historicised (see chapter 3,
§2.1.8) and conceived of as an abstract entity that exists outside
of native speakers (see chapter 3, §2.1.3); as such, its proper form
must be learned. The grammarians must thus make judgments
regarding ‘correct’ or ‘proper’ language use (see chapter 4, §2.0).

© 2023 Benjamin Paul Kantor, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0382.06



178 Ideology of the Hebrew and Arabic Grammarians 

The role of the grammarian as language evaluator also implicitly 
serves to guide the process of enregisterment with respect to 
what and whom should be elevated as exemplary sources and 
speakers. One notable element in which this becomes instanti-
ated is the ‘fieldwork’ topos in which the grammarians must ven-
ture out into a particular setting to collect linguistic examples 
from exemplary speakers among the commonfolk of a particular 
demographic, whether those chatting in the streets of Tiberias or 
the Bedouin of the desert (see chapter 4, §3.0). Overall, however, 
exemplary sources are characterised by the linguistic style of the 
ancient corpus, which is associated with performance language 
found in sacred texts, poetry, and speeches (see chapter 3, §3.0; 
chapter 5, §1.0). Someone proficient in the linguistic register of 
the sacred text (and ancient corpus) is thus regarded faṣīḥ. When 
surveying their own nation in the present day, however, the 
grammarians express grief at the widespread neglect of the lan-
guage, as in the ‘complaint tradition’ (see chapter 3, §§2.1.4–
2.1.5; chapter 5, §2.0). The emergence of grammar, which is a 
form of ‘maintenance’ of the standard language (see chapter 3, 
§§2.1.6–2.1.7), comes as a response to such widespread neglect. 
Over time, this complaint tradition takes on an ethnic sentiment 
(see chapter 3, §2.1.2), in which the influx of foreigners and/or 
foreign languages are regarded as a threat and negative influence 
on the purity of the standard language (see chapter 5, §3.0). 

Such lines of similarity could have come about in a variety 
of ways. While they might be the result of direct influence or a 
wider shared cultural framework, it is also possible that they 
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merely reflect general trends common in standard language cul-
tures. After all, the whole idea of a culture being possessed of a 
standard language ideology is that it can be characterised by a 
number of particular trends that arise in such settings. The idea 
that the language of a sacred text is treated as a cultural posses-
sion, for example, is hardly unique to Jewish or Arab culture. The 
same applies to complaining that the wider population has ne-
glected the canonical standard language of the society. In fact, 
this is probably the case for most general aspects of a shared 
standard language ideology treated in this book. 

At the same time, however, we should not overlook the spe-
cific details of how these six similar elements of a standard lan-
guage ideology were instantiated in each of the societies. When 
we consider how sharply the ideology of the Hebrew grammari-
ans often mirrors that of the Arabic grammarians, it would be 
plausible to posit at least a shared cultural framework—if not di-
rect influence—as the best explanation for the similarity. Indeed, 
sometimes the specific instantiation of an element of standard 
language ideology is just too similar to be chalked up to mere 
parallel development. This is especially the case when the shared 
ideology of the Hebrew and Arabic grammarians of the ʿAbbasid 
period appears to conflict with the ideology of earlier Hebrew 
poets, etc. Indeed, there are at least several cases where we may 
suggest that the language ideology evidenced in the Arabic gram-
marians was transferred to and/or absorbed by the Hebrew gram-
marians who wrote in Judeo-Arabic during the ʿAbbasid period. 

First, although the idea that the language of a sacred text 
would be a cultural possession and its grammar set the standard 
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for exemplary speakers is not unique to Jewish or Arab culture, 
the way in which this ideology takes shape and comes to be pre-
sented in the Hebrew grammarians is telling in a number of re-
spects. When the grammarian has to judge which non-biblical 
poetry is eloquent, the specific language used—right down to the 
verbal root—exhibits a high degree of similarity across the tradi-
tions. Saadia, for example, may choose to cite someone כאן   מן  

יא מרצ  קולה  مرضيا  قوله   كان   من ≈)  ) ‘whose saying was pleasing’ and 
Sībawayh hears linguistic examples عربيته ترضى ممن  ‘from one 
whose Arabic is pleasing’ (see chapter 4, §§1.0–2.0). 

Moreover, the ideology surrounding what is determined by 
the Hebrew grammarians as acceptable or eloquent language for 
Hebrew poetry may also reflect influence from the ideology of 
the Arabic tradition. Prior to the emergence of Hebrew grammar 
towards the end of the first millennium, there was already a 
thriving and dynamic liturgical poetic tradition known as piyyuṭ. 
Although it was similar to Biblical Hebrew or Rabbinic Hebrew 
in many ways, it had its own distinct style that continued to de-
velop over time. Some of its most characteristic non-biblical ele-
ments include regular rhyme and the extension of rare analogi-
cally derived morphology (Rand 2013; Rand 2014). It is striking, 
then, when Hebrew grammarians like Ḥayyūj correct ‘mistakes’ 
in the analogically formed conjugations of weak verbs (chapter 
5, §2.1.2), which otherwise might be at home in piyyuṭ. Moreo-
ver, even though Saadia is willing on occasion to praise the po-
etry of famous payṭanim (e.g., Yose ben Yose, Yannai, Eleazar, 
Yehoshua, Phinehas), his own idea of what constitutes the best 
poetry is clearly characterised by a close imitation of biblical 
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style (see chapter 4, §2.1.3; chapter 5, §2.1.1). This movement 
away from a more diverse poetic tradition to stricter imitation of 
biblical style may be due to the influence of the ideology of the 
Arabic tradition, in which the Qurʾān and pre-Islamic poetry—
though not without internal diversity, much more alike than Bib-
lical Hebrew and Payṭanic Hebrew—serve as the corpus for the 
standard language. This may have swayed some of the Hebrew 
grammarians to an ideology that required poetry be composed in 
the ‘classical’ language. 

Second, although a variety of opinions exist regarding the 
so-called ‘fieldwork’ motif exhibited in ʿEli ben Yehudah ha-
Nazir, a strong case has been made that it is at least partly influ-
enced by the literary topos attested in the Arabic tradition of seek-
ing Bedouin informants in the desert. Even if ʿEli ben Yehudah 
was merely listening to a Hebrew component in the Aramaic ver-
nacular and Hebrew liturgical recitation, he still frames his ‘field-
work’ as sitting   טבריה סאחאת  ושוארעהא   פי  طبرية  ساحات   في ≈)   
 in the squares and streets of Tiberias’ and listening to‘ (وشوارعها 
والعامة  السوقة كلام ≈) כלאם אלסוקה ואלעאמה ) ‘the speech of the com-
monfolk and the general populace’. It is thus the elevation of the 
linguistic prestige of the commonfolk of a particular demo-
graphic—rather than that of scholars—that may reflect some in-
filtration of the literary topos of the Arabic tradition. Just as the 
Arabic grammarians elevate the linguistic status of the Bedouin, 
so too ʿ Eli ben Yehudah ha-Nazir and other Hebrew grammarians 
set up the commonfolk of Tiberias as an exemplary source for 
linguistic data. In each tradition, the geography of the respective 
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locales is even credited for the pure language of their inhabitants 
(see chapter 4, §3.0). 

Third, even though the practical purpose of the Hebrew 
grammarians’ work was biblical literacy, they sometimes frame 
their work as addressing deficiencies in a productive perfor-
mance language culture. On occasion, such framings resemble 
how the Arabic grammatical tradition presents the performance 
language culture of kalām al-ʿarab. Note that the contexts in 
which the people make grammatical errors with weak verbs cited 
by Ḥayyūj (see chapter 5, §1.1.2), namely وا شعارهم خطبهم في  ‘in 
their speeches and poems’, is reminiscent of al-Khalīl’s associa-
tion of kalām al-ʿarab with ا شعار ‘poems’,  ا مثال ‘proverbs’, and 
-formal speeches’ (see chapter 5, §1.2.1). In reality, He‘ مخاطبات
brew speeches delivered in the synagogue and liturgical poetry 
were probably closer in style to Rabbinic Hebrew and Payṭanic 
Hebrew than Biblical Hebrew—and had been for a long time. The 
sudden emphasis on conforming speeches and poetry to biblical 
style might thus be a result of exposure to the Arabic grammatical 
tradition. In other words, while associating al-ʿarabiyya with con-
temporary performance contexts was a more organic element of 
Arabic language ideology, expecting productive performances in 
Biblical Hebrew style marked a sudden shift in what the linguistic 
practice and expectations of the Hebrew tradition had been for 
many centuries. This sudden shift may thus betray the strong 
presence of language ideologies endemic to the Arabic tradition. 
Though not afforded much more than a passing comment in the 
present book, the trend of advocating for everyday speech to be 
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carried out in the standard language—or lamenting that it was 
not—is also relevant for this point. 

Fourth, and finally, while the complaint tradition is com-
mon in standard language cultures, there are a few elements of 
its instantiation in the Hebrew and Arabic grammatical traditions 
that likely point to ideological influence of the latter on the for-
mer. In each tradition, the emergence of grammar is presented as 
a response to the deterioration or neglect of the standard lan-
guage in performance contexts. The grammarians thus seek to 
restore to the people their bygone faṣāḥa ‘eloquence’—synony-
mous with the linguistic register and style of the ‘classical’ lan-
guage (see chapter 5, §2.0). Moreover, in the writings of numer-
ous of the Hebrew and Arabic grammarians, the complaint tradi-
tion takes on an additional aspect in which neglect of the lan-
guage is blamed on the influx of foreigners and/or foreign lan-
guages (see chapter 5, §3.0). In both traditions, we even find a 
lexical opposition between ʿajam ‘foreigners’ and fuṣaḥāʾ ‘those 
that are eloquent’. While a negative attitude towards foreign lan-
guages is common in standard language cultures, the close paral-
lels between the two traditions are striking. 

Perhaps the most obvious evidence of Arabic ideological 
influence in the complaint tradition, however, is found in a pas-
sage from Sefer Ha-Egron. There, Saadia himself references an Ar-
abic grammarian—possibly Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad ibn Yaḥyā, 
also known as Thaʿlab (d. 904 CE)—not as a source for terminol-
ogy, concepts, or theory, but rather as analogous to his own con-
text and mission (see chapter 5, §2.1.1). At the very least in this 
example, then, we have direct evidence of an Arabic grammarian 
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influencing how a Hebrew grammarian conceives of and presents 
his own work within his own context. 

We know that the Hebrew grammarians regularly read and 
utilised the Arabic grammarians in their own writings (see chap-
ter 2, §2.0), even if much of the work done in this area has fo-
cused on grammatical terms and concepts. It is entirely plausible, 
then, that the striking ideological similarities covered in this 
short book indicate that elements of the Arabic grammatical tra-
dition absorbed into the Hebrew grammatical tradition include 
not only terms and concepts but a culture and language ideology 
as well. 

We should be cautious, however, in drawing too many con-
clusions from the selective comparison presented in this book, 
which is by no means comprehensive. Given the scope of the pre-
sent work, it would be difficult to prove anything more than that 
the Hebrew and Arabic grammarians of the ʿAbbasid period had 
a similar or shared cultural framework regarding language. Prov-
ing direct influence would require a much more careful historical 
analysis of the social, cultural, and educational contexts of each 
of the grammarians treated. It would also likely have to consider 
a rich diversity of ideologies within each tradition. Nevertheless, 
the present work has called attention to important aspects of a 
standard language ideology that appear to be shared, right down 
to nuanced details, between the Hebrew and Arabic grammatical 
traditions. 

Given the increasing interest in the relevance of language 
ideology for its impact on academic research, we should also con-
sider how the discipline of Hebrew Grammar—as we moderns 



 6. Conclusions 185 

have inherited it—might still bear the imprint of the medieval 
Hebrew grammarians’ language ideology. The treatment of loan-
words, the description of verbal morphology with analogical root 
variation, and the systematisation of internal linguistic diversity 
are a few examples in which this impact may still be felt. That 
Biblical Hebrew has seen far more grammatical treatments pub-
lished on it than either Payṭanic or Medieval Hebrew may also, 
to an extent, be traced back to the Hebrew grammarians’ stand-
ard language ideology. 

The presentation of ‘Biblical Hebrew’ as a uniform entity 
may also be regarded as ideologically driven, given the internal 
diversity within the corpus and the rich diversity of oral reading 
traditions. In fact, the equivalence drawn between the Tiberian 
vocalisation tradition and ‘Biblical Hebrew’ is itself a legacy of 
the standard language ideology of medieval Hebrew grammari-
ans like Ḥayyūj. That modern translations of the Bible are based 
on the Tiberian vocalisation rather than the Babylonian vocalisa-
tion is also, at least in part, due to the language ideology of schol-
ars who thought like al-Qirqisānī. That most students and schol-
ars in Biblical Studies rely primarily on the Tiberian tradition for 
their research is also a fruit of this inherited culture. 

Endeavouring to understand the language ideology and cul-
ture of the medieval Hebrew grammarians is thus not merely an 
academic exercise meant to shed light on the thought patterns of 
medieval scholars. Rather, given the unbroken link between the 
medieval Hebrew grammarians, early modern grammars like that 
of Gesenius, and contemporary Biblical Hebrew grammars and 
linguistic research, we should also constantly be considering how 
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the legacy of the medieval Hebrew grammarians’ language ideol-
ogy might be part of our own academic inheritance as well. 
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