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1. As is well known, S̄ıbawayhi’s Kitāb does not open with a preface
specifying the aims of this monumental work. Grammar books are nor-
mally expected to describe and analyze the structure of a particular
language. Methods of description and analysis vary. A typical gram-
matical discussion starts off from a given construction, e.g. “Sentence x
is composed of a verb followed by its subject followed by an object.” A
different kind of grammar book is a textbook designed for pedagogical
purposes. It may aim at teaching the student the correct usage of a
certain language (their mother tongue or otherwise) or, in other cases,
present them with the structure of the language whether for academic
or practical purposes such as coping with the difficulties presented by
complex texts. Obviously, the latter applies especially for written lan-
guages.

A quick perusal of S̄ıbawayhi’s Kitāb suffices to lead to the conclu-
sion that his book is theoretically rather than pedagogically oriented.
Underlying S̄ıbawayhi’s grammatical discussion is a set of principles and
rules forming a coherent theory of grammar. But what kind of theory?
As is well known, the theory of ↪amal occupies a central position in
the syntactical part of the Kitāb (see Peled 2009:4–10, for discussion).
Moreover, in many cases S̄ıbawayhi is concerned more with the forma-
tion of a certain construction than with analyzing it into its components,
attaching a function to each constituent. His discussion of transitivity
(ta↪addin) is a case in point. Take for example chapter 10 (Kitāb, vol.
1, p. 10f.), where he discusses various accusative complements (maf ↪ūl)
in the verbal sentence. It is typically introduced by the statement: hād

¯
ā

bāb al-fā↪il allad
¯

ı̄ yata↪addāhu fi ↪luhu ↩ilā maf ↪ūl (“this is the chapter
on the fā↪il whose fi ↪l extends beyond it into a maf ↪ūl”). I will not
review here the terminological problems presented by this sentence (but
see Levin 1979; Peled 1999). What is important for our discussion is
that S̄ıbawayhi’s starting point is that in such cases the effect of the fi ↪l
extends beyond the fā↪il. He outlines a process of transitivity, involving
case assignment, whose final result is a sentence displaying a verb with
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two nominal complements, one in the raf ↪ and the other in the nas.b case
(d. araba ↪Abdu llāhi Zaydan).

That the Kitāb was not intended as a textbook is a fact that should
be appreciated by everyone, given the size and theoretical approach of
this seminal work. Yet, in recent years, with the growing concern among
pedagogues and academicians in the Arab world about the low achieve-
ments of high school pupils and university students (henceforth, Arabic-
speaking students) in their study of Written Arabic (fus.h. ā; henceforth,
Arabic), one can discern a tendency to lay the blame on the mediaeval
grammarians, and on S̄ıbawayhi in particular, as the person who “laid
down” the rules of the language. A much more moderate and balanced
position is expressed by Baalbaki’s (2004) critical remarks concerning
the relationship between modern study of Arabic grammar on the one
hand, and mediaeval Arabic grammatical tradition on the other. Con-
centrating on the teaching of the language, he offers some solutions that
are based on his personal outlook on language learning. I shall return
to this later.

In the present paper I will try to do the following: (1) outline the
critique of those lamenting the present situation of the Arabic language
and the low achievements of its learners, (2) discuss the nature of medi-
aeval Arabic grammar textbooks, (3) provide some examples presenting
the treatment of certain structures by modern textbooks for Arabic-
speaking students, and (4) suggest an alternative methodology that is
likewise based on the grammarians’ writings, but that is better adapted
for the task of Arabic grammar teaching, and as a consequence, more
appealing to the student in his study of the language.

2. In his article devoted to the teaching of Arabic at university
level, Baalbaki (2004:85) states that “the standard of the mastery of
Arabic among university students [. . . ] has been dropping continuously
and drastically over the last few decades.” Educators often point out
the learners’ lack of interest in the subject, their low regard and even
dislike of Arabic learning. This situation has given rise in recent years
to a serious debate seeking to locate the sources of the problem and
offer solutions with a view to making the subject more accessible and
attractive.

Some critics see the source of the problem in the Arabic language
itself. They argue that, unlike modern European languages such as En-
glish and French, Arabic is too difficult and too complicated for students
to learn, and for the ordinary Arabic speaker to use in his/her daily life.
And who is the “culprit” responsible for this sad situation? Their answer
is clear: the mediaeval Arab grammarians. The blame is directed first
and foremost at S̄ıbawayhi who is portrayed by such writers as Ouzon
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(2002) and Šūbāš̄ı (2004) as the creator (!) of the complicated gram-
matical rules from which modern Arabic readers and writers suffer to the
present day.1 These rules, they argue, cause difficulties in, and dislike of,
learning the Arabic grammar, and must, therefore, be reformulated as
part of an overall reform of the language.2 This, so the argument goes,
could increase the students’ motivation to learn the language, which, in
turn, would lead to an improvement in their achievements and eventually
bring about a willingness (and ability) to use the language in daily life.
Demanding a reform in the language, they emphasize that Arabic is not
sacred anymore than any other language, and that S̄ıbawayhi’s Kitāb
should not be treated like the Qur↩ān. Indeed, the titles of their respec-
tive books (see Bibliography) speak for themselves. In the present sec-
tion, I will concentrate on Šūbāš̄ı’s arguments and on Baalbaki’s (2004)
critique of present day teaching of Arabic grammar. Some of Ouzon’s
examples will be dealt with in section 4.

Šūbāš̄ı (2004:197ff.) blames the present situation of the Arabic lan-
guage on religious conservative elements in society who, throughout his-
tory, have consistently undermined every attempt at developing and re-
forming the language, indeed every attempt designed to make it suitable
for its contemporary users. He emphasizes (p. 201) that such a reform
should by no means be aimed at the essence of the language; this should
be preserved as part of the national heritage. Rather, he makes a num-
ber of suggestions with a view to simplifying the language by introducing
some changes in analogy to the situation obtaining in the Arabic dialects
(as well as in some Indo-European languages). Here is a critical exami-
nation of some of his examples (Šūbāš̄ı, pp. 202–217):

(1) Proper understanding of an Arabic text, Šūbāš̄ı argues, depends
crucially on case markers. Since an Arabic text does not normally dis-
play short-vowel markers, case markers are mostly absent, and one often
finds it difficult to determine the syntactical function of a constituent, in
particular to differentiate between subject and direct object. This prob-
lem could be solved by introducing a rule stipulating that the function of
a constituent be determined by its position in the sentence rather than
by its case, in analogy to the situation in the dialects. Surely, Šūbāš̄ı
knows very well that in Modern Written Arabic, SVO is a fairly common
word-order pattern, and in VSO/VOS sentences, there are other means
by which the reader can determine the function of a constituent, e.g.
word meaning and the alif marking the indefinite object.

(2) A whole sentence may be represented as one word, which makes

1Baalbaki (2008:267–268) notes that complaints about the complexity of the Ara-
bic grammar were voiced already in the Middle Ages.

2For the criminalization of Sibawayhi within the context of language ideology and
language reform, see Suleiman 2006.
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it difficult for the reader to comprehend. This claim looks baseless, given
the fact that, even in Classical Arabic, sentences such as nāwalan̄ıhi (“he
gave it to me”) are rare. In Modern Written Arabic, much like in the
dialects, the common structure is ↩a↪t.ān̄ı ↩iyyāhu. Structures displaying
a finite verb with an attached object pronoun constitute a complete
sentence in both Written and Spoken Arabic (e.g. ra↩aytuhu, šufto). One
can hardly regard this feature as affecting the readability of Arabic texts.

(3) The dual forms in Arabic are functionally redundant; the lan-
guage could easily do with singular and plural, as is the case in most
of the world languages. Similarly, Šūbāš̄ı argues, there is no functional
reason to differentiate between masculine and feminine in the numerals,
and likewise, there is no need for a special form for the feminine plural.
The desired change can be made along the line of the dialects where,
for instance, ↩illi functions as the only relative pronoun irrespective of
the number and gender of the head noun. In response to this, one may
adduce evidence demonstrating that Arabic writers already use, in many
cases, the plural rather than the dual form (yaktubū(na) instead of yak-
tubāni), and occasionally use masculine rather than feminine forms. The
point I wish to make is that in such cases there is no need for reform:
the language develops naturally in this direction, and it looks as though
it is only a matter of time until the above are accepted as grammatical
features of Arabic, and described as part of the language in grammar
books.

(4) The Arabic lexicon contains too many synonyms and homonyms,
a situation leading, in Šūbāš̄ı’s view, to unnecessary cases of ambiguity
and vagueness. Obviously, Šūbāš̄ı is right in saying that Arabic has many
synonyms for “lion” and ‘horse’. But such examples are rare, and in any
case, modern writers do not use more than two or three synonyms for
each of the above words. A problem of ambiguity, particularly in modern
texts, thus does not exist.

Whereas Šūbāš̄ı advocates a reform in the Arabic language as a so-
lution to the present situation of the language among its users, Baalbaki
(2004) concentrates on the pedagogical aspects of the problem, arguing
that it is the teaching of the language that must undergo some funda-
mental changes. He outlines (p. 85) four aspects dominating the current
methods of teaching Arabic at university level:

(1) Adherence to the methods of reasoning and inquiry used
by the mediaeval Arab grammarians, (2) Lack of concentra-
tion on meaning in the study of syntax, (3) Relying on Arabic
script in a number of faulty grammatical rules, (4) Deficiency
in comparative Semitic studies.

While appreciating the problem of relying on Arabic script and the
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usefulness of comparative Semitics for the study of Arabic, I think it
is the first two points above that are relevant to our discussion. In
section 4 I hope to show that the methodology used in modern textbooks
designed for teaching Arabic grammar to Arabic-speaking students is in
many cases not a fair representation of the mediaeval tradition. Indeed,
one cannot even expect modern textbooks to follow the grammarians’,
certainly not S̄ıbawayhi’s, reasoning. Obviously, in an academic seminar
devoted to mediaeval Arabic grammatical theory, one is supposed to read
excerpts from the mediaeval grammarians’ writings, as well as modern
publications devoted to the subject. But there is no reason why a student
studying Arabic grammar for practical purposes should concern himself
with the theory of ↪amal, for example.

While we know of several grammarians who wrote grammar books
for pedagogical purposes, this does not apply to the vast majority of the
grammarians’ writings, certainly not to S̄ıbawayhi’s Kitāb. S̄ıbawayhi,
as we have indicated, was a theoretical linguist interested, to a
large extent, in the process of sentence production in Arabic. He did not
intend to analyze the structure of Arabic in the pedagogical sense of the
word, let alone provide a manual for correct Arabic usage. One cannot
“blame” modern textbook writers of following S̄ıbawayhi’s Kitāb, or for
that matter, any of the theoretical treatises within the tradition. More-
over, one could hardly claim that these modern textbooks are based on
the mediaeval pedagogical works: In section 3 below I argue that the
mediaeval grammatical textbooks basically recapitulate the basic theo-
retical principles laid out and discussed in the grammarians’ treatises.
So, much like the Kitāb, these mediaeval pedagogical grammars cannot
serve as a model for a manual designed to guide the student through the
difficulties posed by complex Arabic texts. In section 4 I show how mod-
ern writers have actually reduced the mediaeval theoretical writings to a
set of qawā↪id, using the mediaeval terminology with no reference to the
linguistic principles underlying them. No wonder the subject of Arabic
grammar has often been portrayed as formal, boring, difficult etc.3 To a
student unfamiliar with the mediaeval theory of ↪amal, such concepts as
taqd̄ır and h. ad

¯
f look as a kind of delusion (wahm in Ouzon’s words —

see, e.g. Ouzon 2002:30, 108; and cf. Baalbaki 2008:264–267). Indeed, a
grammar book for a high school or university student is not supposed
to deal with the principles of linguistic theory. Rather, the textbook
should be designed with a view to provide them with adequate tools of
analysis so as to enable them to cope with the difficulties they encounter

3Similar complaints about the study of grammar are often made by students study-
ing other languages. But this is in most cases the result of failing to make the students
aware of the practical aspects of the study of grammar (see section 5 below). It does
not necessarily have to do with a particular grammatical tradition.
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when reading complex passages in a language that is obviously not their
native tongue.

Baalbaki (2004:86) laments the fact that textbook writers follow post-
S̄ıbawayhian grammarians in concentrating on the formal aspects of the
grammar, ↩i ↪rāb in particular, without paying due attention to the se-
mantic aspects of language study. Indeed, many post-S̄ıbawayhi trea-
tises, particularly those written for pedagogic purposes, are based mainly
on the formal aspects of the language. But isn’t this the essence of gram-
matical study? And is “formal” necessarily a synonym of uninteresting,
boring and useless? In my mind, studying the structure of a language
can be a most rewarding intellectual experience for the student, provided
the procedure of teaching meets at least one of the two following condi-
tions: (1) The student is shown how various structures obey well-defined
rules that in turn stem from basic underlying principles, (2) The study
of grammar is demonstrated to student as an effective tool for dealing
with complex texts in Arabic. Obviously, for the practical purposes of
Arabic teaching, the second of the above conditions is the more relevant.
I shall return to this in section 5.

Mediaeval Arabic grammatical tradition is rightly regarded by Ara-
bists and linguists alike as one of the greatest achievements of the Arab-
Islamic culture. Like any other text, the mediaeval grammarians’ writ-
ings can and should be subject to criticism. But to hold the grammar-
ians responsible for the present situation of the study of Arabic among
Arabic-speaking students is undoubtedly a misdirected blame. More-
over, the grammarians’ writings have much to offer for Arabic teaching.
Modern linguistics has proved useful for language teaching in our days,
including no doubt the teaching of Arabic (both written and spoken).
And precisely because the mediaeval grammarians’ treatises are actually
linguistic works in the modern sense of the word, some of their methods
can be applied, obviously with due didactic adaptations, to the teaching
of Arabic grammar. In section 4 below I will try to show that what
needs to be changed is not the mediaeval Arabic grammatical tradition,
but rather the current methodology of modern writers who have failed
throughout to harness the grammarians’ achievements to the task of pro-
ducing practical, and at the same time linguistically oriented, textbooks
for Arabic-speaking students. This will be followed, in section 5, by some
methodological remarks pertaining to the proposed approach to Arabic
grammar teaching. But before we turn to modern pedagogy, let us take
a look at two mediaeval grammatical textbooks.

3. As indicated above, Arabic grammatical textbooks existed already
in the Middle Ages.4 Some of them were written by major grammarians

4The mediaeval pedagogical approach to Arabic grammar is discussed in Owens
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like Ibn Jinn̄ı (d. 1002) and Ibn al-↩Anbār̄ı (d. 1187) who gained their
fame as theoretical grammarians. In his preface to ↩Asrār al-↪arabiyya
(p. 2), Ibn al-↩Anbār̄ı declares:
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I adduced in this book [. . . ] much of the arguments of earlier
and later grammarians, both Bas.rans and Kūfans. I intro-
duced corrections in order to satisfy the [reader’s mental]
thirst, and refuted other versions using clear arguments. I
based my arguments, throughout, on evidence, avoiding ex-
patiation, so as to make [the text] easy for the learner.

No indication can be found in the above excerpt of any practical
aim envisioned by Ibn al-↩Anbār̄ı, such as providing the learner with a
tool for coping with complex Arabic texts. Rather, what the author sets
out to do is to deal with the same theoretical issues to which ear-
lier grammarians devoted their books, albeit in a concise and simplified
way designed to make those issues easier for the learner to comprehend.
Moreover, his striving to make his account short and straightforward
does not prevent him, as he points out, from taking sides in controver-
sial linguistic issues, adducing evidence supporting certain positions and
refuting others.

For illustration, let us first take a look at how Ibn al-Sarrāj (d. 928)
presents the mubtada↩ in his famous linguistic treatise Kitāb al-↩us. ūl f̄ı
l-nah. w. This will then be compared to the presentation of the same
phenomenon in the textbooks of Ibn al-↩Anbār̄ı (↩Asrār) and Ibn Jinn̄ı
(Luma↪).

In his ↩Us.ūl (vol. 1, p. 58), Ibn al-Sarrāj presents the mubtada↩ as
follows:
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(2005). See especially pp. 106–107 and the references therein.
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The mubtada↩ is what you strip of verbs and particles acting
as operators upon nouns. It is intended to be positioned as a
first constituent to be followed by a second one. It is a non-
verbal constituent that must be followed by its xabar. None
of these two elements may dispense with the other. Both al-
ways take the raf ↪ case: The mubtada↩ is assigned raf ↪ by the
ibtidā↩, while the xabar is operated upon by both [i.e. ibtidā↩

and mubtada↩]. For example: ↩Allāhu rabbunā (“Allāh is our
God”) and Muh. ammadun nabiyyunā (“Muh.ammad is our
prophet”). The mubtada↩ can never constitute a complete
sentence without a following xabar ; and it is exposed to ele-
ments operating upon nouns, such as kāna and sisters. . .

The following is Ibn al-↩Anbār̄ı’s (↩Asrār, 66) definition of the mub-
tada↩:
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If someone asks: “what is a mubtada↩?,” the answer is: “every
noun you strip of formal operators, whether formally realized
or assumed.”

To a student unfamiliar with the theory of ↪amal, Ibn al-↩Anbār̄ı’s def-
inition is utterly incomprehensible. Indeed the author subsequently goes
into a lengthy discussion designed to elucidate the traditional division
into formal and abstract operators ( ↪awāmil lafz. iyya wa-ma↪nawiyya).
This is followed by further theoretical discussions (all in the form of
Question and Answer) of such controversial issues as the assigner of raf ↪

to the mubtada↩, the concept of ta↪arrin (“being stripped of formal op-
erators”), the option of inversion (taqd̄ım wa-ta↩x̄ır), etc.

It looks, then, as though Ibn al-↩Anbār̄ı’s ↩Asrār could have been used
in the Middle Ages, as well as today, by students striving to comprehend
the concept of mubtada↩ as presented, e.g. by S̄ıbawayhi (Kitāb, vol. 1, p.
239) and Ibn al-Sarrāj (see above). Clearly, as we have seen, this was the
author’s aim in writing this book. ↩Asrār al-↪arabiyya was never intended
as a manual guiding the student through the difficulties presented by
complex Arabic texts.

Let us now turn to Ibn Jinn̄ı. In his Luma↪ (p. 12), we read the
following:
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You should know that the mubtada↩ is any noun you posi-
tion at the beginning of a sentence, such that it is stripped
of, but exposed to, formal operators. You make it the first
[constituent in the sentence], to be followed by a second
one. The second constituent functions as xabar to the first,
i.e., assigned as a predicate to it (lit.: made to lean upon
it). It [i.e. the mubtada↩] is assigned raf ↪ by the ibtidā↩,
so that you say Zaydun qā↩imun (“Zayd is standing”) and
Muh. ammadun munt.aliqun (“Muh.ammad is leaving”). Zayd
and Muh. ammad are both assigned raf ↪ by the ibtidā↩; the
following constituent [in each of the two sentences] functions
as xabar to its respective mubtada↩.

We can see, then, common elements in the above three excerpts.
Compare, for example, Ibn Jinn̄ı’s presentation of the mubtada↩ with
that of Ibn al-Sarrāj’s. Both include the following features: the ta↪arrin
of, but exposure to, formal (as opposed to abstract) operators, the indis-
pensability of the xabar and the ↪āmil assigning raf ↪ to the mubtada↩.5

All in all, it should be clear now that the mediaeval grammatical text-
books, while presenting lucidly and concisely the grammarians’ theoret-
ical principles, were not, indeed did not intend to be, practical manuals
for the learner of literary Arabic (fus.h. ā). This required then, as it re-
quires today, a different pedagogical approach.

4. Coming now to modern textbooks such as ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s and those
referred to by Ouzon (2002), the present section is intended to illustrate
the current methodology of Arabic grammar teaching to native speakers
of Arabic (dialects), and propose an alternative way. I will adduce six
examples, looking in each case at the problems of the current methodol-
ogy and the advantages of the proposed system for the student of Arabic
grammar. I will try to show, throughout, that the proposed methodol-
ogy is not only more useful to the student, it is also consistent with the
mediaeval tradition, without imposing controversial concepts which do

5Comparing the three excerpts, one can also point to some minor differences of
which I will mention the following: Ibn al-↩Anbar̄ı does not emphasize the indispens-
ability of the xabar, and Ibn Jinn̄ı does not raise the issue of the ↪āmil assigning
raf ↪ to the xabar ; In ↩Asrār this question is discussed in bāb xabar al-mubtada↩ (Ibn
al-↩Anbar̄ı ↩Asrār, p. 75).
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not contribute to the teaching and learning of the language. The exam-
ples are taken from Ouzon (2002) and from ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s book al-Minhāj f̄ı
l-qawā↪id wa-l-↩i ↪rāb. These two books seem to be representative of the
method currently used for teaching Arabic grammar to Arabic-speaking
students. However, while ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s book is a textbook, Ouzon’s is a
critique, indeed a ridicule of that method.

Consider first the following sentence:
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unafraid of the enemies” (Ouzon 2002:27).

This is the analysis prescribed by Arabic grammar textbooks, as cited
by Ouzon:
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Before we look into the above syntactical analysis, one methodologi-

cal remark is in order, concerning the expression
�
é Ò

	
� Ë@ é ª

	
P̄

�
é ÓC «ð

èQ
	

k
�
@ ú




	
¯

�
èQ ëA

	
¢ Ë@. In a non-vocalized text the d. amma is not normally

z. āhira. The student should be taught how to determine the grammatical
function of a constituent in the absence of case markers. Obviously, the
case marker should be determined by the syntactical function of the
constituent, and that, in turn, is determined by such factors as word
order, grammatical agreement etc. In other words, correct reading of
the text should result from a correct analysis and lead further to correct
understanding — not the other way around.

A striking feature in the above analysis is the absence of the concept
Noun Phrase. Owens (1988:158–159) indicates that there is “evidence
that might suggest that the grammarians recognized NP as a structural
unit.” Indeed, S̄ıbawayhi’s assertion (vol. 1, p. 221; and cf. ↩Astarābād

¯
ı̄,

vol. 2, pp. 307–308 and Owens’s references) that in
�

�Ê¢
	
JÓ Ég. QË@ @

	
Yë

(“this man is leaving”)

6All vocalization markers in the cited examples occur in the original.
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�
�Ê¢

	
JÓ @

	
Yë

�
IÊ

�
¯ ½

	
K

A¿ Yg@ð Õæ�@

�
éË

	Q 	
�Öß. AÒëð @

	
YêË

�
é

	
®� Ég. QË@

al-rajul is an attribute to hād
¯

ā, [the two constituents] having the
status of one noun, as if you said hād

¯
ā munt.aliqun

— this assertion leaves no doubt that he recognized Ég. QË@ @
	

Yë as
one syntactic unit even though, as Owens (1988:161) indicates, he never
formally established a structural category such as NP. It may thus be

argued that S̄ıbawayhi would consider Z @Y«

B@ H. AîE
 B É¢�. Y


KA

�
¯ as one

syntactic unit, even though he would probably refer only to Y

KA

�
¯ as the

xabar of the sentence. In any case, the analysis of Y

KA

�
¯, É¢�. and H. AîE
 B

Z@Y«

B@ into three consecutive xabars is by no means grounded in main-

stream mediaeval Arabic grammatical theory. Moreover, the mediaeval
grammarians in general fully appreciated the function of the xabar as
conveying the new information about the referent of the mubtada↩ (see,
e.g. Ibn Ya↪̄ı̌s, Šarh. , vol. 1, pp. 85–86; and cf. Peled 2009:111f.). In accor-
dance with this principle, the student should be taught that a nominal
sentence (jumla ismiyya) should first of all be divided into two units,
mubtada↩ and xabar, with the latter consisting, in principle, of all con-
stituents falling outside the domain of the former (assuming, obviously,
that the mubtada↩, as a noun phrase, may likewise consist of a head

followed by a complement — see below). It seems, then, that analyzing

É¢�. as s. ifa to Y

KA

�
¯, and Z @Y«


B@ H. AîE
 B as jumlat s. ifa to É¢�. Y


KA

�
¯ would

best represent the position of the Arab grammarians regarding sentences
like (1) above.

It thus appears that the analysis proposed below (1a) does not diverge
substantially from that of the Arab grammarians. However, the concept
phrase does require the introduction of some linguistic terms that do not
form part of the mediaeval tradition. The notion of phrase presupposes
a head constituent and a complement. In this regard I would suggest
following Fassi Fehri’s (1993) terminology. Thus, murakkab ismı̄ may
be used for noun phrase, with ra↩s denoting the head, and the familiar
s. ifa — the attribute. In the case of a genitive construct (↩id. āfa), mud. āf
and mud. āf ↩ilayhi may appropriately be used to denote the head and
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the complement respectively. An adjectival phrase, where the head is an
adjective, can be referred to as murakkab was. f̄ı. Finally, murakkab h. arf̄ı
may be used for prepositional phrase, where the head is a preposition
governing a nominal element. The concept verb phrase need not be
introduced in our system, since in Written Arabic a verb phrase has
the status of a clause, with the potential to function as an independent
sentence.

We are now in a position to suggest an alternative analysis to sentence
(1) above:

A notable advantage of the graphic analysis,7 as can be seen in (1a),
is that it lucidly demonstrates the relations of constituency as well as
the syntagmatic relationships between the sentence constituents. This
kind of analysis, representing as it does the structure of the sentence,
can lead the student to an understanding of the content or the meaning
of the sentence. And the more complex the sentence, the more evident
is the role of the graphic analysis in the decoding procedure.

Let us now turn to our next example:

7For a detailed illustration and discussion of the graphic analysis of Arabic sen-
tences, the reader is referred to Peled (1998, especially chapters 1 and 2).
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(2)
�
é

	
® J


	
¢

	
� A ê «P@ñ

�
�

�
é

	
J K
Y ÖÏ @ “the city, its streets are clean” (Ouzon

2002:28).

The analysis, as cited by Ouzon, is as follows:

. èQ
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Much as in the case of sentence (1), the above analysis of (2) reduces
the sentence to a list of words, actually a list of morphemes, to be treated
individually. However, while, as we have noted, the traditional analysis

of (1) fails to recognize Z @Y«

B@ H. AîE
 B É¢�. Y


KA

�
¯ as a noun phrase, the

above analysis of (2) admits
�
é

	
®J


	
¢

	
� Aê«P@ñ

�
� as a clausal xabar to

�
é
	
JK
YÖÏ @. The

reference to the topic of the xabar clause as mubtada↩ t
¯

ānin is traceable to
the mediaeval grammarians (see, e.g. Ibn Ya↪̄ı̌s, Šarh. I, 89, who also refers
to the mubtada↩ of the whole sentence as mubtada↩ ↩awwal). However,
the graphic presentation, as can be seen below, obviates such terms as
mubtada↩ ↩awwal and mubtada↩ t

¯
ānin, since it clearly demonstrates the

difference in grammatical status between
�
é

	
J K
YÖÏ @ and A ê«P@ñ

�
�; in other

words, it shows that
�
é

	
®J


	
¢

	
� functions as xabar to the latter, not to the

former.
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Note that (2a) makes no specific reference to the pronoun A ë in
Aê«P@ñ

�
�. The reason for this is obviously that every pronoun attached

to a noun functions as mud. āf ↩ilayhi, that is, f̄ı mah. all jarr bi-l-↩id. āfa.
Likewise, I find it utterly unnecessary to indicate for each constituent its
case value (raf ↪/jarr/nas.b, or otherwise f̄ı mah. all raf ↪ etc.), since that is
self-explanatory: mubtada↩ and xabar take raf ↪ by definition. Obviously,
the situation is different when the sentence is introduced by ↩inna, kāna
etc. But in these cases one would use the traditional terms ism ↩inna,
xabar kāna etc., which naturally obviate the indication of case. The

statement that
�
é

	
®J


	
¢

	
� Aê«P@ñ

�
� is f̄ı mah. all raf ↪ as xabar, echoes the gram-

marians’ stipulation that the xabar is in principle a phrase (mufrad),
and that a clausal xabar is a secondary (far ↪) construction. The latter
occupies the position of a phrasal xabar, and is, therefore, by analogy,
f̄ı mah. all raf ↪. The question, however, is whether this detail should be
part of the required analysis. My answer is in the negative, since the
student is not (and should not necessarily be) familiar with the mediae-
val principle underlying the definition jumla ismiyya f̄ı mah. all raf ↪ xabar
al-mubtada↩ al-↩awwal.8

8Indeed, the grammarians themselves did not regard this principle as self-
explanatory. See, e.g. Ibn Ya↪ǐs (Šarh. , vol. 1, p. 88) for a detailed discussion designed
to explain why a clausal xabar should be regarded as different in status from a phrasal
one.
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In our third example, the xabar position is occupied by a preposi-
tional phrase:

(3) È
�

	Q 	
�ÖÏ @ ú




	
¯

�
É

	
®¢Ë@ “the child is in the house” (Ouzon 2002:29).

The traditional analysis runs as follows:
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¯
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�
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.( 	á
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�
K
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Ym× Q�.
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àA
�
®Êª

�
JÓ PðQm.

×ð PAg. : È
	Q 	
�ÖÏ @ ú




	
¯

Sentences such as (3) presented a major theoretical problem to the me-

diaeval grammarians’ theory of ↪amal : what is the exact function of ú



	
¯

È
	Q 	
�ÖÏ @ and what is the operator ( ↪āmil) assigning it case. In cases such

as (1) above, the mubtada↩ and the noun phrase following it are corefer-

ential, so Y

KA

�
¯ etc. could be analyzed as xabar taking the same case (raf ↪)

as the mubtada↩. By contrast, in cases such as (3) it was noted that the
prepositional phrase is non-coreferential with the mubtada↩: rather than

conveying a property of É
	
® ¢ Ë@ it states the child’s location. Some of

the later grammarians therefore concluded that it cannot function as a
real xabar, and must consequently be assigned the nas.b case. Since the
assigner of nas.b is, in principle, a verb, an underlying (muqaddar) verbal
(or participial) ↪āmil was assumed, usually istaqarra/mustaqirrun, but
also kā↩inun, h. āllun etc.9 This underlying element was presented by
these grammarians as the “real” xabar (for further discussion, see Peled
2009:152–155).

Indeed, this was a matter of controversy among the grammarians, to
the extent that some of them regarded sentences such as (3) as represent-

9Ouzon (2002:29–30) ridicules the stipulation that the underlying xabar in such
cases is particularly kā↩in (or mawjūd) and not some other participle or adjective
such as masjūn, h. az̄ın or sa ↪̄ıd. As I will argue below, positing an underlying xabar
in such cases is altogether unnecessary, even from the point of view of (some of) the
grammarians. In any case, the choice of istaqarra/mustaqirrun/kā↩inun, etc. is based
on the semantics of these elements as conveying the notion of existence which, in itself,
can easily be retrieved from context and need not, therefore, be lexicalized in cases
such as (3). If, however, the predicate is designed to convey a specific quality/state
that is unrecoverable from context, then it must be appropriately expressed by the
relevant verb/participle/adjective (see, e.g. Peled 2009:154 n. 24 and the references
therein).
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ing a sentence type in its own right.10 Admittedly, the idea of positing
an underlying element in order to account for an accusative xabar (actu-
ally functioning as h. āl) can be traced back to S̄ıbawayhi (see, e.g. Kitāb,
vol. 1, pp. 222–223). But in his bāb al-ibtidā↩ (Kitāb, vol. 1, p. 239),
S̄ıbawayhi states in the clearest possible way that the mubtada↩ may
be followed by three different types of mabn̄ı ↪alayhi11 (= xabar): šay ↩

huwa huwa (i.e. coreferential with the mubtada↩), [↩aw yakūn f̄ı] makān
(adverbial of place), [↩aw ] zamān (adverbial of time).12

In view of the above, I can see no reason to avoid the following simple
analysis for sentence (3):

Once the student is familiar with the concept prepositional phrase

(murakkab h. arf̄ı), there is no need to make specific reference to ú



	
¯ and

È
	Q 	
�ÖÏ @ separately: in such a phrase, a noun phrase is, by definition, imme-

diately dominated by a preposition assigning it jarr. The main advan-
tage of this analysis is that, unlike the one cited by Ouzon, it does not
require familiarity, on the part of the student, with the mediaeval the-
oretical controversy over the status of the prepositional phrase in such
sentences. The study of such issues should rather be postponed to a
seminar devoted to the writings of the mediaeval grammarians. In any
case, as we have just seen, our proposed analysis is consistent with that

10For jumla z.arfiyya, see, e.g. Ibn Ya↪̄ı̌s Šarh. , vol. 1, p. 88f.; and cf. our discussion
of sentence (6) below.

11For the term mabn̄ı ↪alayhi, see a detailed discussion in Levin 1985.
12Baalbaki (2004:86–89) proposes that students be given a number of examples in

order to convince them that the mediaeval grammatical theory could “go wrong or be
replaced by other methods of analysis”. As one such example he mentions (p. 88) the
grammarians’ “insistence [. . . ] on restoring an elided predicate instead of admitting
that this function can be filled by a preposition or an adverb with their genitive”. As
we have just seen, this “insistence” does not represent a consensual position among
the grammarians.
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of S̄ıbawayhi’s, and cannot, therefore, be claimed to run contrary to the
mediaeval tradition.

Consider now the fourth example:

(4) éêk. ð 	á�k ¼ñ
	

k

@ “your brother, his face is nice” (↩Ant.āk̄ı, p. 30).

Here is ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s analysis:
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One can hardly understand why ¼ñ
	

k

@ should require any detailed

analysis beyond stating its function as mubtada↩. A student analyzing

¼ñ
	

k

@ as mubtada↩ can be assumed to have already identified the ð in this

word as a raf ↪ marker. Any reference to ¼ (as well as to the attached

pronoun
�
è in

�
éêk. ð) is redundant, as I have already indicated (cf. (2a)

above).

Once we accept the definition of the xabar as the predicative con-
stituent representing the new information about the mubtada↩, then we

must analyze éêk. ð 	á�k, not just 	á�k, as the xabar of ¼ñ
	

k

@. But what

is the syntactical relationship between é ê k. ð and 	á � k ? Here the

grammarians differed. Some claimed that 	á � k , being analogous to
an active participle (s. ifa mušabbaha bi-smi l-fā↪il) has a verbal meaning
(ma↪nā fi ↪l), and as such it must relate to the following noun as fi ↪l to

fā↪il. Since, however, 	á�k is a nominal element occupying clause-initial
position, it was analyzed by some of the later grammarians as mubtada↩

followed by a fā↪il sadda masadd al-xabar (a fā↪il substituting for a xabar
— for a detailed discussion, see Peled 2009:138–147). ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s analysis
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above seems to be based on this kind of argumentation, and the real
problem here is that students are required to recite this kind of analysis
without being familiar with the theory behind it. No wonder they regard
the whole procedure as meaningless, useless and boring.

But the student can be offered a simpler and much more intuitive
analysis that is equally consistent with the mediaeval tradition. S̄ıbawayhi
in his Kitāb (vol. 1, p. 239) cites his teacher al-Xal̄ıl as claiming that such

cases as YK

	P Õç


'A

�
¯ (“standing is Zayd”) may be viewed as inverted ibtidā↩

sentences, i.e. be analyzed as cases of a xabar followed by a mubtada↩.

By the same token one may regard éêk. ð 	á�k in (4) as a case of taqd̄ım
wa-ta↩x̄ır, where the xabar is preposed (muqaddam) to the mubtada↩.
Adopting this type of analysis, we may suggest the following alternative
to ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s analysis:

To my mind, (4a) is a simple, yet adequate, analysis of (4), and at
the same time it does not diverge from the mediaeval tradition.
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Let us now turn to our fifth example:

(5) QK
Y
�
¯ Zú



æ
�
� É¿ úÎ« é

��
<Ë @

	
à@ “God is omnipotent” (cited by ↩Ant.āk̄ı,

p. 205, from Qur↩ān 2:20).
↩Ant.āk̄ı’s analysis is as follows:
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At this point it should already be clear that the first line in the above
analysis is absolutely redundant. The student should be taught how to

identify 	
à@ as

�
	
à@


(rather than

�
	
à@


,

�
	

à

@ or

��
	

à

@) by the position of the word in

the sentence and the kind of word following it. In our case, for instance,

the particle is recognized as
�
	
à@


since it occurs at the beginning of the

sentence and is followed by a noun. This now means that the portion of

the sentence starting with é

��
<Ë @ should be divided into two parts: ism

↩inna and xabar ↩inna.

But the most problematic issue in ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s analysis above is his

treatment of QK
Y
�
¯ Z

�
ú


æ
�
� É¿ úÎ«. Being the part of the sentence following

ism ↩inna, it should be analyzed as xabar (↩inna) to é

��
<Ë @. Now, ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s

analysis apparently recognizes that QK
Y
�
¯ Z

�
ú


æ
�
� É¿ úÎ« forms one phrase

whose head is QK
Y
�
¯ — but fails to spell it out. Rather, sticking to his

method of treating the sentence as a list of words each requiring its

individual label,13 he analyzes as xabar ↩inna the word QK
Y
�
¯ only. Having

advocated introducing the noun phrase into the system, we now intro-

duce the adjective phrase (ù



	
®�ð I. »QÓ) whose head is an adjective (QK
Y

�
¯

13Oddly enough, ↩Ant.ak̄ı treats É¿ úÎ« as one constituent, separated from Zú


æ
�
�. As

a result, his analysis presents Zú


æ
�
� as mud. āf ↩ilayhi, but not Zú



æ
�
� É¿ as ↩id. āfa (governed

by úÎ«) in which É¿ functions as mud. āf.
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in our case) rather than a substantive. With this in mind, consider the
following as an alternative analysis to sentence (5):

Note that QK
Y
�
¯ functions, like other adjectives, analogously to a verb.

The phrase Zú


æ
�
� É¿ may therefore be analyzed as indirect object to QK
Y

�
¯

. But instead of introducing a term that is evidently unfamiliar within
the mediaeval tradition, one may choose to indicate (as in (5a) above)

just the function of Zú


æ
�
� É¿ úÎ« as a complement (mutammim) to QK
Y

�
¯.

Let us now turn to our sixth example:

(6) AêË
�
A
�
JÓ


@

�
Qå

�
�« éÊ

	
¯

�
é
�
	
J�mÌ'AK.

�
Z Ag.

	áÓ “whoever does good will be repaid
tenfold” (cited by ↩Ant.āk̄ı, p. 106, from Qur↩ān 6:160).

↩Ant.āk̄ı offers the following analysis:
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É«A
	
®Ë @ð .  Qå

�
�Ë @ Éª

	
¯ Ð 	Qk. Ém× ú




	
¯ i

�
J

	
®Ë @ úÎ« ú




	
æJ.Ó

	
�AÓ Éª

	
¯ : ZAg.

.(ñë) èQK
Y
�
®

�
K Q�

�
�
J�Ó

.(ZAg. ) H.
	
àA

�
®Êª

�
JÓ PðQm.

×ð PAg. :
�
é
	
J�mÌ'AK.

ÐY
�
®Ó Q�.

	
m�'

.
	
àA

�
®Êª

�
JÓ PðQm.

×ð PAg. ( éË) ,  Qå
�
�Ë @ H. @ñm.

Ì �
é¢�. @P ZA

	
®Ë @ : éÊ

	
¯

.
	

¬ð
	
Ym×

.Q
	

k


ñÓ

@Y

�
JJ.Ó : Qå

�
�«

. éJ
Ë @
	

¬A
	

�Ó (Aë)ð PðQm.
× éJ
Ë @

	
¬A

	
�Ó : AêËA

�
JÓ


@

.( 	áÓ) Q�.
	

g ©
	
P̄ Ém× ú




	
¯ H. @ñm.

Ì'@ð  Qå
�
�Ë @ ú




�
æÊÔg

.
¨ñÒm.

×

The mediaeval grammarians provide lengthy discussions of mā and
man functioning both as relative and conditional elements. In these con-
texts both are assumed to be basically nominal (rather than particles).

S̄ıbawayhi (Kitāb, vol. 1, p. 389) refers to them as AîE. ø 	PAm.
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If you use [these nominals] analogously to allad
¯

ı̄, you say: AÓ

Èñ
�
¯

@ Èñ

�
®
�
K so that Èñ

�
®
�
K becomes a relative [clause] to AÓ so as

to form with the latter a complete nominal, as if you said:
Èñ

�
¯

@ Èñ

�
®
�
K ø




	
YË@.

Clearly, then, S̄ıbawayhi regards mā/man etc. as nominals which in
conditional contexts may function as relatives. By no means can man
in (6) above be analyzed as mubtada↩ with the rest of the sentence func-
tioning as its xabar, as stipulated by ↩Ant.āk̄ı. Indeed, such an analysis
would lead to an incomprehensible interpretation of the sentence. In any
case, it is utterly incompatible with S̄ıbawayhi’s position.

Further, why refer to 	áÓ as ism šart. jāzim and to ZAg. as f̄ı mah. all

jazm? Indeed, S̄ıbawayhi (Kitāb, vol. 1, p. 386) states that Z @ 	Qm.
Ì'@

	
¬ðQk

ÈA ª
	
¯


B@ Ð 	Q m.

�
�
' . But, as we have indicated above, in cases where the

conditional is an ism functioning analogously to allad
¯

ı̄, this rule does

not apply. Besides, ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s reference to the morphology of ZAg. (Éª
	
¯

i
�
J

	
® Ë @ úÎ « ú




	
æ J. Ó

	
�A Ó) is redundant since in most cases this is self-



184 Yishai Peled

explanatory. Indeed, it is the perfect-verb form of ZAg. that leads to the

identification of 	áÓ as a conditional element in our case. And the con-
sequent analysis of the sentence into šart. and jawāb naturally obviates

spelling out that function of 	áÓ.

Within the framework of our discussion of sentence (4) above we ar-
gued that a sentence/clause consisting of an adjective followed by a sub-
stantive may appropriately be analyzed as xabar muqaddam+mubtada↩

mu↩axxar. This is equally applicable to cases where the substantive is

preceded by a prepositional phrase, as in sentence (6): éË may be ana-

lyzed as xabar muqaddam and A êË
�
A
�
J Ó


@

�
Qå

�
�« as mubtada↩ mu↩axxar. No

deleted element should be posited. As a matter of fact, some grammar-

ians regarded cases such as A êË
�
A
�
J Ó


@

�
Qå

�
� « é Ë as representing a sentence

type in its own right (jumla z.arfiyya — cf. our discussion of sentence (3)
above). And there are, indeed, some good reasons to advocate a division
into three basic sentence types in Arabic (rather than two). But that is
not necessary: one may stick to the mainstream two-type division and

analyze AêË
�
A
�
JÓ


@

�
Qå

�
�« éË as an inverted jumla ismiyya.14

Once the sentence is recognized as a conditional sentence, the next

step is to draw the line between the šart. and the jawāb. In our case the
	

¬ in é Ê
	
¯ functions as jawāb introducer, a fact that is demonstrated

graphically in (6a) much better than by ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s indication that ZA
	
®Ë @

 Qå
�
� Ë @ H. @ñ m.

Ì �
é ¢ �. @P . Then, each of the two clauses can be analyzed

separately, as indicated above, with the final result looking as follows:

14For a detailed discussion of jumla z.arfiyya, see Peled 2009:172–179.
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5. As we saw in section 3, Arabic grammar textbooks existed already
in the Middle Ages. But as a matter of fact they were no more than con-
cise and considerably simplified versions of the theoretical grammatical
treatises, some of which were written by the same grammarians them-
selves. Much like S̄ıbawayhi’s Kitāb they were not designed as manuals
teaching the learner how to reach a proper understanding of a sentence
by way of analyzing it.

Modern textbooks like ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s are intended, on the one hand, to
offer a method of syntactical analysis drawing upon mediaeval Arabic
grammatical tradition. On the other hand they set out, and are justi-
fiably expected by modern scholars (cf. section 2 above), to teach the
student the structure of Written Arabic by way of providing them with
a tool that should enable them to read and write in fus.h. ā, both classical
and modern. In particular, the method of analysis is expected to be de-
vised with a view to training the student to cope with the complexities
of a language that is basically a written language and not his mother
tongue. But as we saw in section 4, none of the above is achieved: These
textbooks do not deal adequately with (and occasionally misrepresent)
the grammarians’ theoretical principles; they definitely do not simplify
them, contrary to such mediaeval textbooks as Ibn Jinn̄ı’s Luma↪ and
Ibn al-↩Anbār̄ı’s ↩Asrār. On the other hand, they fail to provide a practi-
cal and effective tool for training the learner towards the task of reading
and writing in fus.h. ā.

For illustration of the methodological issues involved, let us take the
subject of mathematics. In academic teaching the student is taught
the rationale behind the formula presented to him. By contrast, when
teaching the basics of mathematics, the formula is provided, normally
without an attempt on the part of the teacher to justify or explain its
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background. However, good teaching requires that the student be shown
how he/she can use the formula to solve mathematical problems that are
directly related to daily life. In other words, the student should be shown
the usefulness of learning mathematics.

In my view, the same approach should be applied to the study of Ara-
bic grammar. Assuming that Arabic grammar is not essentially complex
or difficult anymore than the grammar of most other languages, there is
every reason to expect that teaching Arabic grammar should require a
methodology applicable to the teaching of other languages. The theory
of ↪amal, for example, with all its ↪illas (and ↪illas of ↪illas) is unnecessary
for students learning the structure of the language. Given that the target
language is a written language, they should be presented, rather, with
such grammatical phenomena and structures that are needed in order to
cope with complex texts. Then they should be taught how to identify
in such complex texts the structural phenomena they had learned, so
that, guided by the output of parsing, they would be able to attain full
understanding of the text. This, in turn, will make the students realize
the usefulness of Arabic grammar learning and increase their motivation.

In typical classes of Arabic, students are required to read sentences
fully vocalizing them (with special attention to ↩i ↪rāb). But here the
student often feels himself caught in a vicious circle: “how can I vocalize
properly a sentence I don’t understand, and how can I possibly under-
stand a sentence prior to vocalizing it?” In my view, the only way to
break this vicious circle is to teach the student a technique of parsing,
based on the model of immediate constituents, taking account of both the
hierarchical and linear relationships between the sentence constituents
(cf. section 4 above). The students should be instructed to start the
whole process with analysis; they should be shown how, by following a
certain procedure of formal analysis, they can cope with sentences that
initially seem intractable, until the stage where they finally can read the
sentence properly and fully understand it. It should be emphasized to
the students that reading with correct ↩i ↪rāb and understanding should
be the result of correct analysis, and not the other way round. If the
student has already read the sentence and understood it properly, what’s
the point in parsing it? Surely, this way of teaching grammar is no easy
task, for students tend to be skeptical as to their ability to parse a sen-
tence they do not understand. But with the instructor’s patience and
insistence on following the whole procedure in the right order of stages,
asking the right questions at each stage, the students will eventually get
used to this kind of learning. They will come to realize that ‘formal’
does not necessarily mean ‘boring’ and ‘difficult’. And once that hap-
pens, they will appreciate this method as an effective tool for dealing
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with complex sentences in their language, indeed, in any language.
The system of analysis proposed in the present paper is substantially

different from that presented by ↩Ant.āk̄ı and cited by Ouzon (2002).
Yet, as I hope to have shown, it is consistent with mainstream Arabic
grammatical tradition. As a matter of fact, it represents the mediaeval
grammarians better (occasionally even more accurately) than the one
offered by textbooks like ↩Ant.āk̄ı’s. Above all, it is much more effective
and, judging by my experience, far more attractive to the student. In
other words, it shows that old and new can be combined to produce
for the learner of Arabic grammar a method of teaching that is both
practical and intellectually rewarding.
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Baalbaki. 2004 = R. Baalbaki. “Teaching Arabic at university level:
problems of grammatical tradition.” In R. Baalbaki, ed. Gram-
marians and grammatical theory in the medieval Arabic tradition.
Aldershot (Britain) and Burlington (USA), XVIII pp. 85–101.

Baalbaki. 2008 = R. Baalbaki. The legacy of the Kitāb: S̄ıbawayhi’s
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S̄ıbawayhi. Cairo: Madbūl̄ı l-S. aġ̄ır.
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