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Abstract
The study aims to provide a critical examination of the influence of concepts
from Ancient Greek thinking on Arabic grammar. In order to determine
whether and to what degree Arabic Grammar was influenced by ancient Greek,
the researcher adopts a theoretical and analytical approach based on linguistic
studies conducted by authors like J. Weiss, H. Fleisch, M.G. Carter and G.
Troupeau. The study seeks to debunk or refute previous studies on the issue of
alleged transmission of Greek grammatical concepts into Arabic grammar. In
order to reach a balanced and objective judgment on this issue, the linguistic
corpus and the historical background of transmission shall be analyzed.
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Abstrak

Tajuk ini membincangkan secara kritikal tentang pengaruh pemikiran Greek
terhadap Tatabahasa Arab. Di dalam membicarakan isu tersebut, penulis cuba
membincangkan beberapa teori yang telah di kemukakan oleh beberapa orang
penulis Orientalist seperti J. Weiss, H. Fleisch, M.G. Carter dan G. Troupeau.
Sehubungan dengan itu kajian ini akan memastikan samada terdapat pengaruh
Greek di dalam Tatabahasa Arab atau tidak memerlukan kepada analisis yang
teliti. Oleh itu untuk menghasilkan suatu keputusan yang tidak dipengaruhi oleh
unsur emosi maka kajian terhadap data-data bahasa dan tatabahasanya serta
latarbelakang sejarah dan tamaddun bahasa tersebut perlu diteliti dan diambil kira.
Kata kunci: Penolakkan, Perubahan, Konsep, Undang-undang Islam

Introduction
Arabic was a comprehensively developed language during the time of the
revelation of the Qur’an. But its grammatical rules were not yet fully
defined. Arabic grammar, undoubtedly, got well-defined later by going
through various historical stages. It is claimed by certain quarters that
Arabic received impacts from Greek thoughts and philosophy. The present
paper is an attempt to look objectively into whether Greek thinking really
influenced Arabic grammar and language, to one or the other extent.
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The First Encounter with Ancient Greek Thinking
The first contact of Greek with Arabic grammar was probably
made in Alexandria (Egypt) and Antioch (Syria) for both cities were
renowned Hellenistic centers of education and learning.1 Not all history
scholars however, agree on this observation, which makes the question
of influence of ancient Greek over Arabic language and thought
debatable. In his book2 ÖuÍÉ al-IslÉm, the modern historian Ahmad
AmÊn argues that the well-known linguist and translator ×unayn Ibn
IsÍÉq (873 C.E.)3 travelled to Rome to learn Greek to return later to
Basrah to learn from KhalÊl.4 MuÎÏafÉ NazÊf strongly supports this note
in his statement that ×uynayn visited KhalÊl to study Arabic.5 Modern
historians however, assert that during the ninth century C.E., Arabic
scholarship was influenced by Greek science and thought. BustÉnÊ, for
example, was known for his competence in Greek while KhalÊl was
influenced by Aristotelian ideas, especially the concept of cause and
effect.6 MuÎÏafÉ ØÉdiq RÉfi‘Ê suggests that Arabic phonetic signs such as
the ÍarakÉt did not originate from Arabia but from Syria governed then
by the Byzantines who introduced signs of small ÍarakÉt as reading aids
for the text of the Bible.7
When we examine the historical stages through which Greek
became a lingua franca, we find that the Aramaic dialect of Syria was
developing into an independent language in its own right.8 Reports
suggest that the Persians built the school of Jundishapur near KËfa
which soon became a `refugee school` for those leaving (though not
necessarily expelled) other institutions like Alexandria and Antioch
because of their “heretical opinions”.9 Jundishapur disseminated the
1

C.H.M. Versteegh, Greek Elements in Arabic Linguistic Thinking (Leiden: E.J.Brill,
1977), p.1-2.
2
Am3n Ahm4d, ÖuÍÉ al-Isl m, (Cairo: Lajnat al-Ta’l3f wa al-Tarjamah, 1978), vol.1:
p.313.
3
J. Ruska, `×unayn Ibn Ish q`, (Cairo: D4r al-Fikr, D4’irat al-MaÑ4rif al-Isl4miyyah,
1980), vol. 8: p. 134.
4
AmÊn Ahmad, vol. I: p.313.
5
Ibid, vol.1: p.313.
6
Mahd3 al-Makhz5m3, al-Khal l AÍmad al-Far hid , ’A‘m luh wa manhajuhu,
(Beirut: D4r al-R4’id al-ÑArab3. 1986), p. 68.
7
K. Brockelmann, TÉrÊkh al-’AdÉb al-ÑArabÊ, Trans. Abdul ×alÊm al-NajjÉr, (Cairo:
Dar al-MaÑÉrif, 1968). vol.I: p.105.
8
C.H.M. Versteegh, Greek Elements in Arabic Linguistic Thinking, p.1-2.
9
Ibid, p.2.
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ideas of Greek philosophy in Mesopotamia, and major Greek texts were
directly translated into Syrian and Persian. This intellectual migration
soon made Jundishapur a major centre in the dissemination of Greek
culture and learning in the East.
Due to this influence however, theological speculation was
introduced into Muslim scholarship with the Mu‘tazilite debate on the
Qur’an, the problem of free will and the doctrine of the attributes of
Allah.10 It was also believed that Hellenistic universities not only taught
Greek philosophy but Greek language as well, the most important
medium of instruction and a compulsory subject for all students of
philosophy.11 Greek language and grammar exercised a profound
influence upon the Syriac dialect in the form of many loan words, the
system vowel-signs and even the literary style.12 Obviously, this process
became important after the Arab invasion of Greater Syria (bil d alsh m) after which Syriac translations of Geek works were rendered into
Arabic13. New ideas and concepts passed through these translations into
the language of administration including tax registers in Damascus.14
Moreover, in the late 10th century, Hamzah al-IÎfahÉnÊ (d.961 C.E.) had
access to Greek historical material and was able to incorporate it directly
to the court of IÎfahÉn.15 The medieval linguist and historian A. Merx,16
author of Historia Artis Grammaticae Apud Syros sought to relate the
dependence of Arabic grammar to the logic of the appearance of
declension, the division of words into three parts of speech, the
distinction of three tenses and the notions of local or temporal adverb
(Ðarf) and condition (ÍÉl).17 Merx also argued that the influence of Greek
linguistics on Arabic occurred after the introduction of Greek logic
which was discussed later by the Mu‘tazilites.18
The above examples suggest that Greek thinking influenced
Arabic language used in the development of the judicial process during
the Mu‘tazilites, especially in the field of logic. However, early
10

Ibid, p.2
Ibid, p.3
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Ibid, p.3
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Ibid, p.15
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Ibid, p.17
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Ibid, p.18
16
G. Troupeau, V.7: p.913.
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C.H.M. Verstegh, p.8.
18
Ibid, p.16
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historians argue that the influence of Greek on Arabic had begun much
earlier, namely with the establishment of Hellenistic institutions which
translated Greek philosophy and literature into vernaculars such as
Syriac. Thus, Syriac acted as the intermediary between Greek and
Arabic. The earliest leading translators at that time like ×unayn Ibn
IsÍÉq and YaÍya Ibn BiÏrÊq were native speakers of Syriac. Damascus
had become a center of Greek language under the Byzantines during the
third, fourth and fifth century19 in which the language was officially used
at court and in administration.
The Formal Development of Greek Grammar
Present knowledge of pre-Socratic thought and early rhetoricians
is very fragmentary and solely derived from secondary sources. Since
the end of the sixth century B.C.E. philosophers in Ionia and elsewhere
studied astronomy, physics, mathematics, ethics, metaphysics and
linguistics.20 The major contributions of Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E.) –
probably the most remarkable intellectual in antiquity – covered almost
all fields of human knowledge.21 The Stoic school founded by Zeno (c.
300 B.C.E.) gave rise to linguistic studies, and the function of language
in the Stoic system can be summarized in the sequence of the
impression, the mind making use of speech and the experience produced
by the impression in words.22 The Stoics formalized the dichotomy
between form and meaning, distinguishing in language `the signifier`
and the `signified`. They promulgated a theory of syntax or sentence
structure based on the analysis of different types of predicates available
in the Greek verbal system e.g. transitive and intransitive.23
Zeno was a bilingual speaker whose native language was a Semitic
language. Up to this period, linguistics developed according to
philosophical concepts with a focus on logic. We are aware that Aristotle
summed up his concept of language at the beginning of his De
Interpretatione in which he interpreted speech as a representation of the
experiences of the mind and writing the representation of speech.24 Both
the Aristotelian and Stoic concepts of language however, differed. The
19

William Wright, `Syriac Literature` in The New Encyclopaedia of Britannica,
(Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc., V. II, 1998), p. 470.
20
R. H. Robin, A Short History of Linguistics, (New York: Longman, 1990), p.16.
21
Ibid, p.16
22
Ibid, p.18
23
Ibid, p.18
24
Ibid, p.22
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Stoic concept was based on anomaly becoming the dominant theme in
language while Aristotle favored analogy concentrating on linguistic
questions for the purposes of literary criticism and objective standards of
correctness. Both divisions were exaggerated by the rivalry of
Alexandria and Pergamum under Macedonian rule, whereby Alexandria
was dominated by the analogists and Pergamum by the anomalists.25
Greek grammatical tradition was formulated by authors beginning
with Dionysios Thrax (ca. 170 – ca. 90 B.C.E.) whose Tekhne
Grammatike (Art of Grammar) was translated at an early date into
Syriac26. This version has been challenged recently, and the prevailing
opinion is that the first systematic grammars were written after the death
of Dionysios in 90 B.C.E. and that the Tekhne Grammatike actually
belonged to a later epoch27. However, there is evidence of Greek
grammars from the first century C.E. onwards in the form of fragments
of grammars preserved on papyrus rolls excavated in Egypt28, and a few
25

Ibid, p.23
According to the Nestorian tradition by Joseph of Ahwaz (d. before 580 C.E). See
Baumstark, 1968, p.116-7.
27
Even during the middle Ages, many Byzantine scholars doubted the authenticity of
the Tekhne Grammatike. The question was then re-opened in modern times by the
Italian scholar Vincenzo Di Benedetto who published an extensive study on the subject
in 1957-8. Today, five chapters are considered genuine where Dionysios outlines the
discipline of grammatical study, then discusses reading aloud, accents, punctuation and
the genre of rhapsody. The rest of the work is disputed. The remaining chapters are like
a self-contained grammar type common in both Greece and Rome in late Antiquity,
starting with chapters on the smaller linguistics units – the gramma (letter/speech –
sound), syllable and word – and then on each word class: noun, verb (and conjugation),
participle, article, pronoun, preposition, adverb, conjunction. The arguments are of two
kinds, internal (based on evidence from the text of the grammar itself) and external: 1)
The program sets out in the opening paragraph is not followed after chapter 5; 2) The
first five chapters have almost no connection with the rest of the work suggesting that
they were added later as a kind of introduction to an existing self-contained grammar;
3) There are significant discrepancies between the doctrine ascribed to Dionysios Thrax
by early sources and that of the Tekhne Grammatike; 4) The only passages quoted from
the Tekhne Grammatike by writers earlier than the fourth century come from the five
chapters; 5) The earliest copies of the Tekhne Grammatike date from the fifth century;
6) The extant Greek grammars dating from the first to fourth centuries are not based
upon the Tekhne Grammatike, but show the kind of fluctuation and experimentation
that was characteristic of grammar in the better-documented Roman world before it
was given definitive form in the mid-fourth century by Donatus. See Vivien Law, The
History of Linguistics in Europe From Plato to 1600, (United Kingdom: Cambridge
University Press, 2003), p.56.
28
Part of the Hellenistic cultural sphere.
26
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complete treatises. One of those earliest grammatical fragments so far
discovered dates from the first century. The full text goes as follows:
A meaning utterance (logos) is a prose collocation of word forms (lexis)
revealing a complete thought. Its parts are nine: proper noun, common noun,
participle, pronoun, article, verb, preposition, adverb, conjunction. The proper
noun is a word form which signifies the individual nature of an object or
concept, without tense but with cases, such as `Homer`, `Paris`. The common
noun is a word form which applies to many objects, without person or tense,
such as `poet`, `person`. The participle is a word form which
takes articles
and cases, and shows distinctions of tense, such as `saying`, `known`. Hence it
is called `participle`, in that its participle, in that it participates in aspects of both
noun and verb. The pronoun is a word form used demonstratively instead of the
noun, assigning order to the person, such as `I`, `he`. The article is a word form
with case which is placed before or after another word inflected for case and
shows distinctions of gender, as in29 ho, he, to `the`30. The verb is a word form
showing activity or receiving action with tense and person, such as `I write`,
`it is being written`31. The preposition is an uninflected word form which stands
before the word classes in composition. These are the prepositions: ana `up to`,
kata `down to`, dia `through`, meta `after`, para `beside`, anti `against, amphi
`around`, huper `over, apo `from`, peri `about`, en `in`, eis `into`, pro `before`,
pros `toward`. The adverb is an uninflected word form which is placed before or
after the verb and not compounded with it, signifying quantity, quality, time,
place, negation, agreement, prohibition, exhortation, interrogation, exclamation,
comparison or doubt. Indicating quantity: `frequently`, `rarely.Quality:`well`,
`nicely. Time: `now`. Prohibition: me32. Exhortation: `what!`, `encore!`.
Interrogation: `where?`. Exclamation: `if only`33. Comparison: `like`. Doubt:
`pretty much`, `perhaps`. The conjunction is a word form linking the parts of
discourse. It is used with copulative, disjunctive, causal, rational, interrogative,
hypothetical, or expletive force. The following conjunctions are copulative:
`but`, `on the one hand`,
`both… and`, `and`, `…as also`, `and
also`…Disjunctive34.

The work is concise and centers on a series of definitions of the
parts of speech. The word classes are discussed one by one and are
similar to the Aristotelian idea of category in which “uncombined
utterances which denote uncombined ideas necessarily denote one of ten
things either substance or quantity or quality or relation or where or
29

In nominative case
cf. German der, die, das.
31
These are single-word forms in Greek: lego, graphetai.
32
The negative particle used in negative commands.
33
cf. Spanish ojala.
34
Vivien Law, The History of Linguistics in Europe From Plato to 1600, p.56, the
statement taken from P.Yale, (1979), p. 49-52.
30
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when or position or to have or doing or being acted upon”35. There is
also the Stoic36 concern made for the distinction between logos and lexis
in the opening of the definition when each word classes is described as a
lexis focusing on its formal properties which was the major concern of
earlier poets and orators. The definitions included both the semantic and
formal elements which constituted the starting point in the progress of
understanding Aristotle’s categories in the part of speech.
Opponents of Greek Influence on Arabic Grammar
Firstly, we must direct our attention to the origin of Arabic
linguistics in order to show which elements in this phase resulted from a
direct contact between Arab grammarians and Hellenistic culture in
many of the conquered territories. From the ninth to the eleventh century
C.E., a Greek-Arabic translation movement took place in the Muslim
world. According to Dimitri Gutas37 almost all scientific and
philosophical secular Greek works were available by the end of the tenth
century C.E. Those translations covered diverse topics such as astrology,
alchemy, physics, mathematics, medicine and philosophy. Gutas
explored the social, political and ideological factors operative in the
early Abbasid society which occasioned and sustained the translation
movement. He also retraced the legacy of the translation movement in
Muslim lands and abroad suggesting a direct link with the ninth-century
classical revival in Byzantium. Gutas provided a stimulating, erudite and
well-documented analysis of this key movement in the transmission of
ancient Greek culture to the Arab World.
In order to analyze the influence of Greek language on Arabic
grammar, we need to focus however, on the influence of the concept and
system of the grammar itself instead of simply acknowledging its
35

Butterworth, Charles E., Averroes’ Middle Commentaries on Aristotle’s Categories
and De Interpretatione, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1983), p.30.
36
Following Aristotle, numerous thinkers took up the task of working through the
wealth of ideas inherited from Athens. Works of two kinds lay before them:
systematizations and elaborations of the originally often concisely expressed and
sketchily developed ideas. Amongst the people who participated in this activity were
the members of the most famous philosophical school in the ancient world, founded by
Zeno of Citium in the third century BC, and based as much in Asia Minor (modern
Turkey) as in Greece. The Stoics grew in numbers and reputation, even counting a
Roman emperor, Marcus Aurelius (121-180 C.E.), amongst their later adherents. See
Vivien Law, (2003), p.38.
37
Dimitri,Gutas, Greek Thought Arabic Culture –The Graeco-Arabic Translation
Movement in Baghdad an Early `Abbasid Society, (London: Routledge, 1998), p. i.
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existence on a general level. Even though Merx (Historia artis
grammarticae apud syros) attempted to prove the dependence of Arabic
grammar on Greek logic, he mainly used terminology resemblance. His
most important arguments are: the notion of declension (’ir‘Éb); the
division of words into three parts of speech; the distinction of two
genders; the distinction of three tenses; local and temporal adverbs
(Ðarf); and condition (ÍÉl). It is questionable whether his arguments
prove the influence of Greek grammar and not that of Greek logic.
Greek grammar was rather based on logic and a semantic approach, as
recorded in Aristotle’s ‘Category`. To relate the above idea to the text of
the Tekhne Grammatike (Art of grammar) of Dionysios Thrax remains
debateable since the authenticity of the manuscript itself is doubtful.38
In order to understand how Arabic grammar had evolved
completely independent of Greek rather than being subject to its
influence, we should address the research done by those opposing the
notion of Greek influence. The linguist and philosopher J. Weiss stressed
the high level of consistency and regularity of Arabic grammar while
vigorously opposed any idea of Greek or Latin influence. Weiss argues
as follows:39
If the case is, that just like grammar and philosophy is a scientific system, the
attempt to prove any influence on the basis of occasional similarities seems to
be little successful in as far as the many differences paralyze the conclusiveness
of congruence substantially. We should not overlook that a system represents
an entity, and that it is psychologically totally unlikely that a single term out of
it should have wandered like an erratic block without taking traces of its next
proximity with it.40

Weiss argues that it is methodologically wrong to judge the
influence of Greek and Latin on Arabic grammar based on one isolated
term for every term is a part of complicated system, without which it is
meaningless (C.H. Versteegh, 1977:12). Weiss followed comprehensive
ideas and gave a balanced judgment. We can assume however that the
signs of Arabic phonetic comprising u-vowel (Ìammah), a-vowel
(fatÍah) and i-vowel(kasrah) have its origins in older languages such as
Syrian, Hebrew, Persian and Sanskrit. The micro system of Arabic
grammar must have been developed by the Arabs themselves, especially
38

Discussed earlier in this paper.
Weiss, Die arabische Nationalgrammatik und die Lateiner, ZDMG, (1910, p.389-90).
40
Trans. by Assoc. Prof. Dr. Anke Bouzenita, Dept of Fiqh , Kulliyah of Islamic
Revealed Knowledge and Human Sciences, International Islamic university Malaysia.
39
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in confirmation of the invisible governor (al-ÑÉmil al-ma‘naw ) in
subject, predicate and present tense. The Basrah School of linguists
believes that the nominative of the topic as an abstract principle
(’ibtidÉ‘) is the ÑÉmil ma‘naw which makes the subject of the sentence
rafa‘. We believe such a feature is not part of many other languages
because this rafa’ indicates that it is free from any intruder such as
accusative (n ib) or genetive (j rr). Otherwise, accusative (n ib) and
genetive (jÉrr) are called visible governor (al-‘ mil al-lafÐ ) which could
change the case form or declension. It is to be kept in mind that in
Arabic the invisible governor or element zero in ideas of governor (alÑÉmil) implemented in the topic of al-ishtigh l very clearly but we
cannot find exactly where the governor of the sentence is. In contrast,
the governee appears very clearly. For example in Zayd n Ìarabtuh
(Zayd, I beat), Zayd n becomes the governee whereas the governor of
the sentence is Ìarabtuh which is the precedent of the sentence, and
disappears according to the Basran School. Otherwise, according to the
Kufan School, another group of Arab grammarians, the governor of the
sentence is Ìarabtu after Zayd n because Ìaraba comes from fi‘l
mutaÑadd (transitive verb). This shows that in Arabic grammar of the
Basran School there exists an invisible governor in front41.
It seems there exist differences between the national varieties of
Arabic and the one that is based on the Qur’anic linguistic model while
there is the standard Arabic written grammar. It is possible that
historians of Arabic have not been well aware of those differences
between Arabic language and Arabic grammar, and have treated both in
similar fashion. According to our analysis, the situation is totally
different. We cannot deny the fact that Arabic language was affected by
other languages which were in turn strongly influenced by Greek, like
Assyrian, Syrian, Persian or Sanskrit. Those influences can clearly be
seen in the many loan words from other languages such as Greek42
(Falsafah, Geografiah, Zabur d, Zamr d, YÉq t); Sanskrit43 (Zan bil,
Kap r, Babgh k, Khaizur n, Filf l, Ahl l j); Assyrian44 (Akh ,
Ummatun, Ti h , Zab , ilÉ, Qarbun, Mal k ); and Syrian (Aramaic
dialects) ( b , Shama’, ×abl ). There were even pronouns similar to
41

Called al-ÑÓmil al-Muqaddam in invisible approach.
AmÊn, Ahmad, ÖuÍÉ al-Islam, (Kuala Lumpur: DBP, 1978), V.III: p. 267.
43
Ibid, vol. 3, p.267.
44
Mag3d Khair B3k, al-Lughah al-ÑArabiyah: Judh ruh , Intish ruh , Ta’th ruh f alSharq wa al-Gharb, (Damascus: D4r SaÑd al-dd3n, 1992), p.25-26.
42
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Aramaic such as an nu which means an in Arabic and ’Ant ’Anta
which means anta antuma. Nevertheless, a system which contrasts with
the original Arabic grammar system exists in the topic `Lughah Akal n
al-Bar gh th ’ whereby one governor governs two governees. This
phenomenon had been found in use by the tribe of al- hai and Azd alShan ’ah45. In the case of the topic `Tan zu‘’, two governors govern one
governee as in ÑAmr ibn al-Qays` verse: Walau ’anna mÉ as’É lÊ adnÉ
maÑÊÎatin * kafÉnÊ walam aÏlub alÊlun minal al-mÉlÊ
One of the strictest rules in Arabic syntactic theory is that one
governor can never govern more than one element at the same time as in
the verse quoted above where the words kafÉnÊ and walam aÏlub are alÑÉmils. The poet did not say alÊlan accusative style (fatÍah) but alÊlun
with nominative (Ìammah) which means it belongs to kafÉnÊ nor walam
aÏlub. This verse indicates that Arabic was not influenced by Greek
thinking at the time when ÑAmr ibn al-Qays accidentally introduced the
system of governor (al-ÑÉmil). This point finds support in Versteegh’s
statement: “We do not assert that Arabic linguistic thinking was a copy
of Greek grammar, but we do believe that the instruction of Greek
grammar was the model and the starting point for Arabic grammar.”46
A differing opinion on the independence of Arabic from Greek
grammar is expressed by H. Fleisch:47
Some Greek influences are to be mentioned: The speculation of Arabic grammar
has borrowed some initial concepts from Greek science, not only important to
Greek grammar but to the Aristotelian logic as well; this has highly reduced the
Greek influence equipped with Aristotelian concepts, that the simple
atmosphere it provided them. Arab grammarians have worked with their Arab
mentality; the description of grammatical taxonomy is Arabic, the arrangement
is Arabic, and all the Islamic sciences, grammar might have been the least
subjected to external influences and has the most purely Arab.48

Fleisch refuted the influence of Greek grammar on Arabic
grammatical theory while agreeing to the notion of influence by
Aristotelian logic since most Arab Grammarians emphasized on
conceptual issues. Abdul QÉhir al-JurjÉnÊ for example engaged
extensively in semantics and conceptual meanings. Yet, to claim all his
45

Al-Say5>3, HamaÑ al-Haw miÑ SharÍ J miÑ al-Jaw miR f ÑIlm al-ÑArabiyyah, (Beirut:
D4r al-MaÑrifah, n.d.), p. 514.
46
C.H.M. Versteegh, Greek Elements in Arabic Linguistic Thinking, p.15.
47
Fleisch.H., Traite de Philologie Arabe, (vol. 1, Beirut, 1961), p.23, 25.
48
Trans. by Assoc. Prof. Dr.Anke Bouzenita.
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ideas were derived from Aristotelian logic would be unjustified. For
JurjÉnÊ, the relationship between syntax and semantics has not been
effectively clarified within the framework of traditional Arabic
grammatical theory. In his commentary49 he differentiated between
meaning and form in a sentence. This concept is presented not to
linguists but to theologians (mu‘tazilah) in an effort to impress them
with the need to study theology, grammar and literary theory so as to
improve their understanding of the inimitability of the Qur’an. In this
case, the theory of coherence (naÐm) combines three aspects, namely 1)
expression (lafÐ h mil), 2) meaning (ma‘nÉ bihi q ’im), 3) the
conjunction between expression and meaning (rib t lahuma n zim). This
statement shows the intellectual capacity of JurjÉnÊ. He further argues
that one would not arrive at the proper meaning if not constructed with
expression (lafÐ) and conjunction (rabÉt) in order to produce a cohesion
(naÐm). In other words, those who achieve true eloquence (faÎ hah) will
not be able to produce a coherent sentence unless they combine the
group of words according to their concurrence followed by the meaning.
Based on this view, we learn that JurjÉnÊ focused more on the system of
cohesion (naÐm) and movement among the words after their
combination. This means that the production of eloquence does not
depend strictly on the use of separate words to produce meaning. In his
major contribution to the discussion about the I‘jÉz al-Qur’an he
concentrated on meaning (ma‘nÉ) and expression (lafÐ). Both concepts
have been subjected to debate between logicians and grammarians. For
logicians, the meanings represent the logical ideas signified through
expressions. Otherwise grammarians concentrated on the functions of
the words. For JurjÉnÊ, meaning (ma‘nÉ) is what determines the quality
of a style, and it would be absurd to attribute qualities of eloquence to an
expression as such. He states:
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“You should know that whenever you look [corruption of taste
and language] you would find the cause of corruption being only one,
49

JurjÉnÊ, Dala’il ‘jÉz, Sayid Muhammad Rashid Rida (ed.), (Cairo: Maktabah
Muhammad AlÊ ØubayÍ wa AwlÉd, 1960), p.66-67.
50
Ibid, p.256
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namely their assumption about the expression and their attribution of
attributes without proper distinction between those attributes that they
assign to them because of something that belongs to its meaning”.51
According to JurjÉnÊ, ‘Ilm al-Bay n is “the knowledge of the
expression of one meaning in different ways”, through reference to it
more or less clearly, which serves to avoid errors in the application of
speech to the full expression of what one wishes to say.”52 This means
that the science of expression of the meaning (bay n) is the final touch
in the process of conveying information and cannot be separated from
the science of meaning. In other words, the discussion of the
introduction of semantics needs to be related to the technicality of
grammar. In this sense the ideas of JurjÉnÊ were an expression of the
feeling of dissatisfaction with the way linguistics evolved. JurjÉnÊ’s
Dal ’il al-I‘j z (Arguments of the inimitability of the Qur’Én) shows
some remarks which could be interpreted as criticism of Arab traditional
grammarians in regard to the relationship between word order and
meaning. This view was shared by Ibn Mada` who complained of the
useless morphological exercises and theoretical discussions having no
connection whatsoever with the living language.53 He did not say that
the system of declension (i‘rÉb) lacks the necessary elements for
developing the idea of linguistics in Arabic. Rather, the idea needs to be
supported by further supportive elements including the meaning in a
semantic concept as well as the synthesis of those concepts as
formulated by logicians and grammarians.
We may deduce therefore that the special meaning associated with
the cohesion (naÐm) exists when the meaning is quoted after the process
of entering siy q such as subject (mubtada’) existed because of predicate
(khabar). For example, al-munÏaliqu Zaydun means ‘the one who leaves
is Zayd’ while in Zaydun al-munÏaliqu Zayd is the one who leaves. i.e.
f ‘il (agent) existed cause of the fi‘l (verb), and so on. This shows that
the originality of JurjÉnÊ as a rhetorician is evident in the way he links
his view on meaning as determinant factor in the quality of a text to a
linguistic dimension by way of considering it not through isolation but
rather within a coherent text composition, cohesion or naÐm. This is a
51
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key notion in both the Dal ’il al-I‘j z (Arguments for Inimitability of
the Qur’an) and Asr r al-Bal gah (Secrets of Eloquence)54. In both the
works he attempted to define the principle in linguistic terms.55
To substantiate the idea discussed above, we find some further
remarks on the system showing how the concept of meaning is powerful
via the concept of declension (i‘r b) and governor (‘ mil). In the first
example is 56#
!"
the word
`<. ` wa’kun in zero-vowel style (suk n) caused by the thinking of
abstract rules (tawahhum57 sharÏ 58) indicates for ?@AB tamannÊ and the
rule of governor (al-‘ mil al-sharÏ ) is not in speech (lafÐ) but in the
conceptual thinking (ma’nawi) which is conjuncted to the word CDEDFG59
where it is accusative and zero-vowel (suk n). Al-ZamaksharÊ favors this
idea and argues that it resembled in akhartanÊ aÎÎadaq wa akun ?@BJDKG HI
LMNGO LCEFG. The research assumes wa akun MNGO a zero-vowel (suk n)
cause of different style of declension.60
The second example is the accusative cause by the removal of
genitive (al-khafiÌ) which means the removal of the genitive is a result
of accusative on the governee (ma‘m l). According to Ibn MÉlik61, the
accusative case on the governee (ma‘m l) caused by the removal of the
genitive in speech (lafÐ) whereas in thinking (ma’nawi) it is based on the
meaning (al-taÌÉmu al-Êj bÊ) 62 such as the Qur’anic verse63 &' $ % "

- ./0 +, $ )*' (

. The word ikht ra is the governor of the governee

qawmahu, the visible object (al-maf‘ l bi lafÐih). This is because the real
governor is a preposition min which is genitive being removed from the
verse ( yah). However, there is another opinion in its declension (i‘r b).
54
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Al-Akhfash al-ØaghÊr64 argues “to remove the genitive is not a must, but
is permissible to avoid an ambiguous situation, as in “baraytu al-qalama
al-sikkÊna” (I sharpened my pencil knife) where the original form is
“baraytu al-qalama bi al-sikkÊn” (I sharpened my pencil with knife).
‘Baraytu’ is the governor (‘ mil), al-qalama the governee (maf‘ l) of
‘baraytu’ and al-sikkÊna the governee (ma‘m l) of the removed original
governor in the genitive. SÊbawayh65 did not agree with this since the
cause of the removal of the genitive was the preceding verb becoming a
governor. This opinion is nonetheless supported by AbË ×ayyÉn66. The
word ikht ra is a transitive verb (fi‘l muta‘addÊ) hence governs the two
governees (mafÑ l n).
The third example is the conjunction based on meaning (al-‘aÏf
‘alÉ al-maÍal) whereby the understanding of meaning (al-athar alma‘nawÊ) is according to the implicit item67 according to the Qur’anic
example:
@
= >? " : ;$<" : 8$9 6 .7
45$ 3 12)

#A

4 968 The accusatives of asghar and akbar are manÎËbÉn and

not genuinely based on the principle of mamn Ñ Ñan al-Îarf. Originally,
they should be used with a genitive term (j r). An accusative here is
being conjuncted by place or situation (al-maÍal) and not by declension
(i‘r b) as a speech. ‘M ‘ is a negative type of speech otherwise it is
nominative case in thinking in the original text or raf’ ma‘nawÊ because
it is subject of a verb. The subject of the verb is the doer of the action
expressed by the verb and must follow the verb69.
The fourth example is connection or disconnection because of
meaning (al-’ittis l wa-’inqiÏ ‘ bi-sabab al-ma‘nÉ) as in the Qur’anic
verse70 G " EF * " BD3 (5 BC . The disconnection of al-‘amal based
on the seven permissible ways of recitation (al-qir ’ t al-sab‘) which is
ittib ‘a in the accusative case, allowing speculation (Ðann) in contrast to
64
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definitive knowledge (‘ilm)71. Otherwise, ittib ‘u in the nominative case
as recited by the tribe of the BanË TamÊm means knowledge or `ilm and
does not imply Ðann as in the reading allowing the accusative case. This
is because the exceptional (illah) is a disconnector between governor and
the word ittib ‘a. In the original text however, ititb ‘a is disconnected
with words min ‘ilmin where it is subject in the nominative case. The
word ‘ilmin is a subject being put into genitive after the preposition min
as a (mu’akkidah) for ittib ‘al-Ðann.
The above analysis shows that grammar (naÍw) investigates the
syntactic relation between the words of an utterance. These examples are
essentially concerned with the function of case endings in the sentence.
The kinship between grammar and eloquence (bal gah) is thus selfexplanatory. In expressing the realm of meanings (ma‘ nÊ), grammar is
concerned with the means of making utterances expressing desired
meanings with utmost exactitude through a number of syntactical
devices such as conjunction and dis-conjunction as well as the relation
between subject and predicate72. In other words, the concept of Arabic
thinking in grammar is not isolated. Rather, the concept of grammar is
included in the concept of semantics. Thus, without the expression of a
desired meaning, the concept of understanding the meaning cannot be
produced. In fact more studies are needed on the relationship between
grammar and meaning, especially in terminology. At the practical level
however, much of the confusion and inefficiency in teaching Arabic
grammar could be avoided if some of the non-functional topics of
grammar (naÍw) are substituted by those subjects of eloquence
(bal ghah), which focus on the relation between form and meaning.
M.G. Carter denies any Hellenistic influence on Arabic
Grammmar: “I hope that the evidence adduced by the Hellenists on the
point reached by Arabic grammar in the crucial period of the eighth
century should be rejected because it is applied hysteron proteron, and
because it is based on a dubious interpretation of the Grammar of the
later period, and because it is contradicted by al-KitÉb itself”73.
According to Carter, Greek influence has to be ruled out because of lack
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of evidence. There is no reference to suggest foreign influences in the
indigenous accounts of the earliest Arabic grammarians74. He further
added: “The most obvious weakness of the Greek hypothesis is that it
has never been confronted with Arabic grammar itself or rather, that the
Hellenists have never defined the kind of Arabic grammar itself or
rather, that the Hellenists have never defined the kind of grammar which
they claim was borrowed from Greek”75. Carter then stresses that “it will
be necessary to show that al-Kit b is the first grammatical work in the
Arabic language”76. He believed that every form of linguistic study
preceding SÊbawayh i.e. the period of orthographical innovations and the
period of the group of naÍwiyyËn had been the work of amateurs.
SÊbawayh was the first real grammarian who brilliantly assembles the
linguistic facts forming part of social system into a juridical corpus. His
purpose was the description of linguistic behavior, a normative grammar
as a reference for later grammarians.
Carter argues that grammar in SÊbawayh’s KitÉb is clearly
unrelated to the Greek system based on logic especially when he states:
“I have already alluded to the fact that there was no term for `grammar`
in SibÉwayh`s time, and I outlined the stages whereby the word naÍw
ultimately acquired this technical sense”77. He also highlighted that
SÊbawayh and Aristotle have very different interest in preposition (Íarf)
which was identical with the Greek fone asemos but defined from a
totally different point of view. Aristotle says that the particle has a
definite function but no specific meaning while for SÊbawayh the
preposition (Íarf) has a some kind of meaning (j ’a li ma‘nÉ) but no
specific function78. During the time of SÊbawayh there existed an
abstract legal system set up by Muslim jurists in order to analyze laws
and traditions. This proves that SÊbawayh did not need any abstract
Greco-Hellenistic theory for his grammatical system and that he has
been rather influenced by the Islamic legal system in order to pattern the
style of Arabic Grammar approach. That is why it is not possible to
prove the dependence of Arabic grammar on Greek through simple
reference to the division of the parts of speech where there are eight
74

Ibid, p.3
Ibid, p.5
76
Ibid, p.5
77
Ibid, p.12
78
Ibid, p.15
75

Refuting the Alleged Transmission of Concepts of Greek Thinking

197

parts of speech in Greek while Arabic grammar has only two or three,
including preposition (Íarf).79
In order to support that notion of the influence of Islamic law on
Arabic grammar, Carter presented two critical points: (1) a series of
existing terms for the categories and phenomena of the Arabic language
and (2) a set of operational functional terms borrowed from the legal
system. He adduces four important terminological arguments, namely
the use of moral criteria in grammar ‘Íasan’ (good), ‘qab Í’ (bad)80, the
qiyÉs as a juridical method81, the terminology of mawdi‘ derived from
the study of the law82, and the numerous linguistic terms carrying
juridical connotations (e.g. sharÏ [condition], ‘iwaÌ [compensation],
badal [replacement], Íadd [limitation], Íujjah [argument], and niyyah
[intention]).83
Carter points out that there were many contacts between Muslim
jurists and grammarians. SÊbawayh himself started as a student of law,
and lawyers often needed the help of grammarians for the explanation of
linguistic subtleties in legal texts. For him if it can be pruned that the
science of law furnished the example for SÊbawayh’s theory of speech,
the Greek hypothesis has lost its raison d` tre. In his view the Greek
hypothesis is a priori improbable because of the complete silence in
Arabic sources concerning any dependency on Greek examples, and for
Greek grammar is of completely different character. We cannot however
base a spontaneous linguistic corpus on SÊbawayh alone because he
himself acknowledged many authorities in his book including Ab5 alAsw4d al-Du’al3, Y5nus ibn ×ab3b, Khal3l, Ab5 ‘Amr, Kis4’3 and alFarr4’ who helped in collecting the linguistic corpus. This kind of
information shows us how SÊbawayh duly acknowledged the
contribution of others. It is possible that as a supporter of the theory of
Grammar (naÍw) in Arabic he molded his theory according to his own
understanding of Arab life of the time. Carter`s observations on the
relationship between grammar and law in the Muslim world are certainly
very plausible. In addition, Versteegh agreed with Carter that grammar is
a linguistic system in its own right.84
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Yet, in order to prove that SÊbawayh’s ideas were related to legal
Islamic concepts, Ibn al-AnbÉrÊ85 stated that the methodological
approach used by jurists was followed by Arabic grammarians. He
supported his argument by Imam JamÉl al-ddin al-AsnÉwÊ86 who
realized that concepts such as uÎ l al-fiqh and Arabic grammar
originated from the same root since the concept of qiy4s was adopted in
Arabic grammar as `qiy s al-naÍwi`. MahmËd NiÍlah87 expresses that
“the uÎ l al-naÍw and its branches are similar to the concept of uÎ l alfiqh and its branches” to imply that both concepts are taken from the
same system and root of knowledge. In order to refute Greek influence
on Arabic grammar however, he believed it would be a grave error to
attribute the beginnings of Arabic grammar to conservatism or simple
intellectual curiosity. The proponents of the theory of a Hellenistic
influence were equally mistaken when they assume that all abstract
thought had to be developed in Greek style because the essential
principles of Islamic law had already been established at the time of
SÊbawayh88. G. Troupeau89 refuted Merx’ statement90 in these words:“I
have made the point that it is unlikely that SÊbawayh who died circa 796
A.D. would have known the logic of Aristotle and been influenced by it,
and this for two reasons: the first being that the Hermeneutics and the
poetics were not translated into Arabic until approximately a century
after the death of SÊbawayh; the Hermeneutics by IshÉq Ibn ×unayn (d.
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910 C.E.), the poetics by Matta Ibn Yunus (d. 940 C.E.). The second
reason is that the grammatical terms used by these two translators, with a
few exceptions, either do not exist in the work of SÊbawayh or differ
significantly from the terms which he employs, as may be observed from
the following list”91. The very different terminology of the grammatical
terms employed by ‘Abd Allah ibn al-Muqaffa‘ in his epitome of the
Hermeneutics – when compared with the terms utilized by SÊbawayh –
differ almost entirely. For example, the verb identified as preoposition
(harf) by Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ and by SÊbawayh as verb (fi‘l). Similarly,
addition (A) called laÍq while (S) called absent; adjective (A) called
lasiqa while (S) called na‘t; and finality (A) called ghÉya while (S)
called absent92. These observations lead us to accept that there exists no
conformity between the terminology of Arabic grammar and that of
Greek logic. In addition, the parts of speech in Greek grammar have
eight categories while they are divided into three in Arabic grammar
which shows that they have nothing to do with Aristotelian logic.
Conclusion
Beginning with the contact of Hellenistic thinking with Arabic
culture we have acknowledged the influence of Greek institutions of
learning in the East. However, the transmission of Greek grammatical
concepts into Arabic grammar is very questionable and needs to be
modified. Dionysios Thrax’ Tekhne Grammatike cannot be regarded as a
valid starting point in this question and requires no further consideration.
Weiss, Fleisch, Carter and Troupeau had their own reasons to oppose the
influence of Greek grammar. Weiss used a methodological approach to
the system of language itself and concluded that previous studies are in
favor of a Greek influence had been too selective and therefore produced
no valid results. Fleisch acknowledged the influence of Greek thought in
the field of Aristotelian logic. However, Aristotelian logic was applied
more in the fields of philosophy and sciences than in the study of
grammar93.
Carter argued that Arabic grammatical theory was free from any
Greek influence because it was firmly based on Islamic source texts such
as the Qur’an and as such shared the same roots with Islamic legal
91
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theory. Several linguists support the understanding that the concept of
naÍw in Arabic grammar originated from Islamic Law. SÊbawayh
introduced the ideas of Arabic grammar through the four accepted legal
schools and their shared concepts of ‘w jib’, ‘mub Í’, ‘sunnah’ and
‘Íar m’ which is complementary to the grammatical concepts of
‘w jib’, ‘jaw z’, ‘sh dh’ and ‘mamnu‘’. Troupeau has shown that the
differences of terminology used by SÊbawayh and the translators of
Aristotle’s Hermeneutics and Poetics.

