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Abstract 

This article proposes that the Semitic ancestry of Arabic is neither beneficial to the 

study of the history of Arabic; nor is it methodologically feasible in light of the 

current status in so far as the Semitic and Arabic linguistic data is concerned. In 

order to make the Argument, the article discusses the current status of data on the 

Semitic languages. Then, the article also introduced structural (from Peninsular 

dialects) and ecological (demographic and historical) data from the Arabic language 

in late antiquity. The article concludes that despite the indisputable Semitic origin of 

the Arabic language, the relationship between different varieties of Arabic and a 

specific Semitic branch is methodologically vague and does not cast any explanatory 

light on the history of Arabic. 
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Аннотация 

В этой статье выдвигается предположение, что семитское происхождение 

арабского языка не является ключевым фактором в изучении его истории. Это 

же касается и методологической точки зрения в свете нынешнего состояния 

семитских и арабских лингвистических данных. В качестве аргумента в статье 

обсуждается текущее состояние данных о семитских языках. Далее в статье 

представлены структурные (из диалектов Аравийского полуострова) и 

экстралингвистические (демографические и исторические) данные из арабского 

языка поздней античности. В статье делается вывод о том, что, несмотря на 

бесспорное семитское происхождение арабского языка, взаимосвязь между 

различными его вариантами и определенной семитской ветвью является 

методологически расплывчатой и не объясняет его историческое развитие.   

Ключевые слова: семитские языки, арабский язык, полуостровные диалекты, 

исторический сравнительный метод, эволюция 

 

Для цитирования: Аль-Шаркави М. Миф о сотворении и преемственности: 

критический взгляд на связь между арабским и семитскими языками // 

Арабистика Евразии. 2021. №16. С. 16-43. (На английском языке)  

 

INTRODUCTION 

This essay is an apology for suspending the Semitic historical depth of the Peninsular 

varieties in late antiquity in the process of studying and writing the history of Arabic. 



Арабистика Евразии, № 16, декабрь 2021  

٠٢٠٥مبر ديس، ٥٣الدراسات العربية الأوراسية،    

Eurasian Arabic Studies, № 16, December 2021 

18 

 

Al-Sharkawi M. (2021). Myth of creation and continuity: a critical view of the link between Arabic and Semitic. 

Eurasian Arabic Studies, 16, 16-43 

In this respect, this attempt here is both preliminary in its theoretical framework and 

quite general in its treatment of the linguistic data.  

An analogy is in order to start with here. Imagine you are facing a big and tall multi-

trunk tree, with many branch attachments and clear morphological signs of 

bifurcation. While you know for a fact that the roots to that tree feed the stem, 

branches, twigs and leaves, it is not feasible in your human sense of vision and even 

foresight to know which particular root or root area feeds which particular stem, 

branch, twig and or leaf. You may be acquainted with the general morphology of 

trees. Indeed, you know that the roots are essential to the growth of the tree, indeed 

you know they exist under the soil although you do not see them, and you may indeed 

know approximately how long these roots may theoretically extend buried under the 

earth. However, it is not yet scientifically possible to make particular sequential 

connections in the growth of the tree in sight. The modern historian of Arabic is like 

the beholder in this analogy and their subject matter is the tree. The Semitic 

languages are like roots buried under the soil. However, in contemplating this 

analogy, it is important to remember that it is from the perspective of the Arabic 

language.  

That the Arabic language emerged from a Semitic genetic background is a fact 

supported by the aggregate of its structures and the totality of its lexicon. Also, that 

the Arabic language was probably a member of the Central Semitic branch of the 

family in general is a matter of common belief among most of the scholars of Semitic 

[Huehnegard, 2017, p. 10], and that Ancient North Arabian varieties particularly 

close to Arabic, though not Arabic, [Macdonald, 2000, p. 29-30] is a statement of the 

genetic and geographical obvious. These pillars of the field are probably important in 

the study of the Semitic languages in general and their evolutionary status in 

particular. Their value, however, and their explanatory power in understanding the 

evolution of Arabic as a language both from the Semitic parenthood and on its own as 

of the 6
th

 century is not as salient or satisfactory. I am going to argue in this article in 

favor of a practical although admittedly potentially controversial opinion among Arab 

and Western scholars alike, namely that the study of the development of Arabic 

within the Semitic family must overcome two types of challenges before it begins to 

be a part of the discussion of Arabic from a historical developmental perspective. In 

other words, to find a direct Semitic ancestor for Arabic feasible and or useful, two 

issues need to be addressed. Short of overcoming these hurdles, explaining a Semitic 

depth for Arabic is a fool’s errand. One of these challenges is the methodological 

linguistic challenge and the other is the non-linguistic ecological prohibition. This 
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perspective, again, must be seen only as Arabic-centric, and its focus is limited to the 

evolution of Arabic individually.  

The methodological issue referred to in the previous paragraph is twofold. First part, 

the position of Arabic within the Central Semitic branch is not so comfortable to 

allow building an ancestry line. It seems that Arabic also shares with the Ethiopic and 

Ancient South Arabian languages (as members of earlier subgrouping attempts of the 

Semitic family) some key features. In addition, the features common in Arabic and 

these two branches are not comprehensive, and some of them may in fact be 

explained as areal features that may in part have resulted from borrowing. The second 

part is that comparing Semitic to Arabic seems to be difficult if not impossible. 

Research in pre-Islamic Arabic is in its infancy, data from the period is not 

forthcoming. The data available from the books of medieval Arab grammars are not a 

representative of the pre-Islamic situation. We do not have a structural makeup of 

Arabic in late antiquity which determines its structural features and contours that we 

can use for any comparative research. The first aspect renders the genetic affiliation 

blurry at best and betrays a strong contact situation. The second aspect makes the 

comparison between any form of Arabic and its Semitic structural affiliates vague 

and less productive. 

These methodological difficulties are espoused to a set of prohibiting ecological 

factors in Arabia in late antiquity that, I assume, render the reconstruction of an 

ancestral identity for Arabic through the historical comparative method with any 

degree of soundness nearly impossible in the current state of research. Although this 

article does not argue for a causal relationship between adverse ecological reasons 

and the ambivalence of the position of Arabic in Semitic, there is a correlation 

between the two elements. The socio-historical situation in Arabia in late antiquity 

was geared towards contact: human and language contact. Among these adverse 

ecological factors, I will discuss the contact situation, tribal structure, and the identity 

of the Arabs as a social group in late antique Arabia. It is my understanding that the 

combination of these factors renders a direct line of descent of Arabic from Semitic 

opaque and in deed not useful. These factors made the Arabian Peninsula a language 

area and a contact zone. While genetic relations may very well have played a role in 

the shaping of Arabic, this role will remain opaque. For a student of the evolution of 

Arabic, therefore, an analogy of Arabic as a tall branching tree is an accurate 

expression of the general evolutionary situation.  

A word of caution is in order here. While this article does not make direct claims to 

any arguments for a historical dating of the beginnings of the Arabic language, 

naturally it advocates indirectly an artificial date selection, one whose criteria are not 
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linguistic, but are not discussed here and are not yet widely discussed in the field at 

large as well. This being the case, however, this article does not argue that the Arabic 

language cannot or may not permanently be placed in a nexus from a particular 

Semitic branch. It certainly can. Before scholars make such a claim they must 

overcome the methodological and ecological issues I will discuss in brief below. At 

the current state of the research, any such claims remain only logical but without 

sound admissible linguistic evidentiary basis that can be used to write a history of the 

Arabic language. Finally, this article being an apology of a sort is not in a position to 

read critically the scholarship on the Semitic languages. It will merely survey and 

report on the available research to make the aforementioned point. Two sections and 

a conclusion will, therefore, follow. In the following section, the methodological 

issue will be discussed in three paragraphs. In the last section, the ecological 

prohibition will be introduced.  

THE POSITION OF ARABIC IN SEMITIC 

In this section, I will argue for the pre-maturity of attempting to link Arabic 

genetically to an ancestral Semitic branch, and the futility, therefore, of establishing a 

historical ancestral depth beyond the point of mutual intelligibility. I will briefly deal 

with two main points: one relates to Semitic and the other relates to Arabic. As far as 

the Semitic languages are concerned, I will highlight two points: the position of 

Arabic in the Central Semitic sub-branch and the features it shares with other 

branches in its geographical area through a discussion of case. I hope to show that the 

position of Arabic in the family is not indicative of or conducive to a direct descent or 

sub-categorization. The issue of genetic affiliation is fundamentally an issue of data. 

As far as Arabic is concerned, however, the issue is purely methodological. I will 

discuss the tendency among historians of Arabic and Semitists alike to include in the 

discussion data from modern dialects of Arabic. A tendency, I assume, is 

anachronistic and problematic. 

1 ARABIC IN CENTRAL SEMITIC 

The genetic affiliation of Arabic with the Central Semitic branch is not yet final or 

without dispute. Although the persuasive work by Hezron and Huehnergard places 

Arabic into Central Semitic more firmly than elsewhere in the family, there are strong 

claims pulling Arabic towards an earlier Southern Semitic language classification 

[Rubin, 2008, p. 66]. This alternative claim also finds support in non-linguistic 

geographical and historical ecological factors, which I will discuss in the following 

section. In any case, the Central Semitic features in Arabic are problematic for our 

purpose in two respects: one is productivity and the other is the sheer comparative 
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number of these features. Some of the Central Semitic features in Arabic are 

summarized here as follows: 

1. Geminate verb phonetics reflect a proto-Central Semitic sound rule which 

metathesized the second root consonant and the theme vowel, thus producing 

yaruddu instead of yardud [Huehnergard, 2017, p. 15]. 

2. There was another sound change from w to y after i [Huehnergard, 2017, p. 

16]. 

3. Arabic and some other Central Semitic languages developed a definite article, 

which did not exist in both proto-Semitic and proto-Central Semitic 

[Huehnergard, 2017, p. 17]. 

These three Central Semitic features are shared by all of the Arabic varieties. I 

consider them, therefore, solid features, which do not require explanation or defense, 

except probably number 3 above. Not all the Central Semitic languages developed the 

definite article. There exist some other less solid and problematic Central Semitic 

features in some of the Arabic varieties and not in others. These are as follows: 

4. Taltala is a Central Semitic feature that is common in the overwhelming 

majority of the Peninsular dialects on the eve of Islam. It was not a feature of 

the Hijazi dialects. It was therefore not a feature of Classical Arabic [Al-

Sharkawi, 2017, p. 84-88].  

5. The use in some Peninsular dialects of ḏū/ḏī as a relative pronoun, which the 

rest of the dialects and Classical Arabic did not [Al-Sharkawi, 2016, p. 83-84]. 

These features exist in some early Peninsular dialects, but do not exist in Classical 

Arabic and/or other contemporary Peninsular dialects. Taltala exists in most of the 

Peninsular dialects except the Hijazi dialects. The relative pronoun ḏū/ḏī exists in 

northern Yemeni dialects and in Ṯayyi’ only. There are also Central Semitic features 

that exist in Classical Arabic but do not exist in the early Islamic Peninsular dialects. 

Or, at least, the medieval grammatical literature is mute about them both in token 

data and in testimonial anecdotal evidence. Some of these features are as follows: 

6. Classical Arabic derives its aspectual and mood systems from Central Semitic. 

7. Classical Arabic shares with Central Semitic the independent first person 

common pronoun naḥnu ‘we’.  

In terms of coverage, judging by the Peninsular dialects in the 2
nd

/8
th
 and 9

th
 

centuries, three of the above features exist in the language of the Qur’ān and in the 

dialects. Four Central Semitic features exist in one or the other but not in both. The 

taltala in number 4 above is especially interesting. It exists in the Najdi, northeastern 

and northwestern Peninsular dialects but not in the Hijazi dialects or in Classical 

Arabic. There is emerging textual data that point towards the Classical language 



Арабистика Евразии, № 16, декабрь 2021  

٠٢٠٥مبر ديس، ٥٣الدراسات العربية الأوراسية،    

Eurasian Arabic Studies, № 16, December 2021 

22 

 

Al-Sharkawi M. (2021). Myth of creation and continuity: a critical view of the link between Arabic and Semitic. 

Eurasian Arabic Studies, 16, 16-43 

borrowing its sound system from the prestigious dialects of the Hijaz region. In terms 

of number, we will see in the following paragraphs that Arabic shares with other 

branches of the family relatively fewer features, but the numerical difference is not so 

wide to convince of a solid affiliation. Advocates of tracing Arabic to an earlier 

ancestor, namely Central Semitic, must explain the discrepancies in features. 

In addition to a Central Semitic claim, Arabic shares with other branches of the 

Semitic family some structural features, some more than others. The manner by 

which Arabic came to share with these other languages some of its structural features 

is not relevant for our purpose here. It is important to know that these common 

features cloud further the genetic affiliation. As to be expected, Arabic shares with 

the Ethiopian languages some features. They are as follows: 

1. The change from proto-Semitic p into f. 

2. The existence of the fā’ala form III stem. 

3. The use of broken plurals. 

Numbers 1 and 3 exist in both the dialects and Classical Arabic, while number 2 

exists in Classical Arabic but its status in the Peninsular dialects is unclear. These 

three isoglosses make the position of Arabic in the Central Semitic branch less 

secure. Number 2 again brings up the issue of coverage of the features in question in 

the Arabic spectrum. Yet, classification is not the purpose of these paragraphs. But 

both the shared innovations that put Arabic in the Central branch and the shared 

features with other languages (regardless of their origin, be it drift in 1 or retention in 

2 and 3) cause the link between Arabic and an earlier branch of the family tree to be 

opaque.  

Finally, Classical Arabic retains ancient features of West Semitic in a productive 

fashion. These features were not shared by contemporary tribal Peninsular dialects, or 

the medieval sources were mute about them in the 3
rd

/10
th

 century. These features are: 

1. The use of the yaf‘al present tense form in the past tense after the use of the 

negative particle lam.  

2. The original West Semitic tense-less function suffixed form remains in Arabic 

as an optative and epistemic.  

In the case of number 2 above, the medieval sources are mute as to its situation in the 

dialects. In addition, optative and epistemic functions exist in the modern dialects in 

different nominal forms. But active participle forms are used to express these 

functions. As far as number 1 above is concerned, lam yaf‘al is not a productive 

structure in the modern dialects. So far, I mentioned shared innovations and shared 

retention between Arabic and one or more of the branches of the Semitic family. In 
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the coming section, I will mention different projections of the same feature in 

different branches, namely case, in one variety of Arabic, namely Classical Arabic. 

Since the purpose of this discussion is not the genetic classification of Semitic 

languages, it is not relevant for our purposes of the history of Arabic whether the 

features listed above are shared innovations or retentions. They draw a picture of late 

antique Peninsular varieties that borrow from different sources. The case system 

shows that some of these sources are chronologically far detached from Arabic. Any 

attempt to trace the history of Arabic to a Semitic origin will have to account for the 

following: the typological similarity between Arabic and historically non-

contemporary languages (Akkadian), the retention in Arabic of two different case 

systems (diptotic and triptotic), the existence of features in Classical Arabic and not 

in the Peninsular varieties and vice versa, and explain whether similarity with 

Ethiopian and Ancient South Arabian were areal features or shared retentions. The 

above listed features also beg the question: to what extent is this opaque image the 

product of the condition of data in Semitic and Arabic? Are there relevant gaps in the 

available data? 

2 THE POSITION OF CASE 

Finally, it is beneficial to address one structural feature by way of illustration. Even 

when we leave the structural generalization of Arabic behind and limit our focus to a 

particular variety and to a particular structural feature within that variety, 

heterogeneity of structures still shows and causes the position of Arabic remains 

vague at best. Case in Qur’ānic Arabic is one good such structure. Arabic shares with 

Akkadian, Ugaritic, Early Canaanite, and probably Old South Arabian a generally 

triptotic case system [Hasselbach, 2013, p. 16]. It is a productive system (albeit with 

a less than productive functional yield) with three cases in the singular and two in the 

dual and plural nouns. This distribution was productive in Old Akkadian, Old 

Babylonian and Old Assyrian, in addition to Classical Arabic of course. In the case of 

bound nouns without pronominal suffixes, Old Akkadian only maintained a 

distinction between the genitive case and nominative and accusative nouns, which 

were not marked overtly for case in both the singular and feminine plural. In a few 

cases, the nominative noun is marked with a final –u short vowel, but the accusative 

was not marked. However, after the Old Akkadian period, singular construct and 

feminine plural nouns were not marked for case, while the masculine plural and dual 

construct nouns correspond to their unbound counterpart nouns [Hasselbach, 2013, p. 

17]. Mimation was lost by the end of the Old Babylonian period by the end of Old 

Babylonaian and Old Assyrian, case on the unbound nouns was gradually lost 
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[Hasselbach, 2013, p. 17]. Qur’ānic Arabic retained case on unbound and construct 

nouns equally and on duals and plurals as well. 

As far as unbound nouns are concerned, Ugaritic shares with Qur’ānic Arabic and 

Akkadian the same triptotic case marking system in the singular and diptotic system 

in duals and plurals. Like Arabic, it may have preserved case in construct nouns with 

pronominal suffixes [Tropper, 2000, p. 306-7 and 339]. Similarly, the earliest 

attestations for Canaanite exhibit a productive case system that is similar to the case 

systems of Akkadian and Classical Arabic [Hasselbach, 2013, p. 25]. Case in Old 

South Arabian can be constructed similarly to the previously mentioned languages 

[Hasselbach, 2013, p. 26-27]. The system that was attested in Arabic for the first time 

in the pre-Islamic poetry and the Qur’ānic text is echoed by some languages from 

East Semitic, West (non-Central) Semitic and by South Semitic languages. None of 

the other Central Semitic languages shares the same or even remotely similar case 

system. In addition, the case system is shared by these languages whose historical 

periods differed widely. Old Akkadian was attested until 2000 BCE. The other 

languages come from the first millennium BCE. The earliest attestation of the system 

in Arabic was in the beginning of the 1
st
 millennium AD. 

Arabic, moreover, shares with individual members of the non-Central Northwest 

Semitic group particular interesting features of its case system. The language of the 

Qur’ānic text was ambivalent in the use of the accusative case after ’inna and its 

sisters, but Classical Arabic used it consistently. Similar behavior can be found in 

Hebrew. Any noun after the particle hinnē ‘behold’ takes an accusative case suffix, as 

is the case with the negative existential particle ’ên and the particle côd. The 

preposition kə- with pronominal suffixes also takes the accusative marker suffix. 

Neither of these Arabic and Hebrew particles are inherently transitive [Hasselbach, 

2013, p. 46-47]. This phenomenon is common only to Arabic and Hebrew, a 

language that otherwise does not have a productive case system and one that was not 

a spoken vernacular at the time of the earliest attestation of case in Arabic. Arabic 

also exclusively shares with another Northwest Semitic language, Ugaritic, a feature 

it shares with no other language, namely the diptotic declension of some nominal 

morphological unbound categories [Hasselbach, 2013, p. 44-45]. I will elaborate on 

these two features further later in this section. It is enough now to say that both of 

these features express a great deal of variability between the peninsular dialects and 

Classical Arabic. 

In addition to all this, Classical Arabic behaves differently from the triptotic case 

languages and similar to the diptotic case languages within the Semitic family in the 

use of the accusative case after kāna and its sisters- verbs of existence. In Classical 
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Arabic, some Peninsular dialects and Ge’ez, verbs of existence take a predicate in the 

accusative. The Hijazi dialects differ from the rest of the Peninsular dialects in the 

treatment of these verbs of existence in a way I will elaborate on later in this section 

[Hasselbach, 2013, p. 45]. Classical Arabic also uses case in ways that differ from 

both its triptotic neighbors, diptotic neighbors and even the Peninsular dialects. Some 

of this behavior is as follows: 

1. Lā of absolute negation does not have an inherent accusative function. It 

however bestows one on the following noun.  

2. The exception particle ’illā when followed by a positive clause gives an 

accusative case to the following noun. The excepted entity also receives the 

accusative case when it comes before the noun it refers to or when it belongs to 

a different category.  

3. One more instance of the unique use of the accusative case in Classical Arabic 

occurs after the vocative particle yā. After this particle, nouns that are in the 

construct state take the accusative case marking, while unbound nouns after the 

same vocative come in the nominative case without nunation. 

It seems that diptotsis existed in Classical Arabic and the Hijazi dialects as a full and 

productive system. In the Najdi dialects, the system was equivocal. Medieval 

grammars furnish us with the following remarks: 

1. Examples of diptotic noun categories declined for case regularly in Asad are 

limited to the adjectival pattern faʿlān whose feminine is faʿlā such as 

ʿāṭšān/ʿaṭšā ‘thirsty’ [Al-Zağāğ, mā yanṣarif, p. 35 and Ḥāšiya, vol. ii, p. 98]. 

This pattern of nouns receives an -u in the nominative, an -a in the accusative, 

an -i in the genitive and tanwīn when it is indefinite. 

2. In Tamīm, nouns on the pattern of fuʿāl are declined in full for case [Al-Farrāʾ, 

maʿānī, vol. i, p. 345 and Ibn ʿAqīl, šarḥ, vol. ii, p. 326]. 

3. In unidentified dialects, broken plurals were declined for case. This 

phenomenon is especially frequent in the qirāʾāt literature. Nāfiʾ, ʾĀṣim and 

al-Kisāʾiyy read Q76/4 ʾinnā ʾaʿtadnā lil-kā+rīna salāsilan wa-ʾaġlālan wasa 

ʿīran with tanwīn on salāsilan and ʾġlālan [Al-Fārisiyy, Al-Ḥuǧǧa, vol. vii, p. 

216]. The same readers also read Q76/15 kānat qawārīran with tanwīn [Ibn 

Al-Ǧazriyy, al-Našr, vol. ii, p. 395]. 

4. There is also some data; admittedly few, that indicate that foreign proper noun 

words were marked for case. Al-ʾaʿmaš read Q71/23 as walā yaġūṯan wa 

yaʿūqan with the masculine singular indefinite accusative tanwīn [Ibn 

Xālawayhi, al- Ḥuǧǧa, p. 162]. 
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5. Some nouns ending in the long -ā are declined in full for case and are not dealt 

with as mamnūʿ min al-ṣarf. Sībawayhi [Al-Kitāb, vol. iii, p. 211 and mā 

yanṣarif, p. 29] discusses ḏifrā, and makes the claim that some Arabs that he 

did not identify give it tanwīn when it is indefinite. Again, Sībawayhi does not 

ascribe this feature to any particular tribe. But Al-Zağāğ makes the claim that 

most of the Arabs deal with such nouns as mamnūʿ min al-ṣarf. The same goes 

for tatrā, which very few of the Arabs decline for case [mā yanṣarif, p. 28 and 

’iʿrāb al-Qurʾān, vol. iii, p. 114]. Most of the Arabs do not decline it for case 

[maʿānī al-Qurʾān, vol. ii, p. 236]. 

6. Nouns ending in a long ʾalif followed by a hamza are also dealt with in some 

unidentified pre-Islamic dialects as fully declined. ġawġāʾ ‘mob’ is one of 

those words that Sībawayhi claims are sometimes mamnūʿ min al-ṣarf and 

some other times not [Al-Kitāb, vol. iii, p. 215 and mā yanṣarif, p. 34]. 

7. Some foreign place names are declined fully for case. Sībawayhi claims that 

most of the Arabs decline place names such as Qibāʾ, Haǧar and Wāsiṭ [mā 

yanṣarif, p. 54]. 

8. Sībawayhi makes the claim that nouns referring to time units such as bukra 

‘tomorrow’ and ġudwa ‘tomorrow’ are dealt with in two ways. The majority of 

the Arabs consider these nouns mamnūʿ min al-ṣarf, while few an Arab tribal 

dialects decline it in full [al-Kitāb, vol. iii, p. 293–294]. 

Interestingly, in the cases where Classical Arabic is unique in its use of the accusative 

case, the dialects differ from one another. In Hijaz, after the alleviated ’in and ’an, the 

subject stands in an accusative case, while in the pre-Classical and Classical language 

and in the Najdi dialects, alleviated particles lost their effect on the following 

nominal clause. 

After ’inna and its sisters, Hijazis put the subject and predicate of the sentence in the 

accusative case. Ibn Hišām [muġniyy al-labīb, Vol. I, p. 35] explains the agreement 

between the subject and predicate in a nominal sentence after ’inna, following the 

structure of the saying of the prophet ’inna qā‘a ǧahannama sab‘īna xarīf-an, 

asserting that Hijaz did not distinguish between the subject and predicate in case 

endings after ’inna. 

The predicate of the nominal sentence after kāna and its sisters was given a 

nominative case in Hijaz, while an accusative case is assigned to it in pre-Classical 

Arabic. 

In Hijaz, mā, lā, and ’in had the same effect as the pre-Classical laysa in assigning to 

the subject the nominative case, and to the predicate the accusative case. 
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To conclude this section, case in Arabic fits typologically non-Central Semitic and 

ancient languages. So far, Classical and Peninsular varieties agree. However, 

Classical Arabic shares with Ethiopian and Ancient South Arabian languages diptotic 

nominal case marking and anomalous use of the accusative case. Here, the varieties 

that we take in aggregate to be Arabic differ. Where Classical Arabic has productive 

diptotic nominal categories, the Najdi dialects vary extensively. The sources are mute 

as to the status of the diptotes in the Hijazi dialects. Where Classical Arabic uses the 

accusative case marker uniquely the Hijazi dialect differs. The sources are mute as to 

the distribution of these instances in the Najdi dialects. To draw an evolutionary route 

for the case system in particular, and to the Arabic language in general, we need not 

only to explain this heterogeneity, but also to determine whether this heterogeneity is 

a byproduct of a potential gap in the data, or the effect of contact induced change, or 

a plurality of sources. Until then, a linear chain of texts from modern Arabic to an 

ancient Semitic source as a motif is difficult to establish. The reader will also note 

that I have not discussed the status of the inscriptional data commonly known as 

Ancient North Arabian. It is my assumption that linearity as a historical assumption is 

substantially weakened by the status of the data in medieval sources. 

3 MODERN ARABIC 

Despite the fact that modern dialects of Arabic by default offer qualitatively and 

quantitatively better data than Peninsular varieties from late antiquity, and despite the 

fact that these varieties are undoubtedly perceptually and structurally Arabic, using 

them towards a generalization about the history of Arabic or about the relationship 

between Arabic and Semitic is methodologically problematic. Two points are worth 

mentioning here: one is data related while the other one is process related. First, the 

lack, ambivalence, variability, and de-contextualization of the Arabic data in late 

antiquity that can be used as baseline data for a comparative study between modern 

varieties and older forms of Arabic. Structural development, is, therefore, difficult to 

assess. Second, the processes by which Arabic became the vernacular language of the 

Middle East and north Africa after the diaspora in the middle of the 1
st
/7

th
 century are 

not yet well known to us. Although there are some attempts to explain the language 

shift to Arabic, they remain partial, speculative and their explanatory power not quite 

inclusive. Linearity is opaque at best. 

I start here with the issue of data. Owens [2003, p. 715-20] refers to one part of this 

issue when he stated that any reconstruction based on the modern dialectal forms 

must be checked against the oldest citation of the same form in Arabic. Tracing 

modern forms to their older, let alone the oldest, distributions is problematic. There is 

no source of dialectal data that can reflect in any degree of clarity the structural shape 
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of that particular dialect at an earlier period. Taking Middle Arabic texts in some 

parts of the Arabic-speaking world as data mines provides a post hoc interpretation. 

Middle Arabic also faces the question: is the feature in question a dialectal feature, a 

dialectal rendition of the Classical Arabic form, interlanguage, or a celebrate use of a 

dialect form? There is of course also the pre-Classical and Classical Arabic. The 

relationship between Classical Arabic and the Peninsular varieties is not yet 

conceptualized. Early scholars of Arabic up to the time of al-Farrā’ considered 

variation only, and did so to explain and/or apologize for the language of the Qur’ān. 

From the 4
th
/10

th
 century Classical Arabic became almost synonymous with the 

spoken Peninsular vernaculars. Any variation was considered merely mannerisms. 

From the times of Ibn Fāris, historical depth of Arabic meant the Classical form and 

variation meant contemporary linguistic inadequacy on the part of the user.  

If we assume, and I certainly do, that Classical Arabic is not the oldest form of 

Arabic but a later development than older less known varieties betrayed by variable 

forms littering the medieval Arabic grammatical sources, there follows a need to 

reconstruct these earlier varieties in order to connect Arabic to its Semitic ancestry. 

Here, the issue of the linguistic data in the medieval grammatical sources warrants a 

closer look at the allocation of tokens and consistency of the token allocation. 

Arab grammarians introduce data in ways that generally do not render reconstruction 

to an earlier form feasible. In some cases, the sources are totally silent on a particular 

phenomenon or on the existence of a phenomenon in a particular tribe. There is, for 

instance, no reference in the grammatical literature for the declension of the dual and 

sound plural suffixes for case in the Peninsular dialects. All direct data on the 

declension of dual and plural suffix comes from the language of the Qur’ān and pre-

Islamic poetry, which can indeed be an indirect indication for the existence of a 

diptotic declension of a sort. However, the system remains inaccessible. Judging by 

the example in the previous section, the diptotic system in the Najdi dialects seems to 

have been in development in the 8
th
 and 9

th
 centuries. The same is true in the 

production of the internal passive. In fact, the literature is mute about all linguistic 

phenomena in some tribal dialects. We, for instance, do not know any structural 

features of the ’Azd of Oman and ‘Abdul-Qays of Bahrain.  

In some cases, a particular feature is ascribed in the literature to only one tribe or a 

region. Case marking, as we saw above, after kāna and its sisters and after ’inna and 

its sisters behaves in Hijaz in a way that differs from the Classical language, with no 

information about the rest of the dialects. There is in the medieval literature also 

‘an‘anat tamīm, ‘aǧrafiyat qays and kaškašat ’sad [Ibn Fāris: al-ṣāḥibiyy, p. 29]. 

Each of these phenomena is ascribed to one group only. In some cases, the allocation 
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is to a particular group but tokens are found in other groups as well. A good example 

of this ambivalence is the taltala phenomenon, which all grammarians from the time 

of Ibn Ǧinnī onwards ascribe to Bahrā’, although there are numerous examples from 

all over the Arabian Peninsula. In addition to the logical questions of productivity 

that differential allocation poses, there is the question of originality. Let us consider 

the taltala phenomenon as an example: 

 

Taltala in Sībawayhi’s (148/768-180/796) Kitāb is not defined in a ḥadd, but merely 

introduced by example and instructions as follows: 

 

Wa-ḏālika qawluhum ‘anta ti-‘lam ḏālika wa-’anā ’i-‘lam wa-hiyya ti-‘lam wa-naḥnu 

ni-‘lam ḏālika [al-Kitāb, IV, p. 110]. 

 

Sībawayhi [al-Kitāb, IV, p. 110] further makes the claim that the phenomenon is 

shared among all the tribal dialects of the Peninsula except those of the Hijaz region 

without naming members of each group individually, which may indicate that it was 

an areal phenomenon more than merely a tribal one: 

 

Wa-ḏālika fī luġa ğamī‘-l-‘arab ’illā ’ahl-l-ḥiğāz 

 

And that takes place in the dialect of all the Arabs except the people of Hijaz. 

 

A century and a half later, Ibn Ǧinnī (322/941-392/1002) [al-Xaṣā’iṣ, vol. II, p. 11 

and Sirr, vol. I, p. 230] similarly defines the phenomenon by examples. However, he 

differs from his predecessor as he remarkably ascribes its use only to Bahrā’ of 

Quḍā‘a in northwest Arabia of all the Arabs. Few centuries later still, Ibn Manẓūr 

(630/1233-711/1311) defines taltala in the same way as follows: 

 

Wa-taltalat bahrā’ kasruhum tā’ taf‘alūna 

 

He also ascribes it only to Bahrā’ among all the Arab. Bahrā’ was a small clan in 

northwest Arabia that belonged to the larger ‘Adnāni Quḍā‘a tribe [Ǧamhara, p. 412-

413]. The data prayer to the 4
th
/11

th
 century starting with the vague and sweeping 

statement of Sībawayhi in the following section show a wider tribal use of 

taltala.  Between the 2
nd

/9
th
 and the 4

th
/10

th
 then, the use of the phenomenon 

presumably in the production of poetry and the Qur’ānic text was diminished 

considerably. Bearing in mind the prevalence of the phenomenon in the modern 
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dialects of Arabic in northwest Arabia, Iraq, and the non-Peninsular modern dialects, 

I feel justified in limiting the previous discrepancy in the phenomenon to the 

production of poetry and the Qur’ān. 

In addition to productivity issues, the previous discussion of taltala begs another 

question, that of historical depth. Is the difference between the definitions of 

Sībawayhi and Ibn Ǧinnī a difference of historical development? Did the 

phenomenon recede to one tribe only between the 2
nd

 and the 4
th
 centuries? Or, was it 

simply ascribed to Bahrā’ for titular reasons since the phenomenon fell to social 

disfavor in the 4
th

 century? There is, in addition, one more question of domain these 

tokens pose. I will again use the taltala example cited above: 

In the Qur’ānic data, taltala shows several interesting characteristics: a) The data 

confirms the taltala realizing morphological categories mentioned by grammarians. 

Every token is attested in the šāḏ readings, b) The total number of tokens is 8, and c) 

All the eight tokens share the same two authorities as the source of their chain of 

transmission, Yaḥyā Ibn Waṯāb (d. 103/721) and al-’A‘maš (61/681-147/764). 

Two points are worthy of note here. First, the Qur’ānic data, judging by the lives of 

the readers, extends from the second half of the 1
st/7th

 to the first half of the 2
nd/8th

 

century, approximately a half century before the career of Sībawayhi. This indicates 

that the structural scope of the taltala phenomenon was wider than the data from 

Sībawayhi onwards. The second observation is that both Yaḥyā Ibn Waṯāb and al-

’a‘maš did not belong to Bahrā’, but rather to ’Asad and lived in Kūfa. We also know 

from the biography of Yaḥyā Ibn Waṯāb in the ṭabaqāt books that he has been 

mentored and guideline the art of Qur’ānic recitation by many authorities who were 

themselves among ’ahli-l- ḥiğāz who migrated to this metropolitan city such as Ibn 

Mas‘ūd’s (d. 32/654) students [Siyar, vol. I, p. 462 and vol. IV, p. 380-381]. The use 

of taltala was therefore acceptable in the recitation of the Holy Book. In addition, 

Tamīmi readers were tagged with the use of taltala.  

The purpose of these questions is in fact not to discount the medieval sources. But 

until some of these questions are addressed, using medieval data sources in a 

reconstruction of a proto-Arabic remains methodologically questionable.  

THE ECOLOGY OF LATE ANTIQUITY 

The previously discussed opaque linguistic picture of the Arabic language’s genetic 

affiliation and lineage in late antiquity coincides with, or is even caused by, equally 

adverse socio-political ecologies. Ecological features, I will argue, make it difficult to 

accept any linear connection between the pre-Classical variety and any Semitic 

ancestry as solid. These factors are conducive to contact induced innovation and 

language change; which processes render structural affiliation opaque. In this section 
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I will briefly introduce the adverse demographic (tribal structure and conditions), the 

political ecology (alliances and power shifts) and linguistic and literacy plurality. I 

hope to convey at the end of this section that non-linguistic ecological factors indicate 

a language situation that was more conducive to a mix of Semitic languages in the 

formation of Arabic rather than a direct heritage. It is important to reiterate here that I 

will not delve into these issues in great detail for space reasons. I will refer the reader 

to relevant sources, however. 

1 DEMOGRAPHIC ECOLOGY 

As far as the demographic ecology is concerned, I will focus on the definition of 

Arab-ness (who was an Arab?), tribal size and structure, flexibility and mobility. I 

assume that these factors further emphasize the opaqueness of the linguistic situation 

of pre-Islamic Arabia. The definition of ‘Arab’ in medieval Arabic sources evolved 

from the 2
nd

/8
th

 century to the 6
th
/12

th
 century, from an identity based on clarity of 

speech to one based on descendance [Ulrich, 2019, p. 1-2]. In any case, it did not 

refer to the same social groups that lived on the Peninsula and were referred to by 

earlier Greek, Roman and other sources. Both sources are not clear as to the 

designation. 

Late antique Greek sources used the term Sarakēnoi and Skēmatai ‘dwellers of tents’. 

The term Saracen appears first time in the geography of Ptlolemy in the 2
nd

 century of 

the common Era. The term comes from the Ancient North Arabian root š–r-q and the 

word šarq ‘east’. The word was used in the Greek sources to designate seasonal 

movement in the desert area. In Syriac the term used for the inhabitants of the 

Arabian Peninsula was Tayyāyē. The word ‘Arab’ was almost nonexistent in these 

sources [Al-Azmeh, 2014, p. 104]. These designations may in fact have been a 

reflection of the social groups these Greeks and Syriacs came in contact with in the 

2
nd

 century. Arabs, on the other hand, were probably the inhabitants of the Roman 

province of Arabia. Arabs, in these ancient writings were described as savages and 

almost necked. At the same time, they were depicted in the Greek literary sources as 

merchants [Al-Azmeh, 2014, p. 104-105]. In addition, South Arabian, North Arabian 

and Syriac sources used another interesting designation, that of 

Ma‘add/Ma‘addāyē/Maddenoi. This term does not designate distinct social groups 

that we can identify on any ethnic basis. It rather refers to a wide range of groups 

who lived in Central and West Central Arabia, and who did not fall under any 

organized political or state authority [Zwettler, 2000, p. 254-256]. These were 

generally camel breeders. It seems, therefore, that among the inhabitants of the 

Peninsula themselves, there was a distinction between those who were rule-followers 

and those who were Ma‘add. 
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Those Arabs who were not Ma‘add were most probably organized not according to a 

bloodline or otherwise social factor, but rather made into groups by the sheer force of 

an external political power. The Ṯamūd in the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 centuries of the Common 

Era, for example, were designated as a šrkt, a designation that only indicated a 

gathering in relation to the Roman empire [Al-Azmeh, 2014, p. 109-110]. After the 

end of Palmyran and Harran authority in the 3
rd

 century, Arab groups that were 

governed by proxy before gravitated directly towards the two major empires and in 

turn formed client principalities and established their own networks and internal 

political affiliations. The names that these affiliations adopted since their inception 

became the genealogical titles given to them as tribes later by medieval Arab 

scholars. But they were all designated in the late antique Roman sources as Saracens. 

These newly formed groupings took continuous spatial patterns that are not 

determined by geography only, but also by trade routes and military force. These 

units, therefore, were under the supervision of the respective empires [Al-Azmeh, 

2014, p. 114-118]. Trade and security changes may have contributed to the instability 

of these alliances that can be seen in Arab folklore after the emergence of Islam. 

What gives these alliances the semblance of tribe is that affiliation usually happened 

between ruling elites who were generally from a simple line of descendants.  

In late antiquity, therefore, there was no textual designation of Arab except in 

reference to the inhabitants of the Roman Arabia colony. There, however, were 

groups in the interior of the Peninsula of unregulated and probably unruly ma’add 

and šrkt. The duty of the latter, among other things, was probably to control the 

earlier. The Designation of Arab appears in the medieval sources. There, it is vague at 

best. Medieval Arabic sources, genealogical, linguistic, literary and geographical, are 

equally unsatisfactory. Not all the Semitic tribes/groups in the Arabian Peninsula 

were designated Arabs. The term covered less of them than it did in the 1
st
/7

th
 and 

2
nd

/8
th
 centuries. Some of these Semitic groups were given different titles. At least in 

the eyes of later genealogists, not all of these social groups were equal in social 

status. We will talk here about the Arabs as they were depicted in medieval native 

sources immediately before Islam and immediately thereafter. 

In addition to the unspecific referent of the designation “Arab”, it seems that the 

inhabitants of Arabia before the emergence of Islam did not see themselves as 

members of the same overarching nation or social group [Al-Sharkawi, 2017, p. 4]. It 

also seems that historical depth did not furnish clarity of designation. It seems that the 

concept developed with time and the change of the political situation. Ibn Xaldūn 

(723/1332–808/1406) defines the Arabs as a social group according to a combination 

of criteria, none of which is a supposed ethnicity, bloodline or even linguistic 
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homogeneity. He classifies al-‘Arab as a subcategory of a larger social group, the 

badw, This larger group in turn is juxtaposed to the ḥaḍar, ‘urban people.’ The 

overarching category of the badw, ‘Bedouin,’ is defined as everybody living outside 

the walled and gated cities and urban locations in tents and/or in villages. The badw 

may, therefore, be nomads or farmers or even cattle breeders. Among the badw, al-

‘Arab are the most primitive as far as their style of life is concerned and pure in 

lineage due to their harsh lifestyle. Arabs intermarried only with Arabs. In addition to 

the pure lineage criterion, the Arabs are among the cattle breeding badw, those also 

who breed camels [Retsö, 2003, p. 20–21]. 

The Arabs were not always so defined. Few centuries before Ibn Xaldūn, al-Ǧāḥiẓ 

describes the Arabs, in one of his shorter prose essays, Risāla ‘an faḍā’il al-Turk, ‘a 

treatise on the advantages of the Turks’. He diminishes the importance of the purity 

of lineage and stressed the lifestyle aspect of the definition. He describes the group of 

al-‘Arab as one that was not originally descending from one single ancestral family 

or bloodline. Rather, it was to him the product of a process of cross-breeding and 

intermarriages among different extended families that lived in close territorial 

proximity, under the same geo-political circumstances and largely similar styles of 

life. The result of this process of mixture was a new breed of people who claim an 

identity based on kinship [Al-Ǧāḥiẓ, Rasā’il, p. 10–12]. Although al-Ǧāḥiẓ does not 

state it verbally, it seems that the creation of a social group through marriage met 

coincidentally with the rise of Arabic as a language in the collective consciousness of 

this social group. 

There was in the medieval sources a distinction between two social groups on the 

Peninsula, which allows us to think that not all who lived on the Peninsula were 

Arabs. This distinction was also based on lifestyle, namely the distinction between al-

‘Arab and al-’a‘rāb. This distinction is important for the Arabian Peninsula in late 

antiquity and after Islam. Both terms are derived from the same lexical root ‘-r-b. The 

latter term is not only distinct from the earlier based on the style of life, but it is also 

socially and emotionally more complex than the earlier. In later lexicographical 

sources, the ’a‘rāb are a subcategory of the people of al-‘Arab. But we have to 

emphasize here an important point, namely that this classification is not prevalent in 

earlier sources. The ’a‘rāb, in the late medieval lexical sources, were the people who 

settled in the bādiya, ‘desert,’ or joined those who live in it moving with them and 

living like them (Lisān, ‘-r-b). This meaning puts the ’a‘rāb in the category of 

nomads. According to the definition just given from the thirteenth century, one can 

make the claim that the ’a‘rāb were merely the nomadic Arabs who lived on the 
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fringes of a settlement and moved between settlements. It seems that the term carries 

a derogatory sense in addition to its classificatory one in the earlier imagination. 

In the same lexical entry, Lisān al-‘Arab claims that the ’a‘rāb would rejoice if they 

were called ‘arab, indicating a prestigious status for the Arabs and a since of 

inclusion among the’a‘rāb in this exclusive club. The opposite is also true; al-‘Arab 

would feel insulted if they were to be designated as ’a‘rāb, indicating a less 

prestigious status for the latter. This prestige differential attitude is probably the result 

of a difference in acquired status, with the tribesman being superior to the nomad due 

to particular historical events and/or social stigma in early Islamic times. The 

difference in prestige does not only come from the status of the tribes, but also from 

early Islamic religious attitudes. 

The word ‘arab is mentioned few times and vaguely in the sources contemporary to 

the tenure of the Prophet Muhammad. However, some characteristics of this social 

group can be harvested easily from antique and late antique sources [Retsö, 2010, p. 

285]. Through these early writings we can see that the Arabs did not drink wine, did 

not live in stone houses, shaved their foreheads and worshipped or venerated two 

deities that were merely a medium to the almighty God Almighty of the Abrahamic 

tradition [Retsö, 2010, p. 286]. The statement of the Q41:44 verse indicates clearly 

that the divine message was sent to those groups who have been exposed to the belief 

before in some form or another. To the experienced, it is a message of healing and 

guidance. Revelation does not come to other groups who did not witness revelation 

before because they are not receptive. 

There is a lot of supporting evidence for the idea that the ’a‘rāb were the nomads 

among the people who live outside gated cities in general, and are not an exclusive 

group of nomads living around Madīna or just a religiously condemned group of 

deviant people. It is unfortunately not possible to equate them with the Ma’add of the 

late antique sources, although this remains a possibility to be studied. Al-

Zamaxšariyy [Al-Kaššāf, Vol. II, p. 300] lists the names of some places in Hijaz and 

away from Madīna in which ’a‘rāb can be found. In fact, we can find in Mecca a 

demographic situation similar to that in Madīna, where the tribesmen lived inside and 

the ’a‘rāb occupied the outside unplanned and unbuilt open space (Lisān, ḍ-ḥ-y). The 

same spatial and demographic arrangements of ’a‘rāb around other settled 

communities are mentioned outside the Western region of the Arabian Peninsula all 

together as well. In Eastern Arabia also, they were mentioned as early as the fourth 

century, and in Yemen, they appear in historical Arabic and non-Arabic sources in 

the sixth century [Retsö, 2003, p. 92]. It is important to note that in all these contexts 

there is no negative religious or political connotation to the term. There is, however, 



Арабистика Евразии, № 16, декабрь 2021  

٠٢٠٥مبر ديس، ٥٣الدراسات العربية الأوراسية،    

Eurasian Arabic Studies, № 16, December 2021 

35 

 

Al-Sharkawi M. (2021). Myth of creation and continuity: a critical view of the link between Arabic and Semitic. 

Eurasian Arabic Studies, 16, 16-43 

an element of prestige either in the case of the ’a‘rāb around Mecca, where the 

inhabitants of the settlement are described in Lisān to be more prestigious than the 

inhabitants of the open lowland deserts outside it. 

The term ‘arab, the early Arab lexicographical and general sources, on the other 

hand, seems to have been demographically less inclusive. It excluded the ’a‘rāb; they 

were not dealt with as a subcategory. The two terms denoting the two social groups 

were sharply differentiated in these early works such as the fourth/tenth century al-

‘Iqd al-Farīd, where Ibn ‘abd Rabbihi, the author, (d. 328/939) lists the features, 

history and stories of the Arabs in several chapters and dedicates a single independent 

chapter for the ’a‘rāb. The early ideological differentiation may probably have been 

the result of a generally negative religious reputation for the ’a‘rāb in early Islam 

[Retsö, 2003, p. 82–86]. Al-’a‘rāb are mentioned several times in the Qur’ān in four 

different sūras ‘chapters’: al-’Aḥzāb, ‘The Confederates,’ Q/XXXIII-20, al-Fatḥ, 

‘Victory,’ Q/XLVIII-11 and 16, al-Huǧrāt, ‘Chambers,’ Q/XLIX-14 and al-Tawba, 

‘Repentance,’ Q/IX-90, 97–99, 101 and 120. In Q/XXXIII-20 Al-’a‘rāb are depicted 

as a group of people living in the desert surrounding the al-Madīna and were neutral 

insofar as taking sides in the war between Muslims and the confederates in the battle 

of the Trench. The verse indicates that this is a negative neutrality, as they do not side 

with the true and righteous side of the Muslims. 

In Q/XLVIII-11 and IX-90, al-’a‘rāb are described as those who do not stand up to 

their oath of allegiance to the prophet and support him against his enemies An oath 

with the messenger of God is effectively an oath with God himself. Therefore, 

breaking an oath with the prophet is like breaking it with God himself. But unlike 

Q/IX-97–98 which dooms them forever as most disbelieving and hypocritical, verse 

16 of the same Q/XLVIII sūra the same meaning of al-’a‘rāb as breakers of oath and 

allegiance is stressed, but the verse also does not declare them as doomed forever, as 

it gives them an ultimatum. If they obey God in the future, they will get the support 

and reward of God, and if they do not, their enemy will defeat them. In Q/XLIX- 14 

the prophet is commanded to correct the assumption of the al-’a‘rāb about themselves 

that they are true believers, as true believers are the ones whose hearts accept belief 

in God and his messenger and who strive to fight for this belief with their property 

and even their souls. They are, rather, merely Muslims. In Q-IX-99 and 101 the 

picture is more interesting. The earlier verse declares that among the ’a‘rāb there are 

those who believe in God and the last Day of Judgment on the level of the belief. On 

the level of work, they do not consider that which they spend for God to be a costly 

fine, but rather a merit to themselves. In the latter, the Holy Book declares that the 
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’a‘rāb are not the only group of people (it did not specify whether the verdict is open 

or limited to the peninsula) who include unbelievers and hypocrites. 

It is understandable that the negative connotation for the term from their adverse 

image in the Holy Book should force early Arab scholars of genealogy to dismisthe 

notion that the ’a‘rāb are a subcategory of the ‘arab. Late lexicographical sources 

were probably not under the same moral pressure, and therefore, categorized ’a‘rāb 

under ‘arab. However, the importance of this categorization comes not from the 

stigma of the Holy Book, but from the fact that the ’a‘rāb were not tribesmen of 

known genealogy. But they lived outside gated and walled cities. This status must 

have affected their value as sources of linguistic data and informants from the point 

of view of the medieval Arab grammarians. 

2 THE TRIBE IN CONCEPT 

Qabīla, ‘tribe,’ is the commonly believed socio-political unit of pre-Islamic/early 

Islamic peninsular Arab society. Although the term is technical in the medieval 

literature on genealogy, its popular and scholarly use alike was ambivalent. It was 

almost always generalized to include smaller subcategories. According to al-

Qalqašandiyy (756/1355–821/1418) the Arab scholars categorized al-’Ansāb (sing. 

nasab), ‘genealogies,’ into six main descending divisions. The overarching category 

is Ša‘b, ‘people.’ The inhabitants of the Peninsula generally descended from two 

main distinct peoples: the Qaḥṭān and ‘Adnān, Qaḥṭān being al-‘Arab al-‘Āriba, ‘the 

real Arabs’, whose origin is Yemen [Nihāyat al-’Arab, p. 211] and ‘Adnān being al-

‘Arab al-Musta‘riba, ‘the Arabized Arabs’ [Al-’A‘lāq al-Nafīsa, p. 59]. Each ša‘b is 

branches further into two qabā’il (sing. Qabīla), ‘complex tribe.’ The Qaḥṭān begets 

Ḥimyar and Kahlān. From Kahlān descends Ṭayyi’ and Kalb [Ṣubḥ, Vol. I, p. 315]. 

‘Adnān begets Rabī‘a and Muḍar [al-’A‘lāq al-Nafīsa, p. 59]. Al-Hamadāniyy states 

that to Rabī‘a belongs Asad [Ṣifa; p. 171], Qays comes from Muḍar [Mu‘ǧam mā 

Ista‘ǧam, Vol. I, p. 87]. 

These names are technically designated ‘imāra, ‘structure.’ The ‘imāra as a technical 

term is often ignored by the Arabs, scholars and laypeople alike, in favor of the 

broader term qabīla. This use of a broader term to designate the subcategory can 

suggest a diversification of the clans a single tribe has and an expansion of their 

numbers. A ‘Imāra further begets baṭn, ‘belly,’ and faxiḏ, ‘thigh’, respectively. Al-

Azd is one ‘imāra of Kahlān. One baṭn in it was ġassān. This baṭn was spread all 

over western Arabia, both in the northeast and in Hijaz proper, namely in Madīna 

[Subḥ, Vol. I, p. 319–320]. The smallest tribal subdivision was a faṣīla, ‘group.’ 

Technically the Aws and Xazraǧ of Madīna were each a faṣīla of ġassān. We know 

from medieval genealogical sources that these two social groups were called tribes, 
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which can be an indication of their large size. Another interesting indication not only 

of the size a social entity can be, but also of the widespread moving potential it can 

theoretically have is Azd. Some of the Azd clans were Bedouin and lived to the 

northwest of Yemen [Al-Sharkawi, 2010, p. 45]. Parts of were urban, such as the 

Aws and Xazraǧ of Madīna. Not all tribes were that large or diversified in lifestyle. 

It is fair to note here that this neat subcategorization of the Inhabitants of Arabia in 

late antiquity does not match the linguistic and epistemological evidence we 

discussed earlier. Which casts doubt on the genealogical data of the medieval Arabs 

as reconstruction and rearrangements. Nasab, as a discipline, was first formulated in 

late Ummayad times. It emerged to organize and charter a huge set of raw data of 

families and lineages. The emergent picture of the Arab grid was in fact not known to 

the pre-Islamic inhabitant of the Peninsula [Szombathy, 2003, p. 12-13]. Therefore, a 

sense of the network of the tribe as a social unit and its relative power and standing 

was an alien construct to pre-Islamic Arabia. The grammarian linking of structural 

linguistic features to tribal units may have worked at their time. Assuming the same 

linkage for the pre-Islamic context, assuming the stability and continuity of the social 

unit is a methodological failure. In addition to these anthropological considerations, 

there are methodological issues that render the concept of a tribe and its anecdotal 

and literary sources doubtful. On top of the copious and confusing style of the 

genealogical writings Lecker [2014, p. 153-156] introduces some socio-political 

issues that cast doubt on the accuracy of the data if not also on its veracity.  

The Peninsula hosted nomadic, semi-nomadic and settled clans. The settled ones had 

similar genealogies as these of the others. They are either ‘northern’ or ‘southern.’ 

Genealogy also defined and recorded their links with other tribes within clusters or 

federations. Qurayš, for example, was member of Kināna, and other members were, 

therefore, its closest relatives. The settled tribes, did not receive their due share of 

scholarly attention, because it was given to the nomadic clans, more precisely on their 

military activities, no matter how insignificant. Tribal genealogists focused on the 

military achievement since the performance of town dwellers in the realms of trade 

and agriculture were less spectacular, and hence less contributive to tribal solidarity. 

The livelihood of the social group depended less on the economic activity than on the 

military force defending it. Despite the general changes that betook Peninsular tribes 

in the 1
st
/7

th
 century, they kept their rich oral lore which included genealogy. The 

political influence of the tribe may have created a proportionate echo chamber of that 

lore. The coverage of individual tribes was uneven, as it relied on their activity in 

support or in defiance of the project of Islam in its formative years. Tribes such as 

Ġifāar, Muzayna, Ǧuhayna surrounding around Mecca and Medina are better known 
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to us than stronger tribes as Asad and Ġassān [Lecker, 2014, p. 153-154]. 

Disproportionate attention led to a distorted perception of the pre-Islamic tribal 

society and its lineages. For the purpose of writing a history of Arabic, genealogical 

data, based on the above, is both defective and partial at best. 

3 TRIBAL MOVEMENT 

Between the end of the 2
nd

 and the 6
th

 centuries of the Common Era, Peninsular tribal 

names and collective designations, that were written in Epigraphic South Arabian 

inscriptions, can largely be identified with the names of major tribes or 

confederations featured in the ayyām-literature and genealogical studies later in early 

Muslim times. In contrast, very few of the tribes named in the Epigraphic North 

Arabian graffiti and inscriptions can be linked with any degree of certainty to a 

correspondingly named group in the Arab–Islamic historical and/or genealogical 

traditions. A number of the groups tagged as Arab recorded in Epigraphic South 

Arabian texts in southern/central Arabia appear later in north Arabia and Syria/Iraq as 

though they have migrated to this latter region. Ghassān lived in central Arabia in the 

period 260–360. But then they defeat the Salīh tribe to become the chief allies of 

Rome in Syria by the sixth century. So it seems that these ‘Arab’ groups that entered 

into imperial service in Syro-Mesopotamia in the fourth–sixth centuries were coming 

from southern/central Arabia [Hoyland, 2009, p. 384-385]. There must have been 

more frequent movements of smaller groups within the arid areas of the Syro-Arabian 

area for a lot of different potential reasons, such as pasture, water, trade, booty, 

employment [Hoyland, 2009, p. 387]. 

Tribal territorial domains were generally, albeit loosely, acknowledged. Tribesmen 

were aware at which point they may have left their tribe’s territories. But just like 

nasab, tribal boundaries fluctuated in response to changing actual political or 

environmental circumstances. A tribe’s territory often included enclaves or corridors 

inhabited by members of other tribes, which imposed constant contact and 

cohabitation between the tribes involved. In addition, the genealogical diversity of the 

settled populations may very well have been bigger than that of the nomadic or semi-

nomadic tribes. This was the case of the Christian tribal groups living in northeast 

Arabia. They were labeled collectively al-‘Ibād, although they each preserved their 

original tribal affiliations. The same phenomenon also existed inside the Peninsula, 

namely in Hijaz. The towns of Mecca and Madīna contained diverse multiple tribal 

affiliations who lived in close proximity [Lecker, 2014, p. 157]. 

Even larger Nomadic and semi-nomadic tribal bodies such as Tamīm did not live in 

isolation. Their livelihood depended to a large extent on the surrounding urban and 

semi-urban settlements in northeast and eastern Arabia. Immediately before Islam, 
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Tamīm frequented Hağar in northeast Arabia for supplies and other economic 

activities. Hağar was the largest date producing center in this part of the Peninsula. 

Co-dependence was not a one-way affair in late antiquity. Settled tribes also relied on 

nomadic clans for economic duties and logistics. For instance, when Banū an-Narḍīr 

were expelled from their quarters in Medina in the early years of Islam, they hired a 

large number of camels from the nomad clans around Madīna. These camels were 

readily available for immediate hire because the livelihood of these nomads was 

based on transporting goods for and among the different Madīna settlements, 

especially produce and harvests [Lecker, 2014, p. 159]. However, the most important 

aspect of codependence between settled and nomadic tribes was military support. In 

several exchanges between the Prophet and some of his contemporaries, we 

understand that each of the two groups provides support for the other in need [Ibn 

Sallām, Kitāb al-’amwāl, p. 280].  

In addition to the codependence of settled and nomadic Peninsular Arabs, settled 

groups also depended on one another and were, therefore, in constant contact. There 

is historical evidence that the wealthy merchants of Qurayš owned farm lands and 

orchards in aṭ-Ṭā’if and neighboring areas, because of the adverse natural 

circumstances in Mecca. The main consumers of the products of these farm lands and 

orchards were other settled areas. Instrumental in the transportation of the produce 

were the surrounding nomadic clans [Al-Wāqidī, Maġāzī, vol. I, p. 16].  

To conclude this section, it is important to remember that I just put forward topic 

heads for discussion. It is also important to repeat that recent historical research may 

shed more light on the position of the Peninsula and its inhabitants in late antiquity. 

We do not know the exact identity and/or the location of the Arabs within the 

Peninsula in late antiquity. Certainly, they were not the only inhabitants of the area 

during the tenure of the Prophet. Moreover, the social structure and the demographic 

distribution of the peninsula was not conducive to the separate development of 

independent tribal groupings, let alone separate linguistic varieties. Contact was 

probably the norm of the Peninsular life. These non-linguistic ecological points 

correspond very well with the mixture of structural features among Peninsular 

varieties and within the same variety. They, however, do not work well with a 

process of reconstruction. Any assumption of historical depth is, based on all of the 

above, methodologically unacceptable.  

A FINAL WORD 

To understand the development of Arabic, establishing a historical depth or ancestral 

lineage beyond mutual intelligibility is not only a futile endeavor. But it is also one 

that is fraught with methodological and epistemological difficulty. It is important to 
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repeat here that this purposeful attitude towards the writing of history is centered 

around Arabic. The issue is not if Arabic is a Semitic language. The issue rather is if 

connecting Arabic to a particular Semitic branch is relevant to the study of its 

development or even feasible. It is, therefore, a part of the duty of the historian of 

Arabic to determine a historical and structural point of departure for their historical 

research. Earlier structural layers become in light of this quest only relevant as they 

can shed light on the period and purpose in question. However, Arabic is not the 

object of study for only Arabists. The genetic affiliation and historical depth of 

Arabic, its varieties and its structural features are in fact relevant to the development 

of the Semitic languages and students of other disciplines and time periods. Those 

disciplines may use Arabic data towards understanding their subject matter with their 

methods pursuant to their goals separate from those of Arabic.  

In this essay, I have not discussed the results of the promising research in both the 

fields of late antique history and Arabic historical sources. Limitations of space and 

the desire to be guided first and for most by the structural material guided my 

discussions. However, this is essay argued against a nexus between the Semitic 

languages and Arabic. However, I did not propose a starting point for the history of 

Arabic, one which I consider methodologically sound. Again, considerations of space 

guided the decision. It is now my intention to propose in a following article mutual 

intelligibility as a starting point for writing a history of the Arabic language. In the 

process, I will be able to discuss the historical research and the new insights on the 

medieval Arabic sources and pre-Islamic poetry.  
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