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Arabic and Hebrew Linguistics
in the Middle Ages:
Development of the Root Theory

TAKAHASHI Yona

The aim of this paper is to clarify why the root theory was needed and how it
developed.

Arabic Linguistics, which stemmed from Abi al-Aswad, consisted of two
sciences: lexicography and grammar. Arabic lexicographers aimed at registering
the complete vocabulary of the language. To order items, however, they required
grammatically-abstracted roots of words.

Sibawayh, an Arabic grammarian, categorized all the known patterns of nouns,
verbs, and particles according to the number of root-letters (minimum two,
maximum five). He realized that every Arabic verb consisted of three root-letters.

Hayyij, a Hebrew grammarian, formulated that every Hebrew verb consists of
three letters, like in Arabic. He classified Hebrew letters according to their mobility
and quiescence, and proved that Hebrew weak verbs contained a quiescent letter
and they also had three root-letters.

A main purpose of their study was to describe the rules of the language, differing
from scholars before them whose aim was to set a norm with regard to both
orthography and recitation of the text. The concept of the root was a fruit of their
linguistic efforts.
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