Cambridge Semitic Languages and Cultures

The Standard Language Ideology
of the Hebrew and Arabic
Grammarians of the ‘Abbasid
Period

BeNnJAMIN P. KANTOR

o Y s AL e ;ﬂbam» PR s
Pul55re8, . ; s P - P RS YIS RANS:,
180, A taltinr P ) _.

sl Y

" & ~ E‘;‘ i G/L LR e A, :u
- il AUy Y llts W0 G T Iy e a0 Y
R ALK e PR L A ZA‘"MW»W
s Hoaia gl b ot Al -

Y yuyp o 1R P
L 2RO Koy M(’J Nl &

‘ &

Aoy iy sim tiup ¥5Y % 9
MoV M7 MW 1Y

.7 UNIVERSITY OF
% CAMBRIDGE

Faculty of Asian and Middle
Eastern Studies




https://www.openbookpublishers.com

©2023 Benjamin Paul Kantor
QO8] A

This work is licensed under an Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC
4.0). This license allows you to share, copy, distribute, and transmit the text; to adapt
the text for non-commercial purposes of the text providing attribution is made to the
authors (but not in any way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the
work). Attribution should include the following information:

Benjamin Paul Kantor, The Standard Language Ideology of the Hebrew and Arabic
Grammarians of the ‘Abbasid Period. Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2023,
https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0382

Further details about CC BY-NC licenses are available at
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

All external links were active at the time of publication unless otherwise stated and
have been archived via the Internet Archive Wayback Machine at
https://archive.org/web

Any digital material and resources associated with this volume will be available at
https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0382#resources

Semitic Languages and Cultures 21.

ISSN (print): 2632-6906

ISSN (digital): 2632-6914

ISBN Paperback: 978-1-80511-182-5

ISBN Hardback: 978-1-80511-183-2

ISBN Digital (PDF): 978-1-80511-184-9

DOI: 10.11647/0BP.0382

Cover image: A fragment of an unidentified dual-script (Hebrew and Arabic)
grammatical-exegetical discussion from the Cairo Genizah (Cambridge University
Library, T-S Ar. 31.26). Courtesy of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.
Cover design: Jeevanjot Kaur Nagpal.

The main fonts used in this volume are SIL Charis SIL, SBL Hebrew, and Scheherazade New.



1. INTRODUCTION

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

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

and what sort of rules one imposes on and through their descrip-

! It is significant to note, however, that some of the early Hebrew gram-
marians did not actually conceive of the root and pattern in this way. It
was Hayyiij who championed the triliteral root in the Hebrew tradition.
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2 Ideology of the Medieval Hebrew and Arabic Grammarians

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

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

In this book, then, we will consider aspects of language ide-
ology that appear to be shared between the Hebrew and Arabic

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

After a brief overview of previous scholarship on the inter-
face between Hebrew and Arabic grammar and literature in the
Middle Ages (chapter 2), we will introduce the concept of lan-
guage ideology as a theoretical framework (chapter 3). In partic-
ular, we will describe certain features of what has come to be
regarded as a ‘standard language ideology’ (chapter 3, §2.1). This
will serve as the analytical framework through which we will
then treat several shared features of a standard language ideology
among the Hebrew and Arabic grammarians. While more simi-
larities could be found, we focus on six key points of ideological
similarity in this book. First, we consider language as a cultural

possession of its speakers (chapter 4, §1.0). Second, we look at
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how certain ‘exemplary speakers’ of a fixed ancient corpus of
texts serve as the standard for determining proper language use
(chapter 4, §2.0). Third, we look at the ‘fieldwork’ topos of the
grammarians venturing out ‘off the beaten path’ to find reliable
contemporary informants (chapter 4, §3.0). Fourth, we call at-
tention to the performative contexts with which the grammarians
associate language use (chapter 5, §1.0). Fifth, we outline how
the genesis of grammar is portrayed as a response to the deterio-
ration of language proficiency among the masses (chapter 5,
82.0). Finally, we examine the negative attitude of the grammar-
ians towards foreign languages and their influence on language
proficiency (chapter 5, §3.0). Taken all together, these various
strands of ideological similarity cohere to form what may be
termed, following Milroy (2001, 530-31), a ‘standard language
culture’ in each grammatical tradition.

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

they described and established the grammar thereof.



