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Arabic Grammatical Michael Carter's efforts in Studying Medieval
Theory with a translation of his paper: ‘Pragmatics and Contractual
Language in Early Arabic Grammar and Legal Theory’

Dr. NASSER F. ALHORAIS

Abstract

The current study sheds light on the efforts of modern Arabists
linguists in studying medieval Arabic grammatical theory by focusing on
Michael Carter's efforts as being the most modern Arabists linguists will
always be most strongly linked with Sibawayhi (the first systematic
grammarian of Arabic). Carter believes that the subtlety and profundity
of Arabic linguistic thought starts and perhaps ends with Sibawayhi and
his own genius that wanted to study the functional nature of Arabic
grammar. Regrettably, his successors transmuted his achievement into
the normative and prescriptive grammar which are now regarded as
typical of the whole discipline.

To give a sample of Carter's efforts to medieval Arabic
grammatical theory, the current study translates one of his most recent
important papers, namely ‘Pragmatics and Contractual Language in Early
Arabic Grammar and Legal Theory’. In this paper, Carters reveals that a
form of Pragmatics can be discerned in Sibawayhi's analysis of speech
long before it is found by modern Linguistics in which has become
known as Pragmatics. The paper also illustrates that the[ Tustlis have
benefited from Sibawayhi awareness of the legal implications of
grammatical form to establish their own Pragmatics theory. This leads,
according to Carter, to that the two sciences of grammar and law leap-
frogged each other in an evolutionary series, where the advances of one
made further progress possible in the other. This close relationship helps
Sibawayhi to discover many legal terms to his own new grammatical
theory in that time. This, as pointed out by Carter, indicates the fact that
the Kitab is the creation of a single mind, an unprecedented description
of Arabic in all its domains, religious, poetic, public and private, in a
theoretical framework which drew deeply upon the principles of the
nascent legal system and owes almost nothing to external traditions.
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"Some centuries later the lawyers had to do the same for God, trying

to penetrate his words to divine his purpose, which they could only do by

assuming that he spoke to his servants in the same way as a rational
human being would under normal circumstances".
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still less praise a person in terms normally used of God, e.g. al-hamdu
li-zaydin“praise be to Zayd!”
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Arab Linguistics, an introductory classical text with translation and
notes. Amsterdam, 1981.
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