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Abstract

The didactic poem Lisan al-‘Arab f1 ‘Ulim al-Adab, composed by Sha‘ban ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Al al-Athari, is one of the
lesser-known educational poems of the fifteenth century, written with the aim of teaching a collection of literary and
linguistic sciences in verse form. One of the grammatical topics addressed in this work is the relative pronoun and its
syntactic and semantic rules, which, despite being presented concisely, demonstrate pedagogical coherence and scholarly
precision. Using a descriptive-analytical method and drawing on the critically edited text of the poem, the present study
examines the syntactic structure of the relative pronoun and analyzes its semantic functions. The findings indicate that, in
his treatment of the relative pronoun, al-Athari adheres to the principles of classical Arabic grammar while seeking to
organize its fundamental rules in a concise and pedagogically effective form. He also establishes a coherent relationship
between the syntactic structure and semantic implications of the relative pronoun, highlighting its role in achieving textual
cohesion, resolving referential ambiguity, and completing meaning. A comparison of this approach with classical
grammatical sources demonstrates that Lisan al-‘Arab fi ‘Ulam al-Adab, in addition to its pedagogical value, possesses
distinctive features in the organization of subject matter and the presentation of grammatical rules, which place it among the
noteworthy didactic poems devoted to the literary and linguistic sciences.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The relative pronoun constitutes one of the

central categories of Arabic syntax because its
grammatical function cannot be separated
from its semantic and textual roles. In classical
Arabic grammar, relative pronouns are treated
as definite nouns whose referential value is
completed through a following relative clause,
thereby establishing a structural and semantic
relationship between the antecedent, the
relative pronoun, and the content of the
relative clause. Classical grammarians

consistently emphasized that the relative
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pronoun does not convey a complete and

independent meaning unless it s
accompanied by its sila (relative clause), and
that the relationship between the relative
pronoun and the relative clause is typically
maintained through an anaphoric element
known as the ‘&@’id (resumptive pronoun) (1, 2).
Within the history of Arabic grammatical
education, such concepts were frequently
transmitted not only through prose treatises
but also through didactic poems designed to

facilitate memorization and systematic
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instruction. Among these works is Lisan al-
‘Arab fi ‘Ulim al-Adab by Zayn al-Din Sha'ban
ibn  Muhammad al-Athari, a relatively
understudied didactic poem devoted to a
range of literary and linguistic sciences. The
work reflects a pedagogical tradition in which
complex grammatical principles  were
condensed into metrically organized verses,
thereby allowing students to memorize
fundamental rules and subsequently elaborate
upon them through oral instruction or
commentarial literature. Al-AtharT’s treatment
of the relative pronoun is particularly
significant because, despite its extreme
brevity, it encompasses the principal
categories of Arabic relative pronouns and
implicitly evokes a broader system of syntactic
relations involving the relative clause, the
resumptive pronoun, case function, and
semantic specification (4). The present study
therefore investigates the syntactic structure
and semantic functions of the relative pronoun
in this didactic poem, with particular attention
to the extent to which al-AtharT’s presentation
corresponds to the classical Arabic
grammatical tradition and to the pedagogical
logic that underlies his highly condensed mode
of exposition.

From a theoretical perspective, the study is
grounded in the classical distinction between
specific and common relative pronouns in
Arabic grammar. Specific relative pronouns
include forms such as alladhi, allatr, alladhani,
allatani, alladhina, and allati/al-1a’1, whose use

is determined by gender and number, whereas

common relative pronouns such as man and
ma possess broader referential ranges and
acquire more precise interpretation from their
syntactic and semantic context (5). Classical
grammarians also discuss forms such as ayy,
dha, and dha, whose relative status depends
on specific syntactic environments, dialectal
usage, or interpretive analysis. Ibn Malik and
Ibn ‘Aqil organize these forms within a
pedagogical system that emphasizes
classification, relative clauses, resumptive
elements, and conditions governing omission,
while Ibn Hisham gives particular attention to
the syntactic and semantic subtleties
produced by different relative constructions (2,
3, 5). Sibawayh’s earlier treatment also
establishes the principle that the referential
force of a relative pronoun is dependent upon
its clause and the relation created between
that clause and its antecedent (1). Modern
scholarship has expanded this classical
analysis by examining the relative pronoun in
terms of reference, sentence structure,
comparison across languages, and the
interaction between the relative pronoun and
its clause. Al-Shaybani and Abd al-Qadir, for
example, stress the centrality of the relative
clause and resumptive pronoun in completing
both syntactic structure and semantic
reference, while Nashid’'s comparative study
demonstrates that Arabic relative
constructions possess distinctive structural
properties when compared with English (6, 7).
These theoretical perspectives are particularly

relevant to al-AtharT’s didactic poem because
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his verses compress this extensive
grammatical tradition into a small number of
lexical items that function as mnemonic
prompts for a much broader conceptual
system.

Methodologically, the study employs a
descriptive-analytical approach based on the
critically edited text of Lisan al-‘Arab fi ‘Ulim
al-Adab. The analysis focuses on the verses in
which al-AtharT presents the relative pronouns
and their syntactic complements, examining
both the explicit lexical inventory of relative
forms and the grammatical principles implied
by their ordering and juxtaposition. The first
stage of analysis identifies the relative
pronouns enumerated in the poem and
classifies them according to the categories
established in classical Arabic grammar. The
second stage examines the syntactic
implications of the poet's formulation,
particularly the requirement of a relative
clause, the presence or possible omission of
the resumptive pronoun, and the grammatical
position occupied by the relative pronoun
within the larger sentence. The third stage
analyzes the semantic and rhetorical functions
of the relative construction, including
referential  specification,  disambiguation,
textual cohesion, descriptive emphasis, and
the highlighting of qualities or actions
expressed in the relative clause. Finally, the
al-Athar’’s

formulation with the presentations found in

study compares concise

major  classical grammatical  sources,

especially the works of Sibawayh, Ibn Malik,

Ibon ‘Aqil, and Ibn Hisham, in order to
determine whether his treatment merely
reproduces established classifications or
reorganizes them according to a distinctive
pedagogical rationale (1-3, 5). The analysis
also considers al-Athar’'s work within the
broader tradition of didactic grammatical
poetry, where mnemonic economy, metrical
constraints, and instructional sequencing
frequently lead to the omission of theoretical
explanation while preserving the conceptual
architecture required for classroom
elaboration (4).

The syntactic analysis demonstrates that al-
AtharT’s presentation is highly condensed yet
structurally coherent. He begins with alladhr
and allati, the prototypical masculine and
feminine singular relative pronouns, and then
proceeds to common and less frequent
relative forms. This ordering corresponds
broadly to the structure adopted in classical
grammatical works, in which the most familiar
specific relatives precede shared or context-
dependent forms (5). The omission of dual and
plural derivatives does not imply their
exclusion from the grammatical system;
rather, it reflects the economy of didactic
verse, in which representative forms may
stand metonymically for a wider morphological
paradigm. Al-AtharT’s inclusion of man and ma
reflects the conventional distinction between
relative forms used predominantly for rational
and non-rational referents, while the presence
of dhd, ayy, and dha indicates an awareness

of dialectal, conditional, and disputed relative
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constructions discussed by earlier
grammarians (2, 3). The mention of dha is
especially significant because its use as a
relative pronoun is associated with particular
Arabic dialects and differs from its better-
known function as a noun meaning
“possessor.” Likewise, ayy is syntactically
versatile and functions as a relative pronoun
only under particular conditions, while dha
may receive relative interpretation in specific
interrogative constructions. By including these
forms, al-AtharT does not restrict his exposition
to the most frequent items but instead
presents a relatively  comprehensive
mnemonic inventory. His second verse further
reinforces the syntactic system by indicating
that the relative construction may be
completed by a clause, an adverbial
expression, or a prepositional phrase and by
drawing attention to the resumptive element,
which may under certain conditions be
omitted. These principles closely correspond
to the classical view that the relative pronoun
is structurally incomplete  without its
complement and that the ‘g’id establishes the
grammatical relation between the relative
pronoun and the relative clause (1, 2).

The semantic findings reveal that the didactic
treatment of relative pronouns in al-Athari’s
poem extends beyond formal classification.
The relative pronoun functions as an important
device of referential determination because it
enables a speaker or writer to identify a
person, entity, or group through the property,

action, or state expressed in the relative

clause. In this sense, the sila does not merely
complete the syntax of the relative pronoun; it
also specifies its referent and reduces
semantic ambiguity. This relationship explains
why Arabic grammarians have repeatedly
emphasized the dependence of the relative
pronoun on its clause and the cohesive role of
the resumptive pronoun within that structure
(6, 8). The relative construction also performs
important rhetorical functions. Rather than
naming a referent directly, a writer may employ
a relative pronoun to foreground a particular
attribute or action, thereby shifting interpretive
attention from identity itself to the description
encoded in the relative clause. This function is
especially visible in Qur’anic discourse, where
forms such as alladhi, allati, man, and ma
frequently contribute to characterization,
generalization, contrast, and thematic
cohesion. The broader grammatical tradition
recognizes these constructions as instruments
through which syntax and meaning converge,
while modern analyses likewise emphasize
the role of relative clauses in reference and
textual organization (2, 7). Al-Athars
pedagogical method is therefore noteworthy
because a very small number of verses
activate an extensive network of syntactic,
semantic, and rhetorical principles. His
ordering of the forms also reveals an
instructional progression from the most
familiar and productive relative pronouns to
less frequent or structurally marked forms,
suggesting that the poem was designed not as

an autonomous grammatical treatise but as a
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mnemonic framework to be expanded through
teaching and commentary (4). In this respect,
the poem demonstrates how didactic verse
can preserve theoretical depth even when
explicit explanation is deliberately minimized.
In conclusion, the analysis shows that al-
AtharT's treatment of the relative pronoun in
Lisan al-‘Arab fi ‘Uldm al-Adab represents a
concise but systematically organized account
of one of the fundamental topics of Arabic
syntax. The poet’s selection and ordering of
relative forms reflect the established
grammatical distinction between specific,
common, and context-dependent relative
pronouns, while his reference to the relative
clause and resumptive element indicates an
awareness of the structural relations that make
relative constructions syntactically complete.
The findings further demonstrate that the
relative pronoun in this didactic framework
cannot be understood solely as a formal
grammatical category, because its syntactic
organization is closely connected with
semantic specification, referential clarity,
textual cohesion, and rhetorical emphasis. Al-
AtharT’s method is pedagogically significant
precisely because it condenses a broad and
technically complex grammatical tradition into
memorable verses without eliminating its
conceptual foundations. The study therefore
confirms that Lisén al-‘Arab fi ‘Ulim al-Adab
deserves greater attention not only as a
historical example of Arabic didactic poetry but
also as a source for understanding the

transmission, organization, and pedagogical

reformulation of classical grammatical

knowledge. Further research may extend this
analytical approach to other grammatical
chapters of the poem and compare them
systematically with major didactic works,
especially the Alfiyya of Ibn Malik, in order to

clarify more fully al-Athart’s place in the history
of Arabic grammatical education and the
broader intellectual tradition of versified

linguistic scholarship.
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