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Abstract

The primary focus of this research is a critical analysis of Al-Farabi's perspective on "meaning
particles” in the Arabic language. The aim is to demonstrate the inadequacy of Farabi's viewpoint
through a logical critique of the traditional tripartite classification of words into nouns, verbs, and
particles. In his logical treatises, Farabi adopts the conventional threefold division proposed by
syntactic scholars, categorizing words into nouns, verbs, and particles according to traditional
methods. However, he introduces a novel distinction within the category of particles, excluding
certain word types—such as pronouns, demonstrative nouns, conjunctions, interrogative nouns,
and incomplete verbs—from the categories of nouns and verbs, instead classifying them as
"particles." This research highlights several critical points: Firstly, while Farabi accurately
identifies the failure of syntactic scholars to adhere to the rules of definitional logic, effectively
challenging them in this regard, he errs in his categorization. Specifically, he mistakenly classifies
the aforementioned word types under the category of particles. Secondly, this mistake arises from
Farabi's illogical adherence to the rigid framework of the tripartite word classification. By
confining words to the categories of nouns, verbs, and particles, Farabi's framework fails to
accommodate the complexity of linguistic categories. Thirdly, the widely recognized tripartite
classification, whether based on definition or the criterion of "accepting both a predicate and
information about it or not,” lacks a sound logical foundation and rational constraints. Fourthly,
the criterion of "lack of semantic independence™ proves inadequate as a distinguishing feature for
categorizing "meaning particles” separately from nouns and verbs. In conclusion, these critiques
illustrate that to advance Farabi's work, we must move beyond the constraints of the tripartite
division and instead propose a new classification system for understanding the structure of
language.
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Introduction

The tripartite division of words into nouns, verbs, and particles, along with their definitions and
the criteria for identifying them, is a fundamental issue in Arabic grammatical studies. Since the
establishment of this field in the second century, scholars have consistently referenced this
classification in their analysis of the Holy Quran, as well as other ancient Arabic texts and poetry.
They have sought to formulate precise definitions and establish clear criteria to distinguish these
three categories.

This study critically examines al-Farabi’s logical approach to this tripartite classification, focusing
on the definitions of its categories and the criteria for identifying their instances, with particular
emphasis on the third category—particles. In his logical works, al-Farabi addresses this
classification and accepts the grammatical scholars’ divisions and definitions. However, he
diverges from them significantly regarding specific instances. He excludes certain words—such
as pronouns, relative pronouns, interrogative words, conjunctions, and some grammatical verbs
(e.g., defective verbs)—from the categories of nouns and verbs, instead classifying them as
meaning particles.
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Research Findings

Al-Farabi adheres to the tripartite classification of words established by grammatical scholars and
accepts their definitions of nouns, verbs, and particles. However, he notably diverges from
grammarians in identifying "particles of meaning." In his logical treatises (Al-Farabi, 1988, 1: 32;
39; 391) and his works Al-Alfaz al-Musta‘milah fi al-Mantiq (Al-Farabi, 1984: 44-56) and Al-
Huruf (Al-Farabi, 1986: 63; 165; 181; 194), he reclassifies many words traditionally considered
nouns and verbs as particles. In Al-Alfaz al-Musta‘milah, he introduces a novel classification of
particles, attributing its origin to Greek linguists (Al-Farabi, 1984: 44-56).

At the outset of his classification, al-Farabi acknowledges its departure from grammatical tradition.
He argues that while grammarians classify words based on common language usage, his approach
is grounded in the "precise language™ of the sciences and disciplines. He categorizes particles into
five types: "Khawalif" (substitutes), "Wasilat" (connectors), "Wasat" (intermediaries), "Hawashi"
(margins), and "Ravabit" (relations) (Al-Farabi, 1984: 42)—a classification absent from
grammatical literature. He maintains this framework consistently across his works, classifying terms
such as conditional nouns, interrogatives, and relative pronouns as particles.

It appears that al-Farabi recognized inconsistencies in the definitions and identification criteria of
the three-word categories. His commitment to logic and its principles, coupled with his insistence
on the tripartite division, led him to prioritize definitional limits over identification criteria. As a
result, he classifies all words whose meanings cannot be fully expressed without other words as
particles, adhering to his strict definitional approach. This explains his classification of relative
pronouns, conditional nouns, interrogatives, demonstratives, and pronouns as particles.

Conclusion

Al-Farabi has taken the simplest approach among various possible solutions—prioritizing
"semantic independence™ at the expense of other linguistic characteristics. However, even if we
accept semantic independence as an inherent feature distinguishing particles from the specified
nouns, this trait alone cannot serve as a definitive criterion for grouping them under a single
category of "particles." Given the fundamental differences between conventional particles and
these nouns, semantic independence—if truly inherent—should instead be viewed as a 'common
genus" rather than a strict classificatory boundary. In this case, words lacking semantic
independence would be divided into two distinct categories: particles and non-particles. This
perspective aligns with the views of contemporary scholars such as Ibrahim Anis (1966: 281-262)
and Mahdi Makhzoumi (1985: 63-46).

Ultimately, al-Farabi’s unwavering adherence to the tripartite classification appears to have
constrained his critical engagement with its validity. His assumption of its obviousness prevented
him from reconsidering its foundations, thereby limiting his ability to develop an alternative
framework for word classification—and, by extension, for sentence analysis.
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Margoliouth, D. S. (1905) The Discussion between Abu Bishr Matta and Abu
Sa’id al-Sirafi on the Merits of Logic and Grammar. Journal of the Royal
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