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Book Review

Marta Campanelli. 2022. Ibn Mada’ al-Qurtubi, la contestazione dei grammatici: una
disputa antica e moderna. Pisa: Pacini Editore.

Reviewed by Raoul Villano, Roma Tre University

The book Ibn Mada’ al-Qurtubi, la contestazione dei grammatici: una disputa antica e
moderna (“Ibn Mada’ al-Qurtubi, the Critique of the Grammarians: An Ancient and Modern
Dispute”, Pisa, Pacini Editore “Collana del Centro di Eccellenza della Ricerca - Studi di
Linguistica Educativa”, 2022, 144 pp.), written by Marta Campanelli (Roma Tre University)
presents the first complete Italian translation of Ibn Mada’ al-Qurtub1’s (1119-1196 CE) ar-
Radd ‘ala an-Nuhah “the refutation of the grammarians.” The translation is preceded by an
engaging introductory section that delves into the intellectual legacy of Ibn Mada’ al-
Qurtubi, explores the context of his critique and the impact of his work, placing Ibn Mada’
within the broader historical linguistic tradition, and offering several insights into medieval
Arabic grammatical debates and their contemporary relevance. While providing a thorough
examination of Ibn Mada’ al-Qurtub1’s challenges to the Arabic grammatical tradition,
Campanelli's work provides a nuanced understanding of a scholar aiming to redefine the
boundaries of linguistic study. Ibn Mada’ emerges as a pioneering figure whose ideas, while
ahead of their time, foreshadowed contemporary debates about the accessibility and purpose
of grammatical education.

In the short Introduction (pp. 5-10), Campanelli describes the criticism of Ibn Mada’
as a refutation of Basran theoretical and methodological approach, and, therefore, as an
assault on the heart of the major Arabic grammatical tradition. Ibn Mada’ al-Qurtubi
criticizes the overly philosophical approach of traditional Arabic grammar, arguing it strays
from its original purpose and complicates learning. He emphasizes adherence to the text’s
evident meaning without unnecessary abstractions. His criticism aims to simplify
grammatical methodology, making it more accessible to learners and ensuring that language
analysis remains grounded in practical application rather than in speculative theories.

In the first chapter (“The Arabic Grammatical Tradition and Ibn Mada’ al-Qurtubi's
Contestation”, pp. 11-17), Campanelli addresses Ibn Mada’’s challenge by analyzing his
criticisms of three fundamental theories in Arabic grammatical tradition: the theory of ‘amal
“operativity,” the theory of ‘idmar “ellipsis,” and the theory of ‘ilal an-nahw “linguistic
causes.”

The theory of ‘amal “operativity” is rejected by Ibn Mada’ both on a rational and a
religious level, for its being based mainly on questionable assumptions, like the idea of a
linguistic operator or ‘amil, understood by grammarians as a physical linguistic entity
capable of producing a concrete effect on other parts of speech, while, for Ibn Mada’, the true
source of these effects should be identified in the speaker himself.

The theory of ‘idmar “ellipsis,” originating in 8th-century Qur’anic exegesis to
explain obscure passages, but later extended by grammarians to syntactic relations and
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formal aspects without apparent justification, is also rejected by Ibn Mada’. Notably, he
rejects as unwarranted the assumption that all accusative terms must be linked to a phonetic
operator: he recognizes stylistic ellipses as a formal device but cautions against excessive
reliance on this concept by grammarians.

The theory of ‘ilal an-nahw “linguistic causes,” systematized by al-Zajjaji (d. 952
CE) in the 10th century, is based on the Aristotelian notion of cause and distinguishes three
types of causes: (a) Didactic Causes, or ‘ilal ta ‘limiyyah, arise from descriptive
generalizations made by grammarians based on language observation. They represent norms
that predict the behavior of classes of linguistic elements, as in the sentence ‘inna Zaydan
qa’imun “indeed Zayd is standing,” where the didactic cause is limited to explaining the
accusative assignment to Zayd and the nominative to ga im. (b) Analogical Causes, or %lal
qiyasiyyah, provide explanations for the norms established at the didactic level. For
example, the action of “’inna” is justified based on its similarity to perfect verbs. (c)
Dialectical-Speculative Causes, or ‘ilal jadaliyyah, delve into the arguments of the previous
level, logically justifying the similarities between ‘inna and perfect verbs.

Ibn Mada’ extends to grammar the conclusions already reached by Zahirite scholars
in the religious and juridical context: just as jurists must refrain from seeking the causes
underlying the sentences in the sacred text, similarly in the language there is no need to
investigate the motivations that lie behind linguistic phenomena. He accepts, therefore, only
prime causes (al-ilal al-’ild), viewing them as empirically valid grammatical norms
necessary for correct language use and learning, but rejects second and third causes (al- ilal
aB-8awani wa- af-0awalif)) as non-essential for language learning, arguing that prime causes
are crucial for accurate pronunciation, while the others merely demonstrate the innate
wisdom of Arabs. Nonetheless, Ibn Mada' acknowledges the value of some second causes,
although not indispensable, such as appearance of vowel sounds between two quiescent
letters, without which the speaker would not be able to pronounce the two consonants, being
therefore an irrefutable cause, albeit a secondary one.

In the second chapter (“The Teaching of Arabic Grammar: From Medieval
Grammarians to the Contemporary Context”, pp. 19-31), Campanelli moves on to a historical
overview of how Arabic grammar has been taught, from the medieval period to modern
times. She examines how medieval scholars, starting from Sibawayhi (d. ca. 793 CE),
focused on theoretical descriptions of the Arabic language, aiming to rationalize and codify
its structure. Stbawayhi himself focused much on theoretical linguistics, aiming to describe
the production of statements rather than providing a pedagogical manual. Despite its
sophistication, medieval Arabic grammar lacked a strong educational aspect. Over the
centuries, scholars elaborated on a/-Kitab using tools from logic, theology, and philosophy,
leading to more abstract speculations that often prioritized intellectual display over practical
linguistic instruction.

Campanelli discusses the emergence of pedagogical treatises in Arabic grammar
between the 9th and 10th centuries, driven by the need to incorporate educational aspects into
grammatical studies. These early didactic works marked a shift in how grammatical topics
like morphology and syntax were organized, focusing on simplicity to enhance
comprehension and proper language usage. Key characteristics of these texts included
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concise and clear exposition, extensive examples, and reduced emphasis on complex
justifications for grammatical rules.

Notably, Khalaf al-Ahmar (d. 796 CE) articulated the need for brevity and practical
language use, aiming to create accessible materials for beginners. Prominent works like al-
Jumal by al-Zajjaji and al-Luma by Ibn Jinni (d. 1002 CE) further exemplified this trend, yet
authors did not criticize theoretical works. Instead, they created a dual framework for
grammar: a prestigious science for specialists and a practical tool for the general public. Ibn
Mada’ al-Qurtub1’s radical critiques aimed to eliminate outdated principles from grammar
teaching. He believed that grammatical teaching had become overly complex, making it
difficult for students to understand and apply the rules. This critique is seen by Campanelli as
forward-thinking, anticipating modern debates over simplifying grammar education to
enhance accessibility and usability, and inspiring modern scholars to simplify Arabic
grammar rules while addressing persistent challenges in comprehension and teaching
efficacy.

Campanelli further examines contemporary implications of Ibn Mada’’s ideas: While
his push for simplification did not gain significant traction in his own time, it resonated with
some modern linguistic reformers who, like him, see the need to make Arabic grammar more
intuitive and less encumbered by theoretical constructs.

The contemporary teaching of Arabic grammar remains heavily influenced by
medieval linguistic traditions, where all linguistic phenomena are explained through
systematic rules, even incorporating exceptions into a coherent framework. An example of
that is found in al-Mubarrad’s (d. 898 CE) employment of complex morpho-phonological
rules to explain peculiarity in the conjugation of weak verbs, a method still echoed in modern
textbooks. However, this approach is seen as overly complicated and pedagogically
ineffective, often detracting from practical language acquisition. Consequently, students in
Arabic studies, especially at the university level, struggle with mastering Classical Arabic
leading to a drop in proficiency and a notable disinterest in the subject. Scholars such as
Baalbaki (“Teaching Arabic at university level: Problems of grammatical tradition,” 2004),
Peled (“Sibawayhi’s Kitab and the teaching of Arabic grammar,” 2010), and al-Shubash1 (““/i-
tahyda al-lugha al-"arabiyya yasqut Sibawayhi” [Long live Arabic language, may fall
Sibawayhi!], 2017) have sparked recent debates aimed at addressing these issues by either
rethinking the rigid grammatical rules derived from medieval works or proposing alternative,
more accessible, teaching methodologies. This ongoing discussion seeks to balance
maintaining Arabic’s linguistic heritage with making its grammar more appealing and
approachable for students.

The third chapter (pp. 33-136) is the central core of the book and presents a complete
translation of Ibn Mada’’s ar-Radd ‘ald an-Nuhdah, along with a detailed analysis of its
content. The translation is based on the third edition of the Radd, edited by Shawqi Dayf in
1984, but does not fail to refer to previous editions. It is a complete, detailed, and meticulous
translation, rich in bibliography and with a note-to-text apparatus that makes the book a
precious tool for all scholars of Arabic language and linguistics, while providing direct
access to a key text that is often discussed but less frequently read in such detail.

Campanelli’s work is also praiseworthy for its balanced approach, as she does not
simply champion Ibn Mada’’s views, but situates them within a broader intellectual history.
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Her analysis of the Radd presents a fresh perspective on the interplay between established
Arabic grammatical norms and the innovative challenges posed by the Andalusian scholar.
Campanelli meticulously examines how Ibn Mada’, through his critical approach, sought to
reconceptualize various linguistic principles, thereby influencing the trajectory of Arabic
grammatical thought.

Central to Campanelli’s argument is the assertion that Ibn Mada’’s critiques were not
merely reactive but rather indicative of a broader intellectual engagement with the
grammatical traditions of his time. By situating his work within the context of preceding
scholars, she highlights the significance of his contributions in advancing grammatical
theory.

Furthermore, Campanelli’s study invites a rethinking of how we approach language
learning and teaching, reminding us that the debates of the past continue to shape our
understanding of language today. Ibn Mada’’s call for simplicity and practical focus in
grammar remains relevant, offering a potential path for those seeking to make Arabic more
accessible to students in the 21st century.
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