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Abstract

The Semitic language family, stretching from the earliest records of Akkadian and Ugaritic to the
living traditions of Arabic, Hebrew, and Amharic, stands as one of the most influential pillars of
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linguistic history. This study explores the interplay between common structural foundations and
the diverse regional expressions that define the Semitic tradition. Central to this inquiry are the
shared features, such as triliteral root systems, non-linear morphology, and distinctive verb
patterns, that establish a recognizable linguistic identity across the family. Alongside these
unifying traits, the paper examines the remarkable divergences shaped by geography, cultural
exchange, and historical transformation, which gave rise to branches including East Semitic,

Northwest Semitic, and South Semitic.

Employing comparative philology, historical linguistics, and sociolinguistic analysis, the
research situates Semitic languages within broader cultural and literary frameworks. Their role in
shaping sacred texts, oral traditions, and collective identities is emphasized, while attention is
also given to the influence of contact with Indo-European and African languages in fostering
innovation and variation. The study further integrates digital humanities methodologies,
demonstrating how computational tools can illuminate lexical diffusion, semantic change, and

textual transmission across centuries.

The paper ultimately argues that the Semitic family embodies a dynamic tension between
structural cohesion and regional differentiation. This duality not only enriches the field of
comparative linguistics but also provides a lens for understanding how languages endure, adapt,

and serve as vehicles of cultural continuity and transformation.

Keywords: Semitic Languages, Comparative Philology, Historical Linguistics, Triliteral Root
System, Morphological Unity, Regional Diversity, Language Contact, Cultural Continuity, etc.

Introduction

The Semitic family of languages, a major branch of the Afro-Asiatic phylum, has occupied a
central position in the linguistic, cultural, and intellectual history of the Middle East and adjacent
regions for over four millennia. From the earliest cuneiform inscriptions of Akkadian to the
living traditions of Arabic, Hebrew, and Amharic, Semitic languages have served as vehicles of
sacred scripture, literary creativity, and political discourse. Their study is not merely a
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philological exercise but a window into the evolution of civilizations, the transmission of ideas,

and the resilience of linguistic structures across time.

This paper explores the paradoxical balance between the shared structural foundations of Semitic
languages and the remarkable diversity that emerges through regional adaptation, cultural

contact, and historical transformation.

The term “Semitic” was first coined in the late eighteenth century by August Ludwig von
Schldzer, drawing upon biblical genealogies that traced the descendants of Shem. While the
nomenclature is rooted in biblical tradition, modern linguistics situates Semitic languages firmly
within the Afro-Asiatic macro-family, alongside Egyptian, Berber, Cushitic, Chadic, and
Omotic. The earliest attested Semitic language is Akkadian, recorded in Mesopotamian
cuneiform texts dating back to the third millennium BCE. Other ancient representatives include
Ugaritic, Phoenician, and Biblical Hebrew, each contributing to the corpus of world literature

and religious heritage.

Despite their geographical spread, from North Africa to the Arabian Peninsula and the Horn of
Africa, Semitic languages share a set of distinctive structural features that mark their genetic
unity. Scholars such as Gideon Goldenberg emphasize the centrality of the triliteral root system,
in which lexical meaning is encoded in consonantal skeletons, while vowels and affixes generate
grammatical and semantic variation.! This non-concatenative morphology, coupled with
complex verbal systems and a preference for root-based derivation, distinguishes Semitic
languages from Indo-European and other linguistic families.

Phonologically, Semitic languages exhibit emphatic consonants, guttural sounds, and a rich
system of internal vowel alternations. Morphologically, they employ inflectional paradigms that
encode tense, aspect, mood, and voice with remarkable precision. Syntactically, features such as
verb-subject-object word order and nominal sentence structures recur across the family. These

elements collectively underscore the linguistic cohesion of the Semitic tradition.

Yet unity coexists with diversity. The Semitic family is traditionally divided into East Semitic
(Akkadian), Northwest Semitic (Hebrew, Aramaic, Ugaritic), and South Semitic (Arabic,
Ethiopic, Modern South Arabian). Each branch reflects unique historical trajectories shaped by

geography, politics, and cultural contact.
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(i) Arabic, with over 200 million native speakers, represents the most widely spoken Semitic
language today. Its diglossia situation, between Classical/Modern Standard Arabic and

regional dialects, illustrates the tension between linguistic unity and local diversity. 2

(i) Hebrew, revived in the nineteenth century, demonstrates how a classical language can be

re-adapted to modern life, blending ancient structures with contemporary vocabulary.

(iiiy Amharic, Tigrinya, and Tigre, spoken in Ethiopia and Eritrea, showcase the South
Semitic branch’s adaptation to African linguistic ecologies, incorporating features from

Cushitic and other neighbouring languages.

(iv) Aramaic, once the lingua franca of the Near East, survives today in small communities in

Syria, Irag, and Iran, reflecting both resilience and decline.
Cultural and Literary Significance

Semitic languages have been the medium of some of humanity’s most influential texts: the
Hebrew Bible, the Qur’an, and the Ge‘ez scriptures of Ethiopian Christianity. They have also
preserved oral traditions, poetry, and folklore that continue to shape collective identities. The
philological traditions of medieval Arabic and Hebrew scholars contributed significantly to the

development of grammar, lexicography, and linguistic theory. 3
Language Contact and Innovation

The diversity of Semitic languages is further enriched by contact with Indo-European, Berber,
and African languages. For instance, Maltese evolved from Arabic but absorbed extensive
vocabulary from Italian and English, becoming the only Semitic language written in Latin script.
Similarly, Ethiopian Semitic languages display structural borrowings from Cushitic, while
Aramaic dialects incorporate Persian and Turkish influences. Such interactions highlight the

adaptability of Semitic languages to changing sociopolitical environments.

Contemporary scholarship, as represented by works such as John Huehnergard and Na’ama
Pat-EI’'s The Semitic Languages,* integrates comparative philology with modern linguistic
typology. Advances in digital humanities, corpus linguistics, computational morphology, and
historical databases offer new tools for analyzing lexical diffusion, semantic shifts, and textual
transmission. These methodologies allow scholars to revisit long-standing questions about

Proto-Semitic reconstruction and the internal classification of the family.
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Research Objectives
This paper aims to:
(i) Identify the structural features that unify Semitic languages.
(i) Map the regional diversity across branches and dialects.
(iiiy Examine cultural and literary contributions of Semitic languages to world civilization.
(iv) Assess the impact of language contact on innovation and variation.
(v) Explore modern methodologies that refine our understanding of Semitic linguistics.
Significance of the Study

By foregrounding the tension between unity and diversity, this research contributes to
comparative linguistics, historical philology, and cultural studies. It underscores how languages
function not only as systems of communication but also as repositories of collective memory and
identity. The Semitic family, with its deep historical roots and contemporary vitality, exemplifies

the resilience of linguistic traditions in the face of change.
Description:
(A) The Semitic Family of Languages

The designation Semitic was first introduced in 1781 by the German linguist August Ludwig von
Schlézer, who drew upon biblical genealogies that traced the descendants of Shem (Sam ibn
Nih). These peoples were historically concentrated in Mesopotamia, Syria, and Palestine, and
from the first millennium BCE their languages spread into Ethiopia, Egypt, and eventually across
North Africa. Although the descendants of Shem were broadly referred to as Semites, the term
itself was formally applied to the linguistic group by Johann Gottfried Eichhorn in 1787. Today,
the label is used primarily to describe a family of languages, both ancient and modern, that share

close genetic relationships.

Scholars generally agree that these languages belong to a distinct branch within the Afro-Asiatic
phylum, historically referred to as the Semitic-Hamitic family. Their origins are traced back to a
reconstructed Proto-Semitic language, whose features can be inferred from the comparative
study of attested Semitic tongues. It is unlikely, however, that Proto-Semitic ever existed as a
single, uniform language; rather, it probably consisted of multiple dialectal variants. No
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individual Semitic language can be considered a perfect representative of the proto-type. In
phonology, certain languages preserve features closest to the reconstructed system, while in

morphology others exhibit structures that more faithfully reflect the ancestral patterns.

This complex interplay of unity and variation underscores the importance of comparative
philology in reconstructing Proto-Semitic and situating the Semitic languages within the broader

history of human communication.®

The Semitic languages are believed to have originated from a common ancestral language, making the
question of the homeland of the Proto-Semitic speakers an important subject of linguistic inquiry.
Scholars have proposed several possible regions of origin, including Kurdistan, Mesopotamia, Northern
Syria, the Arabian Peninsula, and parts of Africa. However, no universally accepted conclusion has yet
been reached. Among these possibilities, Arabia and Mesopotamia are generally considered the most
probable regions associated with the earliest Semitic-speaking communities.®

In its earliest stage, the Semitic language family was mainly concentrated in the Near East. Over
time, its influence expanded into Africa and later across North Africa. The Semitic family forms
one of the major branches of human languages and also shares several linguistic connections
with other language groups. An important feature of the Semitic languages is that they were
spoken by many of the culturally advanced and influential peoples of the ancient world,
including the communities associated with the Bible. In later centuries, these linguistic traditions

continued through the development and acceptance of languages such as Arabic and Hebrew.’

Among the language families of the world, the Semitic group is regarded as one of the most
highly developed and best documented after the Indo-European family. In ancient history,
Semitic-speaking peoples exercised considerable political and cultural influence, which
contributed to the prominence of their languages. These languages also produced religious
literatures of immense historical and spiritual significance. Another major contribution of the
Semitic tradition lies in the development and spread of alphabetic writing systems, which greatly

influenced the writing practices of many civilizations across the world.®

The Semitic group of languages has long been recognized throughout the world and is regarded
as one of the most prominent language families after the Indo-European family. Its historical
records and inscriptions date back to extremely ancient times, reflecting a rich linguistic and

cultural heritage. In the ancient world, the Semitic family occupied a position of great
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importance because many of the politically and culturally dominant civilizations spoke Semitic
languages. Owing to the influence and achievements of these peoples, the Semitic languages
gained remarkable prestige and historical significance. Even today, the Semitic family continues
to hold a distinguished place among the world’s major language groups, ranking next only to the

Indo-European family in terms of historical importance and development.®
The Semites

The term “Semites” generally refers to the peoples who speak, or historically spoke, Semitic
languages. This broad group includes Arabs, Aramaeans, Phoenicians, Ethiopians, Yemenites,
Babylonians, Assyrians, and the descendants of these ancient communities.*® From the Biblical
perspective, the Semites are regarded as the descendants of Sdm (Shem), the eldest son of the
Prophet Noah. According to Biblical genealogy, Shem had five sons, Elam, Asshur, Arphaxad,
Lud, and Aram. Aram, in turn, had four sons: Uz, Hul, Gether, and Mash. Arphaxad’s son was
Salah, whose son Eber became the father of two sons: Jaktan (Qahtan), considered the ancestor

of the Qahtanid Arabs, and Peleg, who is traditionally linked with the lineage of Abraham.

Historically, the early Semitic peoples were largely pastoral and nomadic communities. Several
centuries before the Christian era, many of them migrated from the Arabian Peninsula to regions
such as Mesopotamia, the Mediterranean coastal areas, and the Nile Delta. Jewish and other
Semitic groups also settled in parts of Judea in Southern Palestine. In general, the inhabitants of
Arabia, Syria, and Iraq were regarded as belonging to the same broad human stock and were
traditionally associated with the descendants of Shem. Philological studies define the term
“Semites” mainly on linguistic grounds, including all peoples who either formerly spoke or
continue to speak Semitic languages. However, the descendants of Elam, who lived near the
Persian Gulf, and the descendants of Lud in Lydia are usually excluded from the Semitic race
because they were not speakers of Semitic languages. In contrast, communities such as the
Phoenicians, Babylonians, Abyssinians, and Amorites are classified among the Semites due to

their continued use of Semitic languages. !

It is also important to note that the great flood associated with the Prophet Noah occupies a
significant place in traditional history, as it is believed to have marked a major turning point in

the rehabilitation and spread of human civilization across the world. The journey of Noah and the
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subsequent dispersal of peoples are thought to have influenced the political, cultural, and

geographical relationships among later human communities to a considerable extent.

From another historical perspective, groups such as the Lydians and Elymeans were at times
associated with the Semites because of their close socio-cultural interactions with the Assyrians
and their recognition of Assyrian political authority. Nevertheless, both groups were ethnically
distinct from the Semites and were unrelated to one another in origin. The Elymeans believed
themselves to be descended from Iranian tribes, whereas the Lydians were uncertain about their
own ancestry, though they did not consider themselves Semitic and maintained little social

connection with the Elymeans. ?

Modern speakers of Semitic languages display wide diversity in their physical features, cultural
traditions, social structures, and psychological characteristics, much like the communities
associated with the Indo-European language family. Among the contemporary Semitic peoples,
Arabs and Jews are the most widely recognized groups. Although they differ from one another in
many respects, centuries of migration, trade, and interaction with other civilizations, particularly
in Europe, have contributed to the adoption of various external cultural and social influences.
Despite these differences, the shared roots of the Semitic languages and the many common
elements found in the religious traditions and narratives of Islam and Judaism point to a

connected and ancient historical background.*®
The Migration of the Semites

The history of Arabia records several major waves of Semitic migration that significantly
influenced the ancient world. The earliest of these movements is believed to have occurred
around 3000 B.C., when various Semitic tribes left Arabia and spread into regions such as
Babylonia, Assyria, Egypt, and Phoenicia. A second important migration took place around 1500
B.C., when groups including the Edomites, Moabites, and Midianites moved from Arabia into
neighbouring territories. Later, the Minaeans and Sabaeans expanded beyond Arabia and
established settlements in foreign lands. A final and far-reaching phase of migration began in the
seventh century A.D. (first century Hijri), when the Arabs, inspired and united under Islam,

spread across vast regions outside Arabia.

Historical evidence suggests that the Semitic peoples had already begun leaving their original

homeland by about 3000 B.C. The Canaanites settled in Syria, while the Phoenicians, after
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departing from Bahrain and the coastal regions of the Persian Gulf, founded prosperous trading
cities along the Mediterranean coast. They became highly skilled in navigation and maritime
trade, eventually opening important sea routes to Europe. During a later period, the Hyksos
entered Egypt and succeeded in establishing their own political authority there. The early history
of the Bedouin tribes of the Arabian Desert, however, remains less clearly documented. Over
time, these desert communities gradually developed urban centres, founded kingdoms, and

increasingly depended on trade and commerce for their livelihood.

The Semitic peoples of northern Arabia included groups such as the Aramaeans, Assyrians, and
Canaanites. These communities were originally related branches of the same broader racial stock
and are believed to have lived together for a considerable period in Babylonia before gradually
separating into distinct groups. Historical traditions indicate that the Aramaeans separated first,
followed by the Canaanites, and later the Assyrians. Some branches of these tribes moved
southward and settled along the Arabian coasts, while others crossed into Africa and established

themselves in Abyssinia.

The historian Ibn Khaldun observed that the Semites founded numerous kingdoms within Arabia
and that certain tribes extended their influence as far as Syria and Egypt. Likewise, Ibn Qutayba
stated that the Amalekites, regarded as part of the Semitic peoples, spread widely across different
lands and included among them rulers of Egypt and Babylon. These accounts highlight the
extensive political and cultural influence exercised by Semitic communities throughout ancient

history.14

It may be noted that the original inhabitants of Arabia were the Semitic peoples, many of
whom later migrated under different historical circumstances to regions such as Babylon, Egypt,
and Syria. After these migrations, they came to be identified as Umam Ba idah or ‘Arab ‘Aribah
(pure or unmixed Arabs). Some Jewish and non-Jewish traditions referred to these Semitic
groups as the Amalekites; however, Muslim historians generally rejected this identification and
considered it historically inaccurate. Among the earliest known Arab races were the ‘Ad,
Thamtd, Jurhamites, Lakhmids, Tasm, and Jadis. Of these ancient peoples, the tribe of ‘Ad was
regarded as one of the most powerful and influential, exercising authority over large parts of

Arabia and establishing kingdoms in regions such as Arabia, Babylon, and Egypt. 1°



Noor Uddin Ahmed Center for Hebrew Language and Literature

In support of this historical tradition, the Holy Qur’an states: “Did you not see what your Lord
did to the ‘Ad of Iram? Remember, O ‘Ad, that God made you successors to the people of
Noah.” 1

Original Home of Semitic Languages

Arab historians generally maintain that Arabia was the original homeland of the Semitic
languages. European scholars, however, have proposed several alternative theories regarding the

origin of the Semitic peoples and their languages.

One theory places the homeland of the Semites in Africa, arguing that the Semitic and Hamitic
languages share strong similarities in structure and vocabulary. Supporters of this view also point
to the close physical resemblance between the Yemenite Arabs and the Abyssinians, suggesting
historical interaction and common ancestry. Ancient historians often treated Yemen and
Abyssinia as closely connected regions within a broader Ethiopian sphere.

Another theory suggests that the Semitic homeland was located in Armenia and Kurdistan.
However, this view lacks strong evidence from the Old Testament and was criticized by the

Orientalist scholar Noldeke.

A third theory identifies the lower Euphrates region as the birthplace of the Semitic languages.
The Italian scholar Guidi argued that many basic words common to Semitic languages were
found in that region, indicating a common origin there. Earlier, Von Kremer had similarly
proposed Central Asia, near the Oxus and Jaxartes rivers, as the ancient homeland of the
Semites. Nevertheless, these theories were challenged by Noldeke, who considered the linguistic

evidence insufficient and inconsistent.

Among all the theories, the view that Arabia was the original home of the descendants of Shem
has received the widest acceptance. Several well-known European and American scholars,
including De George, Schrader, Winckler, Tiele, Meyer, Sprenger, Noldeke, Robertson Smith,

Samuel Laing, and others, supported this opinion on historical and linguistic grounds.’

Several arguments have been advanced in support of the theory that Arabia was the original
homeland of the Semitic peoples. Historical evidence indicates that many ancient nations, which
later spread to different regions, originally migrated from Arabia. Linguistic studies further

suggest that Arabic preserves many features closest to the earliest form of the Semitic language.
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In addition, the physical characteristics of the Arabs are considered to bear a strong resemblance
to those traditionally associated with the ancient Semites. Moreover, the nomadic lifestyle long
practiced in Arabia is often regarded as a continuation of the primitive way of life followed by

the early Semitic communities.®

Many noted historians and philologists have supported the view that Arabia was the original
homeland of the Semitic peoples. Sayce maintained that Semitic traditions clearly point to
Arabia as the earliest centre of the Semites. According to him, Arabia remained continuously
Semitic in character, and features such as tribal life, attachment to desert culture, religious zeal,

and social isolation indicate a desert origin for the Semitic race.

Dr. Sprenger also argued that all Semitic peoples could ultimately be traced back to Arabia. He
observed that these peoples later divided into numerous tribes and branches, many of which had
already disappeared before the earliest historical records. Similarly, the historian Schrader held
that linguistic, historical, geographical, and religious evidence strongly supports the theory that

the Semitic races originated in Arabia.

De Goeje believed that Central Arabia served as the earliest homeland of the Semites, from
where different groups migrated to regions such as Syria, Babylonia, Oman, and Yemen,
displacing earlier inhabitants toward Kurdistan, Armenia, and Africa. Heeren, in his work
Historical Researches on Ancient Commerce and Politics, also suggested that the Assyrians
originally came from Arabia, though they later abandoned their nomadic lifestyle and adopted
settled agricultural practices in response to local conditions.

W. Wright agreed with the opinions of scholars such as Schrader and De Goeje, considering their
arguments the most convincing among the competing theories. Professor R. W. Rogers likewise
stated that the Semites originated in Arabia and gradually moved in successive waves toward
fertile regions such as Babylonia, Mesopotamia, and Canaan. Samuel Laing also supported this
theory, arguing that outside Arabia the Semites generally appeared as immigrants or invaders,

whereas in Arabia they seemed to be the indigenous population.

The distinguished scholar Noldeke observed that many prominent researchers regarded Arabia as
the birthplace of the Semitic race. He further noted that the Arabs preserved the Semitic
character in its purest form and that the Arabic language retained features closest to the original

Semitic tongue compared with related languages.

11
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In addition, the historians Ibn Qutaybah and Ya‘qibi maintained that Sam ibn Nih (Shem, the
son of Noah) and his descendants occupied and ruled over Mecca and neighbouring regions such

as Yemen, Hadramout, Oman, Bahrain, Dabar, Daw, and Dahna.*®

In conclusion, the historical, linguistic, geographical, and cultural evidence discussed above
strongly supports the view that Arabia was the original homeland of the Semitic peoples and the
cradle of the Semitic languages. Numerous historians, philologists, and Orientalist scholars have
accepted this theory based on migration patterns, racial characteristics, linguistic similarities, and
the continuity of Semitic culture in Arabia from ancient times to the present. The Arabian
Peninsula appears to have preserved many of the primitive features of Semitic life, including
tribal organization, nomadic traditions, social customs, and linguistic characteristics. For this
reason, many scholars regard the Arabs as the closest representatives of the earliest Semitic

communities.

The migration of various Semitic tribes from Arabia to neighbouring regions such as
Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt, and Abyssinia also provides strong evidence in favour of this theory.
Historical records indicate that these migrations took place in successive waves over long
periods of time, leading to the establishment of powerful Semitic civilizations outside Arabia.
Despite settling in foreign lands, these communities retained important linguistic and cultural ties
with their Arabian origin. Arabic, in particular, is considered by many scholars to have preserved

the purest and most original features of the ancient Semitic language family.

Religious traditions also lend support to this opinion. The Holy Qur’an refers to Mecca as
Ummu’[-Qurd (“Mother of Towns”), highlighting its central and ancient importance in human
civilization. Since Mecca is situated in Arabia, this Qur’anic reference has often been interpreted
by Muslim scholars as an indication of the historical and spiritual centrality of Arabia in the
development of early Semitic peoples and cultures. Thus, both historical research and religious
tradition together strengthen the conclusion that Arabia served as the earliest homeland of the

Semitic races and their languages.?
Classification of Semitic Languages

The Semitic languages are generally classified into two major branches: North Semitic and South

Semitic. This classification is based on linguistic structure, geographical distribution, and
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historical development. Over the centuries, these languages played an important role in shaping

the cultural, religious, and literary history of the ancient Near East and neighbouring regions.

The North Semitic branch is further divided into two sub-groups: North-East Semitic and North-
West Semitic. The North-East Semitic division is represented mainly by Akkadian, one of the
oldest recorded Semitic languages. Akkadian flourished in ancient Mesopotamia and was used
by the Assyrians and Babylonians. It became a major language of administration, diplomacy, and
literature in the ancient world. Numerous inscriptions, royal records, and literary texts discovered

in cuneiform script testify to its historical importance.

The North-West Semitic branch includes several significant languages such as Canaanite,
Ugaritic, Amorite, and Aramaic. The Canaanite group comprises Hebrew, Moabite, and
Phoenician. Hebrew became the sacred and literary language of the Israelites and later developed
into a living modern language. Phoenician gained prominence through the maritime and
commercial activities of the Phoenicians, who spread their alphabetic writing system across the
Mediterranean world. Ugaritic, discovered in the ancient city of Ugarit in Syria, has provided
valuable information regarding the early development of Semitic literature and religion. Amorite,
though less preserved, was once spoken by tribes that played an important political role in
Mesopotamia and Syria. Aramaic, another major North-West Semitic language, eventually
became a widely used international language in the Near East and served as a medium of

administration, trade, and religion for many centuries.

The South Semitic branch is also divided into two sections: South-East Semitic and South-West
Semitic. The South-East Semitic languages include South Arabian and Ethiopic languages.
Ancient South Arabian languages were once spoken in Yemen and neighbouring regions, while
Ethiopic languages developed in Abyssinia (modern Ethiopia and Eritrea), where Ge‘ez emerged
as an important literary and liturgical language. The South-West Semitic division includes
Arabic, which later became the most influential Semitic language due to the rise of Islam and the
spread of Arab civilization. Arabic developed into a major language of religion, science,
philosophy, literature, and international culture, and it continues to be widely spoken throughout
the Arab world today.

Among the Semitic languages, Arabic, Modern South Arabian, Hebrew, Ethiopic, and Aramaic

are still spoken by various communities, although some survive mainly in religious or limited
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cultural contexts. Many other Semitic languages, however, disappeared from everyday speech
long ago. Nevertheless, even after they ceased to function as spoken languages, several of them
continued to exist as literary, scholarly, or liturgical languages. Hebrew, for example, remained
primarily a religious and literary language for centuries before its revival in modern times, while
Ge‘ez continued to serve as a liturgical language in the Ethiopian Church. Similarly, Akkadian,

though no longer spoken, survived for a long period in written records and official documents.

The enduring literary use of these languages demonstrates the deep cultural and religious
significance of the Semitic linguistic tradition. Through sacred scriptures, inscriptions, poetry,
historical records, and philosophical writings, the Semitic languages have preserved an

invaluable intellectual heritage that has profoundly influenced world civilization.?

According to a number of prominent scholars, the Semitic family of languages may broadly be
classified into five principal groups: Akkadian, Canaanite, Aramaic, Arabic, and Abyssinian.
These languages are so closely connected in their structure, vocabulary, and grammatical
features that none of them can be conclusively identified as the original parent language of the
others. Each language preserves certain ancient Semitic characteristics while also developing its

own distinctive features over time.

Among these languages, Arabic is often regarded as the language that has retained the purest
form of the Semitic linguistic tradition because it has been comparatively less influenced by
foreign elements. At the same time, linguistic studies reveal that Hebrew and Assyrian share
many forms and structural similarities with Arabic, indicating their close historical relationship

within the Semitic family. 2

Here, a brief overview of the Semitic language family and its major branches has been presented

as follows: 23
Semitic Lanquages
Ancient Languages Modern Languages

Akkadian Babylonian Assyrian

Canaanite
Canaanite | Phoenician Punic

Mobite

Old Hebrew | Literary Hebrew(Hakim) | Modern Hebrew

14
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West Old Aramaic
Biblical Aramaic
Aramaic Palmyrene Galilean
Aramaic Nabatean Jewish Aramaic | Modern Aramaic
(Ma‘lal)
East Palestinian Samaritan
Aramaic Palestine dialect (Syriac) | Modern Syriac Torane
Babylonian Talmudic Urumia Dialects
Mandean Fellahi Dialect
Hijaz
Iraqi
Syrian
Lower
Egyptian Upper
Northern Hijaz -Classical Arabic Bedawi
Old Arabic
Modern Arabic Sinali
Arabic Tripolian
North African Tunisian
Algerian
Maghrebi
Andalusian
Mallese
Hazramaut Oman
Southern Miaean Modern
Himyaritic ~ Sabaean Himyaritic Mebhri
Soqotra
Abysinian | Ge’ez Modern Abysinian  Tigre
(?) Tigrani
Ambharic
Guragi
Harrari
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Semitic languages: relationships between Semitic
languages

West Semitic East Semitic
{Scuth Semitic?) {Central Semitic?)
Southwest Arabic Northwest Akkadian
Semitic | Semitic
Epigraphic South North Amorite Eblaite Old Akkadian
Arabian languages Arabian languages Ugaritic Babylonian
Ge'‘ez Classical Arabic Canaanite languages Assyrian

Aramaic languages

Modern Modern Modern Hebrew
Ethiopic languages Arabic dialects Modern
Modern South Maltese Aramaic languages

Arabian languages
© 2002 Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc.

Relationships between Semirtic languages.

Encyclopaedia Britannica, fnc.

For clarity and systematic understanding, the major branches of the Semitic language family are
discussed separately under their respective headings. This approach facilitates a clearer
appreciation of their historical development, linguistic characteristics, and mutual relationships.
It also enables a better understanding of the chronological and geographical contexts in which

these languages emerged, evolved, and flourished throughout different periods of history.
Akkadian

Among the earliest branches of the Semitic peoples were the Akkadians, who established
themselves in the fertile region of Mesopotamia and played a significant role in the development
of ancient Near Eastern civilization. Their language, commonly known as Akkadian, later
appeared in two major forms, Babylonian and Assyrian. The Akkadians lived alongside the
Sumerians and eventually emerged as the dominant political power in the region.

Historical traditions indicate that subsequent waves of Semitic migrants, believed to have
originated from Central Arabia, entered Mesopotamia and established new centres of political
authority, including the city of Babylon. Another migration from the same broader homeland
later gave rise to the Assyrians, who founded Nineveh and built the powerful Assyrian Empire.
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By overcoming earlier ruling groups, they expanded their influence across northern

Mesopotamia and extended their control as far as the Taurus Mountains. 24

Modern historical and archaeological studies further suggest that Arab tribes exercised political
authority in Babylon during certain periods. According to available evidence, a succession of
nine rulers governed the region for approximately 225 years. Valuable information concerning
these developments has been preserved in both Semitic and non-Semitic inscriptions discovered
in Mesopotamia. Referring to the language of the inscriptions unearthed in Babylon, Syed
Muzaffaruddin Nadvi, in his work A Geographical History of the Qur’dn, provides important

observations regarding their linguistic character and historical significance.

“Non-Semitic inscriptions appear to be of earlier dates than the Semitic ones, which witnesses
that the non-Semitic races preceded the Semites in Babylon. The language of the non-Semitic
inscriptions was Sumerian or Akkadian and belonged to Tdranian in origin. It has been observed
that at the beginning of 4000 B.C., Semitic words crept into the Sumerian language until the
latter language became almost Semitic. Again, the Sumerian inscriptions were found in another
Tdranian language. In 3500 B.C., the language of inscriptions again became entirely Semitic.
Thus, the Sumerians and Akkadians lived in Babylon, then the Semitic peoples of Arabia poured
into the country, and after some time, succeeded in establishing their rule there. The Semitic rule
in Babylon is divided into two periods, the first dating approximately from 4000 B.C. and the
second from 2400 B.C.” %°

Following the decline of Sumerian political dominance, the Semitic Akkadians and their
successors, the Babylonians, gradually established their language throughout the conquered
territories. The local population not only adopted the language of the new rulers but also
embraced many aspects of their advanced civilization. The period associated with Hammurabi,
the renowned Babylonian lawgiver (c. 2100 B.C.), is generally regarded as one of the most

prosperous eras in the history of Babylonian culture, administration, and literature.

By approximately 2400 B.C., the Semitic language had become widely used across the
Babylonian Empire. Nevertheless, Sumerian continued to enjoy prestige in certain important
urban and religious centres, such as Nippur, Erech, and the kingdoms of Arad-Sin and Rim-Sin,

where it remained in official and scholarly use for several more centuries. Although the
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Babylonians established linguistic supremacy, they inherited a substantial portion of Sumerian

cultural achievements.

The Babylonian Semites readily absorbed many elements of Sumerian civilization, including
religious beliefs, ritual practices, and literary traditions. As a result, Sumerian texts continued to
occupy an important place in religious ceremonies and sacred writings. Consequently,
Babylonian scholars acquired considerable knowledge of the Sumerian language and its
literature, drawing extensively upon this rich intellectual heritage in the development of their

own cultural and scholarly traditions. 2°

Assyrian, belonging to the eastern branch of the Semitic language family, developed as a closely
related dialect of Babylonian and came into wider use during the later stages of Mesopotamian
civilization. The differences between Babylonian and Assyrian were relatively minor, being
noticeable mainly in pronunciation and writing conventions rather than in their fundamental
linguistic structure. The earliest known Assyrian inscriptions date from the reign of Tiglath-
Pileser | (c. 1100 B.C.). Assyrian literature flourished remarkably, particularly during the reign
of Ashurbanipal (668-626 B.C.), under whose patronage significant scholarly and literary
achievements were produced. Meanwhile, Babylonian continued to be employed as a prestigious

literary language even during the periods of Persian and Greek rule in Mesopotamia.

Following the destruction of Nineveh in 606 B.C., Babylon once again emerged as an important
cultural centre. During the reign of Nebuchadnezzar Il (604-561 B.C.), Babylonian civilization
experienced a renewed period of prosperity. Ancient literary and scholarly works were carefully
preserved, and extensive collections of texts were assembled in royal repositories and libraries.
In 539-532 B.C., Cyrus (Kurush) of Persia brought Babylon under Achaemenian control, yet the
rich intellectual and administrative traditions of Babylonia continued to exert a strong influence
on the new rulers. Even after the political decline of the Babylonian Empire, the Babylonian
language retained its importance in commercial and administrative affairs and remained widely

used as a language of trade up to the reign of Darius the Great. 2’

Assyria was one of the most influential civilizations of the ancient Middle East and occupied a
strategically important region in northern Mesopotamia. Its core territory was situated along the
banks of the Tigris River, in what is now modern-day northern Iraq. The fertile plains

surrounding the Tigris provided favourable conditions for agriculture, settlement, trade, and the
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growth of urban civilization. Important Assyrian cities such as Ashur, Nineveh, Kalhu (Nimrud),
and Dur-Sharrukin developed in this region and became major centres of political authority,

military power, religion, and culture. 28

The geographical position of Assyria greatly contributed to its rise as a dominant empire.
Located at the crossroads of important trade routes connecting Mesopotamia with Anatolia,
Syria, Iran, and the Mediterranean world, Assyria gained both economic prosperity and strategic
advantages. The Tigris River served not only as a source of water and agricultural fertility but
also as a vital channel of communication and transportation. As a result, Assyria emerged as one

of the leading powers of the ancient Near East.?®

During its period of greatest expansion, particularly in the Neo-Assyrian age between the ninth
and seventh centuries B.C., the Assyrian Empire extended far beyond its original homeland. At
its height in the ninth century B.C., Assyrian authority stretched across vast territories that today
form parts of several modern countries. To the north, its influence reached southeastern Turkey
and the Taurus mountain region. To the west, it extended into Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and
Israel. Towards the east, Assyrian control spread into western Iran, while in the south it included
areas near the Persian Gulf, including parts of present-day Kuwait. The empire also expanded
into Egypt, bringing large sections of the Nile Valley under Assyrian domination for a period of

time.

The Assyrian Empire became renowned for its highly organized administration, powerful
military system, and extensive network of provincial governance. Through military campaigns
and political expansion, the Assyrians established one of the largest empires known in the
ancient world. Their rule connected diverse peoples, cultures, and regions under a single imperial
structure, extending from the mountains of Anatolia and Iran to the Mediterranean coast and the
borders of Egypt. This vast territorial reach not only enhanced Assyria’s political influence but
also facilitated the exchange of ideas, trade, technology, and cultural traditions across the ancient

Near East.3°

Thus, Assyria occupied a central position in the history of ancient civilization. From its heartland
along the Tigris River in northern Mesopotamia, it expanded into a far-reaching empire whose

influence extended across much of Western Asia and parts of North Africa. Its geographical
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location, military strength, and administrative achievements enabled it to become one of the most

powerful and historically significant empires of the ancient world.
Canaanite

Within the Semitic language family, the Canaanite branch occupies an important position and
includes Hebrew as well as several ancient languages such as Phoenician, Punic, Moabite, and
Ugaritic. Historical evidence suggests that Semitic tribes originating from the Arabian regions
gradually moved into the fertile territory of Canaan, where they encountered an already
developed civilization. Over time, these groups expanded towards the Mediterranean coast and

assimilated many aspects of the culture of the indigenous inhabitants.3

Scholars generally believe that the Canaanites migrated from the south-western parts of Arabia
and established themselves in Palestine, Syria, and the eastern Mediterranean coastal regions
long before the arrival of the Aramaeans. Their presence in these areas dates back more than a
millennium before the major Aramaic migrations. During the course of their history, the
Canaanites developed a highly advanced civilization and founded powerful kingdoms that

exercised considerable political, economic, and cultural influence over neighbouring regions.

The impact of Canaanite civilization extended beyond the Levant. Through trade, navigation,
and colonization, they established settlements along the coasts of the Mediterranean, reaching
parts of southern Europe and northern Africa. One of their most notable achievements was the
establishment of Carthage in North Africa, which grew into a powerful colonial state. Carthage
became a formidable rival of Rome, and the prolonged series of conflicts between the two
powers, known as the Punic Wars (264-146 B.C.), lasted for approximately one hundred and

twenty years and played a decisive role in the history of the ancient Mediterranean world.

Among the various Canaanite peoples, the Phoenicians and the Hebrews emerged as the most
prominent and historically influential nations. The Phoenicians gained fame for their maritime
activities, commercial networks, and contribution to the development of alphabetic writing,

while the Hebrews became renowned for their religious traditions and enduring cultural legacy.*?

Hebrew occupies a distinguished position among the Semitic languages as the sacred language
of Judaism and the principal language of much of the Old Testament. Its earliest geographical

sphere was centred in ancient Palestine, particularly in the region corresponding to present-day
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Israel and its surrounding areas. Historical evidence suggests that Hebrew emerged as a distinct
language by the twelfth century B.C., although before that period it appears to have been very

closely related to Phoenician and other Canaanite dialects.

Hebrew became the primary medium for the composition of the sacred scriptures of the Israelites
and developed a rich religious and literary tradition. However, from about the third century B.C.,
Aramaic increasingly replaced Hebrew as the common spoken language among many Jews
living in Palestine. Jewish communities settled outside Palestine gradually adopted the languages
of the regions in which they lived, while continuing to preserve Hebrew for religious and
scholarly purposes. During this period, extensive contact with Aramaic influenced Hebrew

significantly, particularly in matters of syntax and vocabulary.

By the last century B.C., the Hebrew script had largely evolved into the form that is familiar
today. Around the second century A.D., a later stage of the language, known as Mishnaic or
Rabbinic Hebrew, developed and became the language of the Mishnah and other important
rabbinic writings. Over subsequent centuries, the language underwent further changes, including
the simplification of certain guttural sounds and the incorporation of numerous loanwords from

Greek, Latin, and Persian.

From approximately the ninth century A.D. onward, Hebrew gradually ceased to function as a
spoken vernacular and survived mainly as a language of religion, scholarship, and literature.
Nevertheless, it continued to play a central role in Jewish intellectual and spiritual life. A major
revival began in the late nineteenth century with the rise of the Zionist movement. From around
1880 A.D., systematic efforts were made to restore Hebrew as a modern spoken language. These
efforts achieved remarkable success, and by 1913 Hebrew had become the principal language of

instruction in many Jewish schools in Palestine.

The revival of Hebrew reached its culmination with the establishment of the State of Israel in
1948. Thereafter, Hebrew was recognized as an official language and once again became a living
means of daily communication. As a result, Hebrew occupies a unique position among the
Semitic languages, having successfully transitioned from a primarily liturgical and literary
language to a modern national language spoken by millions of people.*

The origin of the term “Hebrew” has been explained in different ways by scholars, although one

of the most widely accepted views connects it with the Egyptian word apiru (or habiru), which
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was used to describe groups of people who offered their services for employment and various
forms of labour. Over the centuries, Hebrew developed into one of the most important languages

of the Semitic family and became the sacred language of Judaism.

Modern Hebrew represents a unique linguistic phenomenon, as it is the only major language that
has been successfully revived from a primarily written and liturgical form into a living spoken
language. Hebrew is written from right to left and consists of twenty-two consonantal letters.
Traditionally, vowels are not represented by separate letters but are indicated through a system of
diacritical marks known as Masoretic vocalization. These signs were introduced by the
Masoretes, Jewish scholars who sought to preserve the correct pronunciation of biblical texts.
Even today, these vowel markings are commonly used in religious scriptures, educational

materials for children, and poetic compositions. 34

Biblical Hebrew was characterized by a relatively limited vocabulary and a simple verbal system
based mainly on two principal tenses, namely the perfect and the imperfect. To express a wider
range of temporal meanings, speakers and writers relied on various combinations and contextual
usages of these forms. Following the Babylonian Exile, Hebrew came increasingly under the
influence of Aramaic. As a result, many later Hebrew writings, including the Mishnah, reveal
noticeable Aramaic elements in vocabulary and style. The language of the Talmud, in particular,

developed as a mixed idiom that has often been described as Chaldaic in character.

Three principal styles of Hebrew script have been used throughout history. The most common is
the square or Assyrian script, which is generally believed to have been introduced during or after
the time of Ezra and remains the standard form in printed texts. Alongside it developed the
cursive script for everyday handwriting and the rabbinic or medieval script, which was widely

employed in commentaries and scholarly annotations. %

The vocabulary of Modern Hebrew, commonly known as lvrit, is rooted in Biblical Hebrew but
has expanded considerably through the centuries. In order to meet the demands of modern life,
scholars and language planners coined numerous new terms based on traditional Hebrew word-
formation patterns. At the same time, the language absorbed words from a variety of sources,
including Aramaic, Arabic, Persian, Greek, Latin, and Yiddish. The grammatical structure of

Modern Hebrew owes much to Mishnaic Hebrew, while its standard pronunciation is largely
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based on the Sephardic Jewish tradition that developed in regions such as Turkey, Greece, and

Bulgaria. %

Aramaic exerted a particularly strong influence on Hebrew, affecting both its syntax and
vocabulary. A considerable number of Aramaic expressions became integrated into the language,
enriching its linguistic resources. By around 200 C.E., Mishnaic Hebrew had developed into a
distinct stage of the language. During the following centuries, several phonological changes took
place, including the simplification of many guttural sounds. Simultaneously, Hebrew continued
to absorb lexical elements from neighbouring languages, especially Greek, Latin, and Persian.
These developments contributed significantly to the transformation of Hebrew from its ancient

biblical form into the language that eventually became the foundation of Modern Hebrew.

Ugaritic was an important member of the Semitic language family and is generally classified
within the Canaanite branch. It was spoken in the ancient city of Ugarit, located on the Syrian
coast, and flourished between the fifteenth and twelfth centuries B.C.E. The language is of
exceptional historical significance because it is represented by one of the largest collections of
written records discovered outside the civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Most surviving
texts have been recovered from clay tablets and provide valuable information about the religious,

cultural, and literary traditions of the ancient Near East.

Among the most significant Ugaritic literary works are mythological and epic narratives such as
the Legend of Keret, the Legend of Danel, the Myth of Baal-Aliyan, and the Death of Baal. These
texts constitute an important source for understanding Canaanite religion and mythology and

offer valuable parallels to other ancient Near Eastern traditions.

One of the distinctive features of Ugaritic is its writing system. Although it employed cuneiform
signs, the script functioned as an alphabet rather than a syllabary. This characteristic
distinguishes it from the cuneiform systems of Mesopotamia, which were primarily syllabic in
nature. Scholars generally regard the Ugaritic script as an independent adaptation of cuneiform
writing developed specifically for the language. The alphabet consisted of thirty signs, including
three symbols used to represent vowel sounds. Another notable feature is that Ugaritic was

written from left to right, unlike many other cuneiform traditions.

The geographical spread of the language appears to have extended beyond Ugarit itself, as

inscriptions and texts have been discovered in regions corresponding to present-day northern
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Israel and neighbouring areas. The study of Ugaritic has proved particularly valuable for biblical
scholarship, since its vocabulary, grammar, and literary style have helped researchers gain
deeper insight into ancient Hebrew and the cultural background of the Old Testament. Although
Ugaritic is sometimes broadly associated with the Canaanite linguistic sphere, it possessed

distinctive linguistic features that set it apart from other Canaanite languages.

Historically, the city of Ugarit and its language disappeared around 1180 B.C.E., most likely as a
result of widespread destruction associated with the invasions of the Sea Peoples. For many
centuries, knowledge of the language remained lost until a major archaeological discovery in
1929, when French archaeologists unearthed extensive collections of Ugaritic texts. This
discovery revolutionized the study of ancient Semitic languages and provided scholars with a
rich source of information concerning the history, literature, and religion of the ancient

Canaanite world. 3¢
Moabite Language

Moabite was one of the ancient languages belonging to the Canaanite branch of the Semitic
language family. It was closely related to Biblical Hebrew and shared many linguistic features
with other North-West Semitic languages. Historically, it was spoken by the Moabites, an
ancient people who inhabited the region east of the Dead Sea, corresponding largely to present-
day Jordan. Although Moabite ceased to be spoken many centuries ago, its linguistic remains
provide valuable evidence for the study of the development of the Semitic languages and the
cultural history of the ancient Near East.

Like other Canaanite languages, Moabite was written in a consonantal script derived from the
Phoenician alphabet. The writing system did not normally represent vowels, a characteristic
feature of most early Semitic scripts. The script employed in the Mesha Inscription closely
resembles the early Hebrew and Phoenician alphabets, demonstrating the close cultural and

linguistic connections among the peoples of the region. '

The Moabite language is known primarily through a limited number of inscriptions, the most
important of which is the famous Mesha Inscription, also known as the Moabite Stone. This
inscription was commissioned by King Mesha of Moab and is generally dated to around 930
B.C. It constitutes one of the most significant epigraphic discoveries relating to the history and

languages of the ancient Levant. The text records King Mesha’s military victories, political
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achievements, and his relationship with neighbouring kingdoms, particularly Israel. Besides its
historical importance, the inscription provides valuable linguistic material for understanding the

structure and vocabulary of the Moabite language.

From a linguistic perspective, Moabite exhibits a remarkable similarity to Biblical Hebrew in
phonology, morphology, syntax, and vocabulary. Many words and grammatical forms found in
Moabite are nearly identical to their Hebrew counterparts. At the same time, the language
preserves certain archaic features that disappeared from other related Semitic languages over the
course of time. These older linguistic forms provide important evidence for reconstructing the
earlier stages of the Canaanite and Semitic language groups. Consequently, Moabite occupies a
significant position in comparative Semitic linguistics and contributes to a deeper understanding

of the historical development of Hebrew and other cognate languages.®

The extinction of Moabite appears to have occurred gradually as the political independence of
the Moabite kingdom declined and neighbouring languages, particularly Aramaic, gained wider
influence throughout the region. Similar to Ugaritic and several other ancient Semitic languages,
Moabite eventually disappeared as a spoken language and survived only through inscriptions and
archaeological remains. Nevertheless, its historical and linguistic importance remains
considerable because it offers a direct glimpse into the language, culture, and society of one of

the ancient Semitic peoples of the Levant.

Modern scholarship continues to examine Moabite inscriptions to better understand the evolution
of the Semitic languages, the relationship between Hebrew and its sister languages, and the
broader cultural interactions among the peoples of the ancient Near East. Although the surviving
corpus of Moabite texts is relatively small, it remains an invaluable source for historians,

linguists, biblical scholars, and archaeologists alike.
Aramaic Language:

Aramaic, the language originally spoken by the Aramaeans, became the dominant medium of
communication across much of the Middle East from approximately the 6th century BCE until
the mid-7th century CE. During this period, it functioned as a lingua franca, facilitating
interaction among diverse peoples of the region. With the expansion of Islam, Arabic gradually

displaced Aramaic as the prevailing language. Historically, Aramaic and its dialects were widely
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used in Syria and Mesopotamia and were also adopted by communities such as the Samaritans,

leaving a lasting imprint on the linguistic and cultural heritage of the Near East. *°

Aramaic originated as the language of certain Semitic groups that migrated into the regions of
Syria and Palestine and later established themselves in the highland areas known as Aram. These
communities are generally regarded as among the early Semitic settlers of the region, preceding
several later population movements. Over time, they occupied the northern territories after being

displaced by subsequent waves of migrants.

During the period when the Phoenician city-states dominated trade and political affairs in the
eastern Mediterranean, Aramaic remained largely a regional dialect spoken by the inhabitants of
the northern uplands. Its influence at that stage was relatively limited compared to the prestige
enjoyed by Phoenician. However, the linguistic and political situation changed significantly with

the decline of Phoenician power.

As commercial and political activities increasingly centred around the important city of
Carchemish, Aramaic began to gain prominence. Owing to its strategic location and the
extensive trade networks connected with it, Carchemish became a major hub of communication
between different peoples and regions. Consequently, Aramaic spread beyond its original
homeland and gradually developed into a widely understood medium of interaction among

merchants, administrators, diplomats, and travellers.

By the first millennium B.C., Aramaic had emerged as one of the principal languages of
communication throughout Western Asia. Its use extended across vast territories, including
Syria, Mesopotamia, Palestine, and Egypt. The language eventually acquired international status
and served as a common medium for trade, diplomacy, and administration among diverse ethnic
and political groups. This widespread acceptance contributed significantly to the growth of
Aramaic, making it one of the most influential languages in the history of the ancient Near

East.*°

Aramaic belongs to the North-West Semitic branch of languages and shares a close linguistic
relationship with Hebrew, Syriac, and Phoenician. Scholars generally agree that the Aramaic
script evolved from the Phoenician alphabet, which served as the foundation for several later

writing systems in the ancient Near East. Owing to its widespread use and cultural significance,
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Aramaic exerted a profound influence on neighbouring languages and civilizations, particularly

on Hebrew and Jewish intellectual traditions.

The impact of Aramaic on Hebrew was especially significant in the fields of language, literature,
and religion. As Aramaic became increasingly dominant in the Near East, numerous Aramaic
words, expressions, and grammatical features entered Hebrew. This influence is evident in parts
of the Old Testament, notably in sections of the books of Daniel and Ezra, which were composed
in Aramaic rather than Hebrew. These texts testify to the important position occupied by

Aramaic in the religious and cultural life of the Jewish people.

Aramaic is also closely associated with the life and teachings of Jesus Christ. Many scholars
believe that Jesus and his disciples communicated primarily in Aramaic, which was the common
spoken language of the region during that period. In first-century Palestine and Galilee, a local
variety of the language, generally known as Galilean Aramaic, served as the everyday vernacular
of the population. This dialect was widely used in ordinary conversation, commerce, and social

interaction.

Following the destruction of Jerusalem and the subsequent historical developments in the region,
Aramaic gradually replaced Hebrew as the principal language of Jewish scholarship and literary
activity. Although Hebrew continued to be preserved for religious purposes, Aramaic became the
dominant medium of communication, learning, and literature among Jewish communities. For
many centuries, it remained the leading language of Palestine and neighbouring regions,
maintaining its prominence until the spread of Arabic after the rise of Islam. The gradual
expansion of Arabic eventually reduced the role of Aramaic as a spoken language, although its

literary, religious, and historical significance has continued to the present day.**

Scholars of Semitic linguistics generally classify Aramaic into two principal branches on the
basis of geographical distribution and linguistic characteristics. The first branch, known as East
Aramaic, includes the dialects that developed in northern and southern Iraq as well as
neighbouring regions of Mesopotamia. These dialects became important centres of literary,

religious, and scholarly activity and gave rise to several influential linguistic traditions.

The second branch, commonly referred to as West Aramaic, comprises the dialects spoken in

Syria, Palestine, and the Sinai region. These varieties were widely used throughout the Levant
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and played a significant role in the cultural, religious, and social life of the area. West Aramaic is
particularly noteworthy because it includes the dialects that were spoken in Palestine during the

time of Jesus Christ.

This division into Eastern and Western branches reflects both the geographical spread of
Aramaic and the linguistic differences that gradually emerged among its various dialects. Despite
these regional variations, all Aramaic dialects share a common linguistic heritage and
collectively contributed to the development of one of the most influential languages of the

ancient Near East.*

Although East Aramaic and West Aramaic share a common linguistic origin, they gradually
developed a number of differences in pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammatical structure.
While variations in phonology and semantics can be observed between the two branches, some

of the most distinctive differences are found in their grammatical systems.

One notable example concerns the formation of the imperfect verb. In the West Aramaic dialects,
the letter Y4’ is used at the beginning of the imperfect verb to indicate the third-person singular
form. This usage corresponds closely to the pattern found in many other Semitic languages,

where the prefix Ya’ serves as a marker of the third person.

In contrast, the East Aramaic dialects exhibit a different grammatical development. In certain
verbal forms, the letter NOn replaces or alternates with YA&’, producing a distinctive
morphological pattern that differentiates East Aramaic from its western counterpart. Such
grammatical variations illustrate the independent evolution of the two branches and provide

important evidence for understanding the historical development of the Aramaic language.

These linguistic distinctions, together with differences in pronunciation and vocabulary,
contributed to the formation of separate Eastern and Western Aramaic traditions, each possessing

its own literary, religious, and cultural significance within the broader Semitic language family.*3

The East Aramaic group encompasses several dialects, of which four are generally considered
the most significant. The first is the southern dialect, used by Jewish scholars in Babylonia,
particularly in the composition of the Babylonian Talmud, where it functioned primarily as a
written medium. The second is Mandaic, spoken historically by the Mandaean community of

southern Irag. A third variety, often referred to as the Hiranic dialect (or Eastern Neo-Assyrian),
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was associated with the city of Hira in northern Iragq, a major center of Aramaic culture that
maintained close intellectual ties with Greek philosophy. The Abbasid caliphs drew upon the
expertise of Hira’s scholars, who translated philosophical works from Aramaic and Greek into
Arabic. The fourth and most influential dialect is Syriac, which flourished in Edessa (Orhai).
Syriac developed into a rich literary language, producing an extensive body of religious,
scientific, and philosophical writings, and is widely regarded as the most important branch of

East Aramaic.*

Syriac literary activity can be traced back to the 2nd century CE, when it began to flourish as a
distinct tradition. Its vocabulary shows strong influence from Greek, as well as from the East
Syriac dialects spoken across Mesopotamia. Within this tradition, the Fellahi sub-dialect, used in
the Mosul region, is notable for devotional songs composed in imitation of earlier Syriac poetry,
reflecting both continuity and adaptation in the cultural life of the community.*

Syriac played a central role in the religious and cultural life of Christian communities in Iraq and
continues to be spoken today by minority groups numbering roughly one hundred thousand
across Irag, Iran, and Turkey. Originating from the Aramaic dialect of Edessa (modern-day
Urfa), Syriac developed into a major literary language. By the 5th century CE, Syriac-speaking
Christians divided into two principal traditions: the Nestorian branch in Persia and the Jacobite

branch within the Byzantine Empire, each cultivating its own sub-dialect and literary heritage.*®

The Syriac sub-dialects developed marked distinctions in areas such as phonology, semantics,
grammar, phonetics, and writing. Over time, these linguistic differences became closely tied to
cultural identities, particularly after the Arab conquest of the region. Both major Syriac traditions
undertook systematic efforts to codify their grammar, describe phonological features, and
establish reading practices that could be transmitted across generations. The evolution of Syriac
significantly influenced literary production and contributed to the development of Arabic

linguistic sciences, especially during the flourishing of scholarship in the Abbasid era. 4’

West Aramaic: Over time, West Aramaic developed into several dialects, three of which are
particularly notable, each reflecting a distinct stage of linguistic evolution. Nabatean was spoken
in parts of Arabia, while Palmyrene flourished in the important cultural center of Palmyra. Other
varieties included Palestinian Christian Aramaic and Judeo-Aramaic, both tied to religious and

communal life in the Levant. Remarkably, West Aramaic has not disappeared entirely; it

29



Noor Uddin Ahmed Center for Hebrew Language and Literature

continues to be spoken in a few villages and towns in Syria and Lebanon. These dialects differ
from one another in pronunciation, vocabulary, and stylistic features, often shaped by intellectual
trends and the incorporation of foreign words. Historically, West Aramaic was more closely
associated with Jewish literary traditions, whereas East Aramaic became the primary medium for
Christian writings. In some contexts, East Aramaic is referred to as Syriac, or Christian Aramaic,

reflecting its rich literary and theological heritage.*®

The historical trajectory of Aramaic is central to understanding the linguistic foundations of
Arabic within the broader Semitic family. The earliest evidence of Aramaic dates to the 11th
century BCE, when it was spoken by the Aramaean tribes. By the 8th century BCE, Aramaic had
become widely used among the Assyrians, who played a major role in spreading the language
across the Near East. From the 7th and 6th centuries BCE onward, Aramaic gradually replaced
Akkadian as the lingua franca of the Middle East. Its prestige was further solidified when it was
adopted as the official language of the Persian Empire beginning in 559 BCE, a status it retained
until the empire’s defeat by Alexander the Great in 330 BCE. Aramaic continued to serve as a
major cultural and administrative language until the rise of Islam in the 7th century CE, when
Arabic, reinforced by its role as the language of the Qur’an and Islamic scholarship, supplanted

Aramaic as the dominant medium of communication across the region.*

Following the Arab conquests in the 7th century CE, West Aramaic experienced a sharp decline
and nearly disappeared, surviving only in isolated pockets. While some dialects continued to be
spoken into the 16th and 17th centuries, most eventually faded from daily use. Remarkably,
traces of West Aramaic persist today in a handful of villages in the Anti-Lebanon region, most
notably Ma‘liila, where the language is still maintained by small communities as part of their

cultural heritage.®

According to Abu Dhu’aib in Tdrikh al-Lughat al-Samiyya, the Aramaean tribes are believed to
have migrated from the Arabian Peninsula into Syria around the 15th century BCE, roughly
fifteen centuries after the Canaanites had established themselves in the region. The precise areas
they occupied within the peninsula remain uncertain. This period coincided with the flourishing
civilizations of Babylonia and Syria, and the Aramaean ascendancy unfolded gradually over
several centuries. Nomadic Bedouin groups of the peninsula frequently shifted their settlements

due to economic pressures and military conflicts. Cuneiform records from the 14th century BCE

30



Noor Uddin Ahmed Center for Hebrew Language and Literature

indicate that Aramaean Suti groups settled near Damascus, while other Aramaean tribes

established themselves along the Euphrates and in territories close to the Persian Gulf.>!
Arabic Language

Arabic occupies a preeminent position within the Semitic language family, distinguished by the
richness of its morphological structures and its importance for the study of Semitic linguistics
and philology. With the expansion of Arab influence across much of the known world, Arabic
came into contact with numerous other languages and gradually diversified into a wide range of
modern dialects. Despite these interactions, Arabic’s closest cultural and linguistic exchanges
were primarily with other Semitic traditions. Greek intellectual currents reached the Arabs
through Syria, while Iranian influences were transmitted via Mesopotamia and Yemen, regions
where Semitic languages were already dominant. Consequently, although Arabic absorbed
elements from foreign cultures, it retained a remarkable degree of structural and lexical integrity,
preserving its essential Semitic character more fully than many other branches of the family.%? In

this respect, Abi Dhu’yb mentions as follows:

The communities inhabiting the Arabian Peninsula had a unique opportunity to maintain the
original Semitic tongue in a relatively unchanged form. Their geographic isolation and limited
interaction with other civilizations shielded them from external linguistic influences. Unlike
other Semitic groups who settled in densely populated regions and absorbed elements from
surrounding cultures, the tribes of the peninsula remained comparatively insulated, allowing

them to preserve the purity and continuity of their language across generations.>

Ancient Arabic is generally divided into two major branches: the northern variety, often referred
to as Classical Arabic, and the southern variety, known as Himyaritic. Many of the earliest
inscriptions belong to the northern dialect, with one of the oldest examples discovered on the
tomb of an Arab leader at al-Naméara near Damascus, dating to 328 CE. Another important find
from 512 CE is a trilingual inscription, written in Arabic, Syriac, and Greek, located at Zabad

near Aleppo, which illustrates the linguistic interactions of the period. >*

Arabic has long served as a major instrument of written and spoken communication across the
Arab world, extending from Morocco in the west to Iraq in the east. Even prior to the rise of
Islam, it was widely employed among the nomadic Semitic tribes of the Arabian Peninsula. In its

modern form, Arabic encompasses the diverse communities spread across North Africa,
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including Mauritania, Egypt, and Sudan, as well as the Arabian Peninsula, Syria, and Iraq.
Within Islam, Arabic holds a sacred status, as it is regarded as the language in which the Qur’an

was revealed, thereby shaping its enduring religious and cultural significance.®

With the emergence of Islam as a dominant force after 622 CE, Arabic rapidly became the most
widely spoken of the living Semitic languages. Classified within the Central Semitic group,
Arabic is closely related to Hebrew and Syriac, as well as to Amharic in Ethiopia and other
ancient Semitic tongues. The earliest Arabic inscriptions, dating to the 4th century CE, were
found in the Arabian Peninsula. Today, Arabic functions as a unifying language across the Arab
world and serves as the liturgical language of Islam, extending its influence far beyond the
Middle East to Muslim communities in Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Indonesia,

Sub-Saharan Africa, and Central Asia.

Modern Standard Arabic, derived from Classical Arabic, is the standardized form used in
education, media, and religious practice. Although spoken Arabic exists in numerous regional
dialects, many of which are mutually unintelligible, Standard Arabic provides cohesion across
diverse communities. Classical Arabic, itself a continuation of Old North Arabian, has been
preserved since pre-Islamic times and became the literary and sacred language of Islam in the 7th

century.

Arabic has also played a pivotal role in global intellectual history. During the Middle Ages, it
served as a major conduit of knowledge in Europe, particularly in science, mathematics, and
philosophy. As a result, many European languages, especially Spanish, Portuguese, Maltese, and
Sicilian, absorbed Arabic vocabulary, reflecting centuries of cultural contact, including the long
Arab presence in the Iberian Peninsula. At the same time, Arabic borrowed extensively from
Hebrew, Persian, and Syriac in earlier centuries, and from European languages in more recent
times, demonstrating its dynamic interaction with neighbouring cultures while retaining its

Semitic core. %6

Arabic and Hebrew are closely related members of the Semitic language family, sharing deep
structural, lexical, and historical ties. While they diverged into distinct languages thousands of
years ago, their phonology, morphology, and vocabulary reveal striking parallels, and their
cultural interactions, especially in medieval and modern contexts, have profoundly shaped each

other.
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Historical Relationship

(i) Common Semitic Roots: Both Arabic and Hebrew descend from Proto-Semitic, retaining

features such as triliteral root systems and nonconcatenative morphology.

(i) Geographical Proximity: Hebrew developed in ancient Israel/Palestine, while Arabic

spread from the Arabian Peninsula. Their closeness facilitated mutual influence.

(iiiy Medieval Interaction: During the Islamic Golden Age, Jewish scholars in the Arab world
wrote extensively in Judaeo-Arabic (Arabic in Hebrew script), blending the two
traditions. This period saw Hebrew grammar and lexicography shaped by Arabic models.

Linguistic Parallels

(i) Phonology: Both languages preserve guttural consonants (h, °, q), though Hebrew

simplified some sounds over time.

(i) Morphology: Shared triliteral root systems (e.g., k-t-b “to write” — Hebrew katav, Arabic
kataba).

(iii) Syntax: Similar verb—subject—object structures, though Hebrew has shifted more toward

subject—verb—object in modern usage.
(iv) Vocabulary: Many cognates exist (e.g., Hebrew shalom / Arabic salaam = “peace”).
Cultural and Religious Dimensions

(i) Liturgical Roles: Hebrew is the sacred language of Judaism, while Arabic is the

liturgical language of Islam. Both are tied to scripture, the Hebrew Bible and the Qur’an.

(i) Cross-fertilization: In Israel today, Arabic and Hebrew coexist, often borrowing from
one another in daily speech. Palestinian Arabic incorporates Hebrew words, while Israeli

Hebrew absorbs Arabic expressions.

(iii) Revival of Hebrew: Scholars note that Arabic provided a model for the revival of
Hebrew in the 19th—20th centuries, offering grammatical frameworks and vocabulary

parallels. °7
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Comparative Overview

Feature Hebrew Arabic

Family Northwest Semitic Central Semitic

Earliest Texts 10th c. BCE (Biblical Hebrew)|/4th c. CE (Naméra inscription)

Liturgical Role |[Judaism (Torah, Tanakh) Islam (Qur’an, Hadith)

Root System Triliteral Triliteral

Modern Speakers||~9 million (Israel, diaspora) ||~322 million native, 422 million L2

Influence Shaped by Aramaic, Arabic  ||[Borrowed from Hebrew, Persian, Greek

Findings

1. The study establishes that the Semitic language family constitutes one of the most
significant branches of the Afro-Asiatic language phylum and possesses a documented
history extending over four millennia. Ancient languages such as Akkadian, Ugaritic,
Phoenician, and Aramaic, together with modern languages such as Arabic, Hebrew, and
Ambharic, demonstrate the continuity and resilience of the Semitic linguistic tradition.

2. A major finding of the study is the existence of strong structural unity among Semitic
languages. Features such as the triliteral root system, non-concatenative morphology,
complex verbal patterns, consonantal roots, and related grammatical structures provide

evidence of their common linguistic ancestry.

3. Despite their shared origin, Semitic languages exhibit considerable regional diversity.
Historical migrations, geographical separation, political developments, and contact with
neighbouring linguistic communities contributed to the emergence of distinct branches,

namely East Semitic, Northwest Semitic, and South Semitic.

4. The research reveals that Arabia is widely regarded by many historians and philologists
as the most probable homeland of the Semitic peoples and languages. Linguistic,

historical, geographical, and cultural evidence strongly supports this theory.
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5. The study highlights the important role of Semitic migrations in shaping the political and
cultural history of the ancient Near East. Semitic-speaking communities established
influential civilizations in Mesopotamia, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, Abyssinia, and other

regions.

6. The findings demonstrate that Semitic languages have made remarkable contributions to
world civilization through religious literature, alphabetic writing systems, philosophy,
science, commerce, and cultural exchange. The Hebrew Bible, the Qur’an, and Ge‘ez

Christian literature are among the most influential texts produced in Semitic languages.

7. Arabic emerges as the most widely spoken and influential living Semitic language. It has
preserved many original Semitic features while simultaneously becoming a global

language of religion, scholarship, literature, and culture.

8. Hebrew represents a unique example of language revival, successfully transforming from
a primarily liturgical language into a modern national language after the establishment of
Israel in 1948.

9. Aramaic is identified as one of the most influential languages in ancient Western Asia,
serving for centuries as a lingua franca of administration, diplomacy, commerce, and

religion. Its influence on Hebrew and early Christianity remains historically significant.

10. The study further reveals that language contact played a crucial role in shaping the
development of Semitic languages. Interaction with Indo-European, Cushitic, Berber,
Persian, Greek, Latin, and other linguistic traditions resulted in lexical borrowing,

structural adaptation, and linguistic innovation.

11. Modern linguistic research, including comparative philology, historical linguistics,
corpus studies, and digital humanities approaches, has significantly enhanced the
understanding of Proto-Semitic reconstruction and the historical evolution of Semitic

languages.

Conclusion

The present study concludes that the Semitic language family represents one of the most
influential and historically significant linguistic traditions in human civilization. Although the

35



Noor Uddin Ahmed Center for Hebrew Language and Literature

various Semitic languages developed across different geographical regions and historical
periods, they continue to exhibit a remarkable degree of structural unity rooted in their common
Proto-Semitic heritage. Shared linguistic features such as root-based morphology, consonantal
patterns, and related grammatical systems demonstrate their genetic relationship and collective
identity. At the same time, regional developments, migration, cultural interaction, and language

contact have produced a rich diversity of forms and expressions within the family.

The investigation further confirms that Semitic languages have played a central role in the
cultural, religious, intellectual, and political history of the ancient and modern world. They
served as the medium of sacred scriptures, literary masterpieces, scientific knowledge, and
administrative communication across vast regions of Asia and Africa. Languages such as Arabic,
Hebrew, and Aramaic have profoundly influenced world civilization and continue to shape the

cultural identities of millions of people.

The study also highlights the importance of modern linguistic methodologies in advancing the
understanding of Semitic languages. Comparative, historical, and digital approaches provide new
insights into their origin, development, classification, and interrelationships. Ultimately, the
Semitic language family exemplifies the dynamic balance between linguistic continuity and
regional adaptation. Its enduring legacy demonstrates how languages preserve cultural memory,
facilitate intellectual exchange, and contribute to the continuity of human civilization across time

and space.
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