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Introduction

Within Quranic studies and Arabic linguistics, exploring the genesis of
variant readings (Qird’at) among canonical and non-canonical reciters has
traditionally centered on orthographic ambiguity (the unpointed, unvocalized
‘Uthmanic rasm), tribal dialectal discrepancies, scribal variance,
grammatical ijtihdd, and the theological conception of the "seven ahruf."
However, an essential dimension remains underexplored: the systematic
phonological sound shifts from Proto-Semitic into the historical Semitic
language branches (Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac, Akkadian, Ge'ez, and Old
South Arabian) and their dialectal reflections in pre-Islamic Arabia.
Although Arabic retains remarkable archaic features of the Proto-Semitic
phonemic inventory, its regional dialects underwent distinct phonetic
evolutions. This study addresses the central question: How did historical
Semitic phonetic transitions shape variant Quranic readings, and how can
comparative-historical linguistics be deployed to reconstruct the original
vocalic/consonantal archetypes behind reading discrepancies?

Methodology

This study employs a comparative-historical linguistic framework and
contrastive phonological methodology. Phonological data, phonetic variants,
and articulatory descriptions recorded in classical Quranic exegeses,
grammatical compendia, and phonetic treatises (e.g., Sibawayh, Ibn Jinni, al-
Farra', Abu Hayyan, al-Zamakhshari, al-Tabarsi) are systematically cross-
examined against ancient Semitic comparative linguistic evidence. By
scrutinizing epigraphic and textual data from the Hebrew Bible, Aramaic
Targums, Syriac Peshitta, Ge'ez, and Akkadian corpora—corroborated by
seminal Semitic philological references (Gesenius, Brockelmann, Moscati,
Costaz, Dillmann, and Ramadan Abd al-Tawwab)—the research tracks
evolutionary phonological trajectories across eight major consonantal
categories: labials, sibilants, interdentals, palatals/affricates, velars/uvulars,
pharyngeals/gutturals, velar/uvular fricatives, and liquids.

Findings

1. Labial Consonants (b, p/f): Proto-Semitic contained two distinct stop
phonemes (b and p). In the variant readings of Khallad (from Hamzah), Abu
'Amr, and Hisham, vowelless b assimilates into f'(e.g., in ta jab fa- ‘ajabun),
whereas al-Kisa'i records reverse assimilation of f into b in nakhsif bihim.
Comparative evidence demonstrates that Arabic f'is a direct lenited reflex of
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Proto-Semitic p. The assimilation patterns represent archaic preservation of
the shared labial stop articulation before total spirantization.

2. Sibilant Consonants (s, z, §): Arabic s originates from two Proto-
Semitic sources (s and §). Consequently, the non-canonical reading ahussu
for ahashshu (Ta-Ha: 18) by 'lkrimah and al-Hasan reflects the
unconditioned merger of § into s. In idh zayyana (al-Anfal: 48), the
assimilation of interdental 4 into alveolar sibilant z mirrors Hebrew,
Akkadian, and Ethiopic sound shifts. Furthermore, the tri-fold variation in
sirat (canonical sirat with emphatic s, original lexical sirat with s derived
from al-sarat, and voiced-sibilant zirat with iSmam among the tribes of
'Udhrah, Tayy, and Kalb bordering Jewish communities) illustrates the
historical phonological adaptation of Proto-Semitic z and ¢ into emphatic
sibilants influenced by adjacent ¢.

3. Interdental Consonants (Z, d, s, d): In Surah al-Baqarah (2:61), the
variant reading tiamiha (garlic) transmitted from Ibn Mas'ud and Ibn Abbas

against canonical fiimiha aligns precisely with Hebrew sim (DW) and

Aramaic tiama (XPN), proving ¢ was the Proto-Semitic archetype and f
represents secondary Arabic labialization. In iddakara (Yusuf: 45) and
muddakir (al-Qamar: 15), variations between canonical d and non-canonical
d stem from Aramaic/Syriac dkar / etdakkar. Lateral s shifts account for
alternations between sagar, saqar, and zaqar, while the variant salalnd for
dalalna (al-Sajdah: 10) mirrors the Akkadian/Hebrew shift of ¢ to s.

4. Palatal Affricates (¢ / g): Proto-Semitic possessed a voiced velar stop
(g), preserved in Cairo Egyptian and ancient South Arabian, which evolved
into the postalveolar affricate (¢) in Classical Arabic. In Surah al-Anbiya
(21:96), variants hadab, jadaf, and jadath (grave) correspond to Hebrew
gadis and Syriac gadopa, elucidating the regular shifts of g to g and p to f.

5. Velar & Uvular Consonants (k, g): The assimilation of k into ¢
(dhalika giwama by Hasan al-Basri) and the dialectal interchange between
kasatat and gasatat (al-Takwir: 11) or /d@ taghar and la takhar (al-Duha: 9)
reflect documented tribal phonological substitutions across Tamim, Asad,
and Qays, corroborated by Syriac cognates (ksta).

6. Pharyngeal & Laryngeal Gutturals: Glottal stop (hamzah) elision in
Hijazi Arabic (qu! ithiya read as qul withiya) corresponds to historical
Aramaic and Hebrew laryngeal weakening. The "fahfahah" phenomenon in
the Hudhayl and Thagqif dialects—substituting ~z with ‘ayn (e.g., ‘atta hin for
hatta hin, and buhithat for bu ‘thirat)—demonstrates pharyngeal acoustic
proximity and cross-Semitic assimilation.
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7. Velar Fricatives & Liquids: The shift of ¢ to ‘ayn (bala‘a for
balagha) and terminal liquid nasal substitution of m to n (ajama al-ma’ /
ajana, analogous to Hebrew mé nimrim).

Conclusion

A comprehensive comparative analysis between Semitic phonological
evolution and Quranic variant readings establishes a groundbreaking,
empirically sound framework for Quranic linguistic research. The study
demonstrates that: First, a substantial proportion of reading variations (both
canonical mutawatir and non-canonical shddhdh) represent authentic dialectal
manifestations governed by regular Semitic sound laws, rather than scribal
errors or late arbitrary grammatical rationalizations. Second, comparative
Semitic linguistics furnishes an indispensable scientific apparatus for textual
philology and proto-form reconstruction, enabling scholars to distinguish
primitive archetypes from secondary phonetic evolutions.
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