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Abstract

In the Arabic linguistic tradition, §ahid (lit. witness) refers to a short textual
fragment—such as a Qur'anic verse, a hadith, a line of poetry, a piece of
eloquent prose, a proverb, or a speech sample of a common speaker—used as
evidence to substantiate a claim. Unlike an example, which serves an
illustrative purpose, $ahid is employed to prove a linguistic argument.
Alongside the well-known logical arguments (e.g., syllogism, analogy), the
use of $ahid as evidence (Istishad) is one of the effective methods for
validating claims in linguistic studies, and it adheres to specific criteria of
validity. Certain criteria are required to be observed, since using invalid §ahid
in a linguistic argument leads to fallacious conclusions, and sometimes,
instead of proving a claim, it indicates its weakness or even serves as grounds
for its refutation—thereby assuming a negating function. Conversely,
observing certain criteria is recommended and their absence merely weakens
the argument without invalidating it. In any case, the issue of §ahid and the
criteria for valid Istishad is not limited to linguistic matters but goes beyond
their framework, as $ahid is also a frequently employed tool in deriving
jurisprudential rulings, interpretive exegesis, and the validation of theological
propositions. Applying a descriptive-analytical method and critical approach,
this research, which is the first part of a series of articles, evaluates the
scientific criteria for valid §ahid, focusing on the criterion of Reliability,
postponing the discussion of the other criteria to another occasion.
Reliability— the credibility of the chain of transmission and the text of the
witness—is the most fundamental basis for the validity of evidence, and other
criteria are only considered after it has been established. However, many
linguistic citations do not possess this criterion, which makes it justifiable to
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reconsider such citations.
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Reliability

1. Introduction

Sahid (Lit: witness) occupies a central role in the Arabic linguistic and
philological tradition. It functions not merely as a simple example that clarifies
a problem, but as a vital element for substantiating numerous claims in the
linguistic sciences, including lexicography, morphology, syntax, and rhetoric.
$ahid may take the form of a Qur’anic verse, a prophetic hadith, a line of pre-
Islamic or early Islamic poetry, a proverb, or even a fragment of eloquent
Arabic speech. Through such citations, grammarians and philologists have
historically sought to ground their arguments in the authoritative linguistic
usage of earlier generations. Despite the extensive use of witnesses, their
employment raises a fundamental question: what criteria must a linguistic
$ahid meet in order to be regarded as valid evidence for a claim? Although
simple in formulation, this question addresses profound epistemological
concerns in Arabic linguistics, particularly the relationship between textual
authority, historical authenticity, and methodological precision. The necessity
of confronting this issue arises from the observation that certain linguistic
arguments have been misguided due to the improper use of $ahid. Indeed, an
invalid $§ahid may invalidate the very basis of an argument or, at the very least,
weaken it. The present study, designed as the first stage of a broader
investigation into the scientific foundations of istiS$had (argument by $ahid),
places special emphasis on articulating a comprehensive set of conditions that
determine the validity of §ahid in linguistic debates. The significance of such
a study extends beyond grammar and rhetoric, since the methodology of
istiShad also has implications for jurisprudence, Qur’anic exegesis, and
theology—fields in which textual evidence serves as the cornerstone of
intellectual authority.

2. Literature Review

The reliance on $ahid has long been a subject of discussion among scholars.
Classical authorities consistently supported their linguistic positions with
these textual evidences, yet they also encountered criticisms regarding the
authenticity and appropriateness of $ahid. Already in early scholarship, the use
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of anonymous poetry, incomplete verses, or post-classical texts was
recognized as problematic. The tension between theoretical principles and
practical application became evident in numerous cases where grammarians
denounced certain types of witnesses while continuing to employ them when
convenient. Modern scholarship has revisited these issues with renewed
attention. Sa‘1ld al-Afghani (1975) highlighted the methodological risks of
citing truncated or partial witnesses (Sawahid), noting how such practice could
distort meaning and weaken argumentation. Uways Yasin Wisi (2002)
underscored the inconsistency of grammarians who prohibited anonymous
citations in theory but tolerated them in practice, revealing a gap between
declared methodological standards and scholarly performance. Tariq al-
Zyyadat (2018) systematized six conditions of reliability, all revolving around
the axis of wutiiga (Reliability), thereby confirming its centrality while
leaving other criteria underexplored. Further contributions, such as those by
‘Attwt and ‘Abbas (2018), as well as al-Sayf (2023), showed how linguistic
evidence was embedded within wider intellectual frameworks. Nevertheless,
these works tend to narrow their focus either to poetic citations or to the
question of anonymity, while neglecting other pressing challenges such as
textual corruption, or the requirement of contemporaneity. Moreover, the
scattered references across classical texts have rarely been synthesized into a
systematic account of the full range of conditions required for valid istishad.
This study therefore attempts to move beyond these limitations by providing
a broader typology of criteria, drawn from both classical and modern sources,
in order to articulate the essential and supplementary conditions that govern
the relationship between claims and witnesses.
3. Methodology

The present research employs a descriptive—analytical method,
supplemented by a critical perspective. The descriptive dimension involves a
survey of how Sawahid have been used across the history of Arabic linguistic
scholarship. By examining grammatical treatises, exegetical works, and
lexicographical sources, the study identifies patterns in the employment of
witnesses and traces the various conditions articulated, explicitly or implicitly,
by earlier scholars. The analytical dimension, on the other hand, seeks to
organize these scattered observations into a coherent framework of twelve
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criteria. These are divided into required conditions, without which the witness
becomes invalid, and recommended conditions, whose presence enhances but
does not determine the strength of the argument. By dissecting examples of
fabricated poetry, corrupted Qur’anic readings, and truncated citations, the
study demonstrates how violations of reliability can transform a potential
piece of evidence into a source of vulnerability.
4. Results

The findings of this study reveal that the relationship between claim and
witness is governed by a network of twelve interrelated criteria. These criteria,
while diverse in formulation, collectively determine the legitimacy of a
witness and the degree to which it can substantiate a linguistic claim. The
required criteria include Reliability, Necessity, Equivalence, Independence,
Congruence, Synchrony, Definiteness. Without these, the witness collapses as
a valid foundation for argumentation. The recommended criteria, by contrast,
encompass Clarity, Refutability, Quantitativeness, Diversity,
Comprehensiveness. These do not determine validity in themselves but
contribute significantly to the persuasiveness of the argument. A single clear
and authentic witness may suffice, yet the presence of multiple witnesses from
diverse genres—Qur’an, poetry, prose, and proverbial speech—provides
stronger corroboration and renders the claim more resilient to challenge. At
the center of these criteria stands the condition of reliability. The study
demonstrates that without establishing the authenticity of both the author and
the text, no witness can legitimately serve as evidence. Reliability thus
functions as the sine qua non of linguistic testimony, and its absence renders
all other conditions meaningless. The investigation further reveals that
reliability is not always absolute but admits degrees, with some witnesses
accepted pragmatically despite partial anonymity or incomplete transmission.
This gradation reflects the tension between methodological ideals and the
practical realities of linguistic research. The broader implications of these
results are significant. They indicate that the methodology of istishad cannot
be reduced to the mechanical citation of texts but must be grounded in a
critical awareness of the epistemological foundations of evidence. The results
ultimately demonstrate that valid linguistic argumentation requires not only a
sound claim but also a rigorous selection of witnesses that embody both
authenticity and relevance.
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