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Introduction 

        Halil ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi, often known simply as al-Farahidi, was one of the 

major figures in the evolution of the Arabic language. His work laid the foundation 

for many linguistic frameworks and included the creation of Arabic vowel markings. 

This article explores his early life, academic journey, significant studies, and key 

contributions, offering a comprehensive guide for university students studying the 

Arabic language. 

Early Life 
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        Born in 718 CE in Oman, Halil ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi spent much of his life 

in Basra, a city which was well-known for its scholarly environment. Though details 

about his early years are scarce, it is known that he grew up in a diverse intellectual 

atmosphere, which likely fueled his passion for knowledge. Al-Farahidi’s early 

interest in various fields, such as language, mathematics, and astronomy, became 

apparent as he matured. His intellectual curiosity and dedication to learning set the 

stage for his later achievements. 

Academic Life and Studies 

      Al-Farahidi’s scholarly pursuits took off in Basra, where he studied under 

eminent scholars. Among his most influential mentors was Abu ‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala’, 

a distinguished grammarian and linguist. Under Abu ‘Amr’s guidance, al-Farahidi 

mastered Arabic grammar and phonetics and developed a profound appreciation for 

poetry. His rigorous study routine, often involving long hours in mosques, allowed 

him to amass a wealth of knowledge. His ascetic lifestyle, focused almost entirely 

on learning, enabled him to make significant contributions to various fields. 

 

 Key Studies and Achievements 

1. “Kitab al-‘Ayn” 

      One of al-Farahidi’s most notable accomplishments was the creation of the 

“Kitab al-‘Ayn”, the first comprehensive dictionary of the Arabic language. This 

dictionary was groundbreaking not only because it was the first of its kind but also 

due to its unique organization based on phonetics rather than alphabetical order. Al-

Farahidi arranged words by their point of articulation in the mouth, starting with the 

deep throat sounds known as “ayn”. This innovative structure demonstrated his deep 

understanding of phonetics and provided a new way to categorize language. 
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      The “Kitab al-‘Ayn” was more than a dictionary; it served as an extensive 

linguistic resource, offering definitions, usage examples, and etymological insights. 

This work set the precedent for future Arabic lexicographical efforts, influencing 

later works like Ibn Manzur’s “Lisan al-Arab”. 

 

2. Contributions to Arabic Prosody 

      Al-Farahidi’s work on Arabic prosody was another monumental contribution. 

He was the first to systematize the study of Arabic meter, or “arud”.  Before his 

work, the structure of Arabic poetry was passed down orally, without a formal 

understanding of its metrical patterns. Al-Farahidi identified fifteen meters, known 

as “bihar” or “seas”, which form the basis of Arabic poetry. These meters were 

defined by the arrangement of long and short syllables, providing a framework for 

poets and scholars to classify poetry systematically. 

       Al-Farahidi’s contributions to prosody not only preserved the oral tradition of 

Arabic poetry but also provided a structured method for analyzing and composing 

poems. His work remains fundamental in the study of Arabic literature, continuing 

to be a subject of instruction in modern educational settings. 

 

Introduction of Arabic Vowels 

        One of al-Farahidi’s lasting legacies was the introduction of the Arabic vowel 

system, known as “harakat”. Prior to his innovation, written Arabic lacked diacritical 

marks, making it challenging to determine the correct pronunciation of words. This 

issue was especially significant for non-native speakers and those unfamiliar with 

specific terms. Al-Farahidi introduced diacritical marks, including “fatha” (a short 

“a” sound), “damma” (a short “u” sound), and “kasra” (a short “i” sound), which 
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transformed the readability of Arabic texts. These marks provided a way to 

accurately represent pronunciation, ensuring the correct reading and understanding 

of written materials. The introduction of these diacritical marks was a major 

advancement in Arabic literacy. It made the language more accessible, facilitating 

the learning process and ensuring accurate communication. Al-Farahidi’s vowel 

system was crucial in standardizing the Arabic language, bridging regional and 

dialectal differences. 

 Legacy and Influence  

      The work of Halil ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi has had a profound and lasting impact 

on the Arabic language and literature. His contributions laid the groundwork for 

future studies in linguistics and literature, establishing high standards of scholarship. 

Al-Farahidi’s innovations in lexicography, prosody, and phonetics continue to 

influence the field of Arabic studies today. His work has been a cornerstone of 

academic inquiry and continues to be a key component of Arabic language education 

worldwide. 

 Conclusion 

       Halil ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi was a trailblazer in the field of Arabic linguistics. 

From compiling the first Arabic dictionary to developing a system for Arabic 

prosody and introducing diacritical marks, his contributions have had a lasting 

impact. For students of Arabic, studying al-Farahidi’s work provides valuable 

insights into the rich linguistic and literary traditions of the Arab world. His legacy 

endures in the ongoing study and appreciation of the Arabic language. 
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