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This article attempts to address the central question: What is
the analysis of the obscure lexical items in Usul al-Kafi from
linguistic and morphological perspectives? This inquiry
arises from the identification of a considerable number of
ambiguous, cryptic, and semantically obscure words and
expressions in the text-obscure both in their lexical meaning
and in their morphological structure.

The primary objective of this study is to clarify the meanings
of the uncommon vocabulary found in the work, which 1s
obscure due to disuse or rarity of usage, as well as the
multiplicity and similarity of meanings. A further aim of the

research is to resolve the morphological obscurity resulting
from complex structures, the difficulty in distinguishing root
letters from augmented ones, or due to incidental
morphological phenomena such as metathesis (al-qalb al-
makani), substitution (al-ibdal), and elision (al-hadf). The
significance of this article lies in paving the way for students
and researchers to study this esteemed volume and
contemplate its expressions and constructions, which
contain profound meanings originating from the Prophet's
Household (peace be upon them) across various chapters
covering topics such as intellect and ignorance, the merit of
knowledge, divine unity, and others. The research

methodology employs an analytical approach, which
involves parsing each word and distinguishing its root letters
from the augmented ones. This method aligns closely with a
descriptive approach as well, as it elucidates the
relationships between different words—whether they share
a common meaning or not—and describes them through
grammatical functions such as agency and objecthood,
among other attributes, to accurately ascertain their
meanings. The mechanisms applied in this article to resolve
obscurity are: linguistic analysis, the Qur'an, and Hadith.
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Introduction

The profound and inseparable connection between the Arabic language and
Islamic sacred texts—the Quran and the Prophetic Sunnah—is a well-
established principle in Islamic scholarship. This intrinsic link is divinely
sanctioned, as the Quran itself was revealed in "a clear Arabic tongue" (Quran
26:195). Consequently, a deep understanding of the language is indispensable
for comprehending Islamic law and theology. This necessity propelled
scholars from various religious disciplines to master Arabic, sometimes to a
degree perceived by others as excessive concentration on minutiae. This study
focuses on a specific linguistic phenomenon within this tradition: the analysis

of "gharib” (obscure or rare) words found in the Hadith corpus, specifically in

Usil al-Kafi by Muhammad ibn Ya'qub al-Kulayni (d. 329 AH), one of the
most authoritative early Shi‘i Hadith collections. The research aims to
identify, categorize, and elucidate these terms, whose meanings have become
ambiguous or fallen into disuse over time, threatening a full comprehension
of the transmitted texts.

Methods

This research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology rooted in
classical Arabic philology and morphology (sarf). The primary source is the

text of "Usil al-Kaft". The process involves:

1. Identification: Scouring the text for lexical items that are either
completely obsolete (ghayr musta‘mal) or very rarely used (nadira al-isti'mal)
in contemporary Arabic, as well as words whose morphological roots are
complex or disputed.

2. Linguistic Analysis: Determining the classical lexical meaning of each
identified word by consulting foundational Arabic dictionaries and lexicons,

such as "Lisan al-‘Arab by Ibn Manzir, Tahdhib al-Lugha by al-Azhari, al-

‘Ayn by al-Khalil, and Majma“ al-Bahraynby al-Turayht.

3. Morphological Analysis: For words with complex structures, a
morphological (sarfT) analysis is conducted. This involves tracing the word to
its trilateral root, identifying patterns of morphological change (i‘lal), such as
substitution (ibdal), elision (hadhf), or metathesis (galb makani), and
presenting scholarly debates surrounding their etymology.

4. Contextualization: Placing the elucidated meaning back into the context
of the Hadith to ensure a coherent understanding of the narrative.



171 The Unfamiliar Vocabulary of Usul al-Kafi: ... | Aqeel Rabiei and Hossein Shirafkan

Findings
The study yields a taxonomy of 'gharib” words in "Usiil al-KafT" based on

the reasons for their obscurity:
1. Obsolete Words (Alfaz Ghayr Musta‘mala): Words that have completely
fallen out of common usage. Examples include:

Asukk (Cf,ld:j): A goat kid born with small or missing ears, denoting a
congenital deformity.
Buhr'(,23) : Shortness or interruption of breath, often due to exhaustion or
overwhelming emotion.
Radf (cals): Stones heated by the sun or fire.

Sij(casww) &: A curtain or veil, particularly one split down the middle.

2. Rarely Used Words (Alfaz Nadira al-Isti‘'mal): Words that are still found
in specialized scholarly or literary contexts but are not part of active, everyday
vocabulary.

Athaft (usljl) Stones used to prop up a cooking pot.
Jurd (5;3): Pure, unadulterated (e.g., milk without foam, a heart without
malice).
Irzabba (&335]): A large iron maul or sledgehammer.
3. Words with Disputed Roots/Etymology (Ikhtilaf f1 Jidhriha): Words

whose standard form is common, but their morphological derivation is
complex and debated among grammarians.

Ashya’ (;L.wl - things): A primary example. Scholars debated whether its
inability to be declined (mamnii* min al-sarf) is due to it being a reversed form

of shay’a’ (from root SH-Y-") or another reason. The analysis delves into the
opinions of al-Khalil, Stbawayh, and al-Kisa'1 on this matter.

Ayah (& - sign/verse): The origin of its initial "alif'is disputed—whether
it is original, converted from a waw (root W-Y-Y), or converted from a "ya’

(root ’-Y-Y).

4. Words Affected by Morphological Change (I'1al SarfT): Words whose
forms have been altered by standard morphological rules, making their roots
less apparent.

"Ahassa’ (upl - to feel) and Hamma (&4 - to intend): These verbs exhibit

irregular contraction when conjugated with certain pronouns.
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"Diyah” (&> - blood money): Its root is W-D-Y, but the initial "waw" is
elided in the noun form.
"Tttakala’ (J_i_d - to rely): From root W-K-L, where the'waw" is

assimilated into the "ta’" of the VIII verb form (ifta‘ala).

Conclusions

This study concludes that the phenomenon of gharib words in classical
Hadith texts like Usiil al-KafT is multifaceted. The primary causes of lexical
obscurity are the passage of time, leading to the natural death of vocabulary;
regional dialectal variations; and complex morphological evolution that
obscures etymological roots. The research underscores the critical importance
of philological and morphological analysis as a prerequisite for accurate
Hadith interpretation (sharh al-hadith). Without such analysis, a significant
portion of the semantic content of these foundational texts remains
inaccessible or misunderstood. The findings highlight the enduring need for
scholarship dedicated to linguistic exegesis to preserve the accurate
transmission and understanding of the Islamic intellectual heritage. This work
serves as a model for applying classical Arabic linguistic sciences to solve
concrete problems in the comprehension of religious texts.
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