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WHAT’S A CARON BETWEEN FRIENDS?
A REVIEW ARTICLE OF WILMSEN (2014),

WITH SPECIAL FOCUS ON THE ETYMOLOGY
OF MODERN ARABIC ŠI1)

AHMAD AL-JALLAD

Abstract

This�paper�reviews� the�book�Arabic Indefinites, Interrogatives, 
and Negators: A Linguistic History of Western Dialects�(Wilmsen�
2014),�focusing�on�its�central�thesis,�namely,�that�the�various�func-
tion�words�in�modern�Arabic�with�a�š-element�are�not�derived�from�
the�word� šay᾿un� ‘thing’,� but� from� the�Proto-Semitic� anaphoric�
demonstratives/3rd�person�pronouns,�*su᾿a,�*si᾿a,�etc.�I�refute�this�
claim�on� the�basis�of�historical�phonology,�and�highlight�several�
other�errors�of�reconstruction�which�arise�from�the�general�disre-
gard�for�sound�correspondences.�I�go�on�to�defend�the�traditional�
etymology�of�ši�as�being�derived�from�the�word�šay᾿un� ‘thing’�by�
explaining�the�unproblematic�phonological�derivation�of�the�former�
from�the�latter,�and�locate�its�origins�in�the�Old�Arabic�of�the�Safa-
itic�inscriptions.

I Introduction

The book under review argues that the various function 
words in modern Arabic with a š [ʃ] element — e.g. ᾿aš, šnu�
‘what’;� lēš� ‘why’,�etc. — are not derived from the word 
šay᾿un� ‘thing’, but should rather be seen as reflexes of an 
existential particle, “itself derived from a Proto-Semitic pre-
sentative/demonstrative/3rd person pronoun” (p. 209). Since 
the book’s entire argumentation is anchored in this new ety-
mology of what Wilmsen calls the grammatical ši, I will 
examine its merits before moving on to the other issues 
raised by its author.

In 7.2 (p. 154), Wilmsen claims that “comparative histori-
cal methods” support a connection between [Arabic ši and] 
the “[w]est Semitic 3rd person pronouns”, which he claims 
are “formed with /h/” and the East Semitic ones “formed 
with /š/”. This statement reveals a gross misunderstanding of 
historical linguistic methodology. The similarity between the 
sibilant of the grammatical ši and the sibilant of the Akka-
dian 3rd person pronouns is actually the result of several well-
understood sound changes, and does not imply an etymologi-
cal connection between the two. In fact, Wilmsen’s entire 
thesis is based on the mangling of sound correspondences. 
To understand this, we need to examine the development of 
the Arabic sibilants from their Proto-Semitic antecedents. As 
is well established, Proto-Semitic had three phonemes that 
are usually realized as non-emphatic (non-glottalized/phar-
yngealized) sibilants in the daughter languages. They can be 
neutrally labelled s¹, s², and s³.

s¹ is the sibilant found in the 3rd person pronouns/ana-
phoric demonstratives. In the past, scholars reconstructed its 
phonetic value as a voiceless palato-alveolar sibilant [ʃ] for 
Proto-Semitic, based primarily on its pronunciation in 
Hebrew and Aramaic. However, since the work of Faber 
(1984; 1992) and others, most Semiticists agree that the pho-
neme was originally pronounced as a plain voiceless alveolar 

1) Wilmsen, D. 2014. Arabic�Indefinites,�Interrogatives,�and�Negators:�
A�Linguistic�History�of�Western�Dialects. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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sibilant, [s], as in Arabic, Assyrian, and Ethiopic.2) This pho-
neme gave rise to Arabic sīn [s], Hebrew šin� [ʃ], Ancient 
South Arabian (ASA) s¹, Modern South Arabian (MSA) š�
and h�in some environments. At word boundaries in function 
words, Proto-Semitic *s¹ [s] (traditional *š) is lenited to h (or 
shifted to Ɂ) in several, but not all, West Semitic languages, 
including Arabic (see Voigt 1987; Huehnergard 2006; Al-
Jallad, forthcoming for conditioning environments).

s² The second “sibilant” was originally a voiceless lateral 
fricative, [ɬ] (Kogan 2011: 71-80). This pronunciation 
obtained in early Hebrew, where it gave rise to śin. While 
this phoneme is pronounced identically to samech�[s] in the 
extant reading traditions, it was kept orthographically dis-
tinct, written with the ש glyph. In ASA, the reflex of this 
sound is written with its own glyph, conventionally labelled 
s², and its lateral realization obtains in the MSA languages, 
thus Mehri ś [ɬ]. The lateral pronunciation of this phoneme 
seems to have obtained in the earliest Arabic (see Al-Jallad 
2015b, §3.8) and can still be encountered in some modern 
dialects of Southwest Arabia. Most modern dialects of Ara-
bic, however, have undergone the sound change ɬ > ʃ, and 
the phoneme is realized as such in the contemporary pronun-
ciation of Classical Arabic. Thus, it is the lateral fricative, 
and not the sibilant of the 3rd person pronouns/anaphoric 
demonstratives, that gives rise to modern Arabic š [ʃ].

s³ The final “sibilant” was not originally a sibilant, but an 
affricate, [ts͡], and was realized as such in Akkadian and early 
Canaanite (Kogan 2011: 65-69). The phoneme was kept dis-
tinct in Hebrew orthography, spelled with samech, and pro-
nounced as [s] in the reading traditions. In Ancient South 
Arabian, the reflex of the affricate is written with a special 
glyph labelled s³, and was, until the latest periods, kept sepa-
rate from s¹ *[s] and s² *[ɬ]. The MSA languages also keep 
the reflex of *s³ separate from the other “sibilants”, but, as 
in Hebrew, the phoneme was deaffricated to [s]. Arabic also 
deaffricated s³ [t͡s], but since the sound change *s¹�[s] > [ʃ] 
never operated, it resulted in its merger with *s¹�to [s].

Table�1:�The�sound�correspondences�of�the�Semitic�sibilants

Proto-
Semitic

Ancient 
South 

Arabian

Modern 
South 

Arabian
Hebrew Arabic Akkadian

s¹�*[s] s¹ š�[ʃ] ~ h šש� ~ h sس� ~ h/Ɂ š
s²�*[ɬ] s² ś�[ɬ] śש� š ش š
s³�*[t͡s] s³ s�[s] s ס sس� s

Thus, no matter which phonetic interpretation of Proto-
Semitic *s¹ we choose—whether [s] or [ʃ]—neither can give 
rise to Arabic [ʃ]. This means that ši�cannot be connected 
with the Akkadian 3rd person pronouns/anaphoric demonstra-
tives, since the palato-alveolar sibilant is a later development 
in Arabic going back to the lateral fricative s²�[ɬ], while the 
sibilant of the pronouns is a reflex of s¹ [s]. If Arabic ši were 
in fact a reflex of the 3rd person pronouns/anaphoric demon-
stratives *su᾿a or *si᾿a� (traditional *šu᾿a and ši᾿a), the 
expected (and attested) Arabic form would have had an [h] 
onset. In the unlikely case that the sibilant were maintained 

2) Or the phoneme may have been phonetically realized as an apical 
[s]̺, as in Amsterdam Dutch or Modern Greek, which is typical of languages 
with only one plain sibilant.

in this environment, the onset would be [s] and not [ʃ], as is 
made clear by the preservation of the sibilant of the causative 
morpheme in the Ct stem (form X) in Classical Arabic, 
istaf῾ala and not **ištaf῾ala!3

Table�2:�Reflexes�of�the�anaphoric�demonstratives�(3rd�per-
son�pronouns)

Proto-
Semitic

Non-
Sabaic and 
Ḥaḍra mitic 

ASA
Mehri Jibbali Hebrew Arabic Akka-

dian

*[su᾿a] s¹(w)᾿ hɛh šɛh hû huwa šū
*[si᾿a] s¹(y)᾿ sɛh sɛ hî hiya šī

Thus, the “resemblance” between these sounds is actually 
the product of various well-understood historical sound 
changes and transcription conventions, and is not at all sup-
ported by the comparative method. This means the etymo-
logical connection between ši�and the anaphoric demonstra-
tives/pronouns does not work, and so all of the arguments 
based on this identification fall.

The review can effectively end here, but I will go on to 
illustrate how ignorance of the comparative method and 
Semitic philology, which has become symptomatic of his-
torical Arabic linguistics as of late, can cause the researcher 
to see connections which are not there. Most of the following 
remarks will be obvious to specialists, but it is hoped that 
they will at least prevent general linguists, unfamiliar with 
the historical phonology of Semitic, from being misled. The 
following section will focus on some of the more extreme 
errors of reconstruction and etymology in chapter 7 of the 
book. Since there are several conventions in Semitic studies 
to represent the sibilants, and this can become confusing, I 
will refer to the grammatical ši under discussion by its ety-
mologically correct form *ɬay᾿.

II Errors of reconstruction

Wilmsen does not stop with connecting Arabic *ɬay᾿ and 
the anaphoric demonstratives of Proto-Semitic, but goes on 
to lump the relative-determinative pronominal base, *ḏ- in 
West Semitic and *ṯ- in East Semitic, in the mix (pp. 157 ff.). 
He states that the “demonstratives, 3rd person pronouns, exis-
tential particles, and indefinite determiner all derive from the 
same /š/ or /h/, perhaps related to ṯ and ḏ, one set of pho-
nemes perhaps ultimately derived from the other or all origi-
nally being allophones of the others” (p. 161). The desire to 
connect all of these particles etymologically, despite there 

3) Wilmsen does not seem to recognize these phonological problems 
in the book, but in a later posting on Academia.edu (see: aub-lb.academia.
edu/DavidWilmsen), he attempts to justify the phonological mismatch by 
claiming that the sound survived as “a retention from Proto-Semitic”, 
based on the older phonetic value of s¹ as [ʃ]. This explanation seems also 
innocent of the way sound change works. The sibilant of the Arabic form 
X (Ct-stem) is exactly such an archaism, and it is realized as [s]. To main-
tain Wilmsen’s point of view, one has to argue against all the evidence that 
s¹ was actually realized as [ʃ] in Proto-Semitic, and that the sound change 
ʃ > s affected all instances of s¹�in Arabic, including the archaic reflex in 
the form X verb, but for some reason did not affect the particle ši. Moreo-
ver, this does not agree with the only clear cognate of this form in other 
Semitic languages, namely, MSA si, where the initial sibilant is a lateral 
and not [ʃ]. This attempt to bypass sound correspondences is clearly 
unconvincing.

98048_Bior2015_1-2_01.indd   2098048_Bior2015_1-2_01.indd   20 21/05/15   15:3721/05/15   15:37



37 WHAT’S A CARON BETWEEN FRIENDS? 38

being no phonological justification to do so, stems from the 
typological claim that such particles are often related to each 
other in some way. Thus, Wilmsen commits the offense of 
squeezing data into a straightjacket of theory, the very thing 
he is so critical of when it comes to formal Arabic linguistics 
in his last chapter (pp. 173 ff.). Independent of these typo-
logical tendencies, there is no internal evidence to suggest 
that the relative-determinative series and the anaphoric 
demonstratives should derive from a single source.

Wilmsen claims that correspondence between /š/ and /h/ 
in function words is typical of the East-West split of Semitic, 
seemingly innocent of the fact that all of the non-Sabaic 
ASA languages (West Semitic) maintain an s¹� (or s³ in the 
case of the 3rd person feminine pronouns in Ḥaḍramitic) 
reflex in these words (see Stein 2011: 1055). After making 
this incorrect statement, he goes on to problematize it by 
stating that Mehri has “preserved a sibilant from East Semitic 
in the alternation between its masculine and feminine per-
sonal pronouns” (p. 155). This unexpected “preservation” 
seems meant to offer him carte�blanche�to relate any particle 
with an initial sibilant, interdental, or glottal fricative without 
any phonological justification. First, Mehri cannot preserve 
something from East Semitic since it is a West Semitic lan-
guage; if any commonalities can be found between Mehri 
and East Semitic, they must be traced back to Proto-Semitic. 
Second, the sibilant in the Mehri 3f forms cannot be traced 
back to Proto-Semitic and so can in no way be regarded as a 
preservation. While synchronically realized as [s], this pho-
neme in Mehri is the reflex of the affricate [t͡s] (s³) (as dis-
cussed above). The same distribution is encountered in 
Ḥaḍramitic, where the masculine (suffixed) pronoun is -s¹,�
perhaps *[-su], while the feminine is s³, perhaps *[tsa]. The 
Akkadian cognate šī goes back to *si᾿a. Were the s in Mehri 
reflective of the situation in East Semitic, the pronoun should 
surface in Akkadian as sī and not šī. Whatever its origin4), 
the affricate realization in the 3f series must be considered 
an innovation, and can lend no support to the idea that there 
was some kind of free alternation between [s] and [h] in this 
series.

The “correspondence” between *ṯ and *s (=� traditional�
*š)�which Wilmsen attributes to Hasselbach (2004: 192-7, 
210-12) seems based on a misunderstanding on Wilmsen’s 
part of the nature of cuneiform writing. The representation 
of the phoneme *ṯ with cuneiform ŠV-signs in Sargonic 
Akkadian does not at all support an etymological connection 
between *ṯ and the sibilants at the Proto-Semitic stage. 
Cuneiform had no dedicated signs for interdentals and so the 
use of the ŠV-signs was simply a conventional way of rep-
resenting these phonemes in a script devised for a language 
without them (Sumerian). While it is true that the irregular 
correspondence between East Semitic *ṯ and West Semitic 
*ḏ in the relative-determinative series has not yet been 
explained satisfactorily, there is no doubt that the onset of 
this form is an interdental, and not a sibilant or a lateral!

Despite the fact that Wilmsen has demonstrated no etymo-
logical connection between these various particles, he never-
theless tries to connect function words in Arabic with the š�
(< *s²� [ɬ])-element to them. The trouble is even if one did 
accept that at some very ancient stage [s] and [θ] could be 
connected, bearing in mind that there is no case for this, 

4) See Suchard (forthcoming) for a convincing solution.

Wilmsen seems completely unaware that Arabic š�(again, < 
[ɬ]) has nothing at all to do with these phonemes. His inabil-
ity to see beyond the pronunciation of this phoneme in mod-
ern Arabic dialects and the conventional transcription of the 
interdental *ṯ in cuneiform syllabic writing with ŠV-signs 
leads to several clearly erroneous associations. For example, 
he tries to connect the genitive exponent šayt in Yemeni Ara-
bic to the Akkadian “genitive demonstrative”, presumably 
ši᾿āti�(p. 161). In addition to the incongruence between Ara-
bic š < *s²�[ɬ] and Akkadian š < *s¹�[s], no attempt is made 
to explain how /i᾿ā/ became /ay/ in Yemeni Arabic. Moreo-
ver, the anaphoric demonstratives are not used as genitive 
exponents; for this purpose, Akkadian employs ša, < earlier 
*ṯā. As discussed above, the West Semitic (and Arabic) cog-
nate of this form is *ḏā!

The same ignorance of East-West Semitic lexical corre-
spondences is responsible for the reconstruction of *hā(n), 
the Arabic presentative hā, as ša� (p. 157), with an original 
sibilant. This form is impossible in light of the Akkadian 
cognate annûm, which confirms that the original onset was 
*h and not a sibilant.5)

The disregard for historical phonology continues as the 
author tries to connect the Levantine presentative ša῾, with a 
final ῾ayn, to the aforementioned Akkadian ša, by simply 
stating that the final ῾ayn is “a secondary development” (pp. 
161-162). To justify this, Wilmsen invokes an example from 
Egyptian Arabic, bitā῾� ‘of’ where the ῾ayn is realized as ḥ 
before the third person pronominal suffixes (*hu,� *ha), 
bitāḥḥu. He incorrectly calls this “dissimulation” [sic]. What 
is in fact happening is assimilation, and not dissimilation, 
and it is completely unclear how such an assimilatory pro-
cess would generate the form šā῾ from an earlier šā᾿ (with a 
glottal stop), especially when it is not followed by a clitic 
pronoun.

Wilmsen argues that the š�>�h change “remained an oper-
able process in Arabic vernaculars”, citing forms such as lāš�
vs. lāh ‘why’, kīfāš vs. kīfāh (p. 162). While it may be the 
case that the sibilant was lenited to /h/ in these cases, although 
other explanations are possible, such a sound change must be 
seen as a secondary process, unrelated to the *s¹� [s]�>�h 
development that affected many ancient West Semitic lan-
guages. This, again, is because the š here is a reflex of the 
lateral s²�*[ɬ] and not the plain sibilant, *s¹� [s]. Were the 
same sound change operational, it should affect reflexes of 
Arabic sīn�[s] and not šīn.

Wilmsen incorrectly identifies the hal prefix, widespread 
in modern Arabic, as a definite article. It is in fact the com-
bination of the demonstrative prefix hā and the article al-, as 
can be shown by the fact that it never appears in concord, 
thus hal-iktāb�il-ikbīr ‘this big book’, and never **hal-iktāb�
hal-ikbīr.

This series of unfortunate blunders leads to what can be 
perhaps considered the book’s climax:

However, while these function words or functional categories 
built upon š/ši do admittedly resemble the FA word for ‘thing’ 
šay᾿un to the extent that they all share the consonant [š], they 
also resemble in form and function the Proto-Semitic 3rd per-
son pronouns šV and šVnu, sharing in their presentative and 
demonstrative qualities, from which derive their existential, 
interrogative, indefinite, and ultimately negative functions. 
The sole criterion for judging between likely pathways from 

5) See Pat-El (2009: 22) for a list of cognates in West Semitic.
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one to the other must be whether a plausible reconstruction 
can be posited for either one. (p. 169).

Historical linguistics is not about superficial resemblance 
(Wilmsen never makes clear what he means by “resembles” 
anyway), but is dependent upon the identification of true 
cognates by means of consistent sound correspondences. So, 
from a historical linguistic point of view, Arabic *ɬay᾿�(> ši) 
does not “resemble” the Proto-Semitic 3rd person pronouns, 
traditionally and conventionally transcribed as “šV and 
šVnu”, at all. Instead, it is clearly cognate with Classical 
Arabic šay᾿un, and can be generated through normal sound 
changes. This is the criterion for judging between the two—
Arabic ši�can be connected etymologically with *ɬay᾿, and 
not with the Proto-Semitic 3rd person pronouns. Another 
issue should be underlined: Wilmsen’s entire point of 
“resemblance” is based on the fact that the demonstratives 
and his grammatical ši have sibilant onsets. However, the 
Arabic ši is also realized as šay and šē in some varieties, and 
the latter forms are clearly earlier, as the /i/ vowel can be 
explained through normal sound changes (see below). There 
are no forms of the Proto-Semitic anaphoric pronouns/
demonstratives which can give rise to such diphthongs in 
Arabic. So, it is not only the onset that does not accord with 
sound correspondences, but every element of the particle 
requires an ad hoc sound change to derive it from the 3rd 
person/anaphoric demonstrative series!

Before advancing the arguments reviewed above, how-
ever, Wilmsen goes into a long discussion on the history of 
his ši, specifically dealing with where in space and time it 
could have originated. On the basis that the particle śi� is 
found in four of the six MSA languages (p. 124), Wilmsen 
argues that the grammatical *ɬay᾿ is a West Semitic innova-
tion (p. 124). The śi in MSA has been previously understood 
as a borrowing from Arabic, which still seems to be the best 
explanation to my mind (the same particle was borrowed into 
some Berber languages as well). It would seem that one 
would have to advance a good argument against this, but 
Wilmsen simply states that, were the form borrowed from 
Arabic, it would have been realized as ši [ʃi] instead of with 
an initial lateral. There are many examples of Arabic words 
borrowed into MSA in which Arabic š is realized as a lateral 
[ɬ], e.g. sābānīn ‘satisfied’ (with Arabic morphology!) (John-
stone 1987: 370). This could suggest either that at the time 
this word was borrowed, Arabic šīn was still realized as a 
lateral [ɬ] or that this equivalence was felt to be a suitable 
way to “Modern South Arabianize” Arabic words.6) Wilm-
sen’s second argument is that function words are very rarely 
borrowed. There is a vast literature on this subject which is 
absent from his discussion. To support this claim, he simply 
cites a statement of Watson (2011:30), taken completely out 
of context (p. 126). In the original article, Watson’s remark 
seems to imply that there was such close contact between the 
Semitic languages of South Arabia that even function words 
were borrowed. Wilmsen, instead, uses it to argue against 
borrowing, which does not seem to be Watson’s intention. 
Nevertheless, recent work on language contact has shown 
that nearly anything can be borrowed, especially among 

6) Janet Watson informs me (p.c.) that some modern Arabic words with 
šīn�are borrowed into Mehri with the lateral ś, suggesting that speakers 
have identified this correspondence and see it as an appropriate way to 
‘Mehrize’ an Arabic loanword.

genetically-related languages (see Matras 2009, for one), and 
so the present discussion is completely inadequate and 
unconvincing. I will come back to the origin of MSA si in 
the third part of this article.

Wilmsen then moves on to a rather unexpected historical 
and geographical tangent, with a long excursus on the “pre-
diasporic southern Arab presence in the Fertile Crescent” 
(pp. 130 ff.). Like the treatment of the historical phonology 
of Arabic and Semitic, this discussion is riddled with over-
simplifications and methodological problems. Most of his 
“history” is based on later literary sources, which he freely 
combines with secondary sources dealing with the documen-
tary evidence. In general, the discussion as a whole confuses 
social history with linguistic history. His claim about the 
“Arab” presence in various parts of the Near East fails to 
take into account the fact that “Arab” was a widely used 
label in antiquity which cannot necessarily be connected with 
a single people or language. In some cases, it seems to have 
had no linguistic basis at all (see the various articles in Mac-
donald 2009). This is especially problematic since he uses 
these accounts—including references to Arabs—to argue that 
the grammatical *ɬay᾿ had moved into the Levant from South 
Arabia in the pre-Islamic period. Wilmsen argues that the 
Ghassanids, an Arab principality situated in the southern 
Levant during the Byzantine period, were responsible for 
bringing this feature north. To support this, he appeals to 
literary sources from the Islamic period, hundreds of years 
after the political destruction of the Ghassanids, which claim 
that they had come from Yemen following the collapse of the 
Marib dam. There is no external evidence to support this; in 
fact, the earliest sources only indicate that the Ghassanids
(=�ġs¹n) were located in West Arabia, far from the region in 
which the MSA languages are spoken today. But more prob-
lematic is the fact that we have only a single Arabic text 
which can be securely associated with the Ghassanids (the 
Jabal Usays inscription) and it does not attest this feature.
In other words, there is absolutely zero linguistic evidence to 
support the claims put forth by Wilmsen. Regardless of our 
views on the origins of the Ghassanids, the superficial treat-
ment of this issue seems completely out of place in a book 
on the history of grammatical particles in Arabic since virtu-
ally no Arabic texts produced by this group of people 
survive!

It would take us too far afield to correct each of the mis-
takes of fact or reasoning in Wilmsen’s historical excursus, 
and such would not be very relevant to the review at hand 
since none of it is really necessary for the linguistic argu-
ment. In fact, it is difficult to understand why these pages 
(pp. 119-147) are even part of the book. If *ɬay᾿�were a 
Proto-West Semitic innovation, as Wilmsen claims, then one 
does not need to argue for a southern Arab presence in the 
Levant to justify its appearance there—it could have simply 
survived from Proto-West Semitic. In other words, language 
contact and migration is not required to explain its presence 
in any West Semitic language, and so the question “Levan-
tine or Yemeni?” (p. 140) is completely meaningless in the 
context of his reconstruction. Nevertheless, there is one clear 
error that should be corrected, especially since this is the 
second time I have encountered it recently. Wilmsen is incor-
rect in seeing the Namara Inscription (328 CE) as the earliest 
Arabic inscription. The ῾En ῾Avdat inscription is earlier, 
although its exact date cannot be established (but < 150 CE), 
so is JSNab 17 (267 CE). And in the ANA scripts, Arabic is 
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attested well before the Common Era—in fact, it is impos-
sible to determine how early some of these inscriptions date. 
His repeating of the factually incorrect statement of Magi-
dow (2013), namely, that “the Arabic of the Levant might 
not be older than the first few centuries CE” ignores the 
mounting linguistic evidence to the contrary:
1. The Nabataean evidence goes back to the 2nd c. BCE and 

exhibits Arabic substrate from the beginning.
2. Most of the Ancient North Arabian material is undated 

and much of it most likely pre-dates the 1st c. BCE, the 
conventional starting date for the Safaitic texts. The ANA 
languages of the Levant and North Arabia, at least, must 
be considered varieties of Old Arabic (see Al-Jallad 
2015a, b).

3. The “Arabs” who were involved in military conflicts with 
the Neo-Assyrians (8th and 7th c. BCE) bear personal 
names that go back to an Arabic source, e.g. gindibu, 
wahbu, etc.

4. Isolated words, such as the divine name αλιλατ (= al-᾿ilāt), 
mentioned by Herodotus as the deity worshipped by the 
Arabs of the Sinai ~450 BCE, point towards a vernacular 
Arabic in the north quite early.
While our knowledge is very incomplete at the present 

moment, we can, nevertheless, be sure that Arabic was in 
place in the region before the 1st c. CE. In fact, we cannot 
know for sure how much further in the past it stretches—or 
where its speakers migrated from, if Arabic did not split off 
from Central Semitic in this area to begin with—as the 
majority of Old Arabic texts (written in the Ancient North 
Arabian scripts) are simply undated (the 1st c. BCE starting 
point for Safaitic is purely conventional). Until our under-
standing of the chronology of this material is better, such 
cavalier statements should be avoided.

III A sensible view of ši

While Wilmsen’s derivation of ši from a pronominal 
source is impossible, there is another way to argue for such 
a line of development on less phonologically problematic 
grounds, but, as we shall see, the scenario is still rather 
unconvincing. The only way to connect ši with the 3rd person 
pronouns is to consider it a loan into� Arabic. Mascitelli 
(forthcoming) has recently identified nearly 90 loanwords 
into Classical Arabic from ASA and MSA where the s¹- 
(Proto-Semitic *s, traditional *š) causative prefix is realized 
as š or s�in Classical Arabic, e.g. ša῾naba�‘a horn straight and 
curly on the end’; surǧūḥah�‘an equal level’. While Masci-
telli offers no interpretation of this distribution, it would 
seem to reflect a chronological distinction or synchronic dia-
lectal differences. Loan causative verbs with a š- onset in 
Classical Arabic could have only been brought in after the 
sound change ɬ > ʃ operated, and from a language in which 
(1) the causative morpheme did not become a glottal fricative 
[h] and (2) the sound change *s¹�[s]�>�[ʃ] had operated. The 
ones with an [s] onset, on the other hand, would reflect an 
older stratum, where the plain sibilant in Arabic was the clos-
est approximation to the palato-alveolar sibilant of MSA and 
perhaps non-Sabaic ASA. Alternatively, they could simply 
reflect different, contemporary dialectal sources, one in 
which [ɬ] had already become [ʃ] and the other not. The 
source of Arabic ši�would then have to be one of these lan-
guages. While the 3rd person pronouns do not exhibit the 
properties of Arabic *ɬay᾿ in MSA, four of those languages 

attest a particle which does, śi [ɬi]. If MSA śi is the source 
of Arabic ši, then it would rule out a pronominal origin, since 
the reflex of *s¹ ([s], traditional *š; the sibilant of the pro-
nouns) is not ś [ɬ] in those languages. Moreover, it would 
leave us without a suitable etymology for the particle in 
MSA. If we take ASA as the source, then the argument pre-
cedes from silence. First, Arabic ši would have had to come 
from Qatabanic or Minaic. Ḥaḍramitic could not be the 
source since ši�seems to derive from the 3rd feminine singular 
form, which would have been realized with s³�[ts] or possibly 
[s] in Ḥaḍramitic (as in the MSA languages); this phoneme 
would have been borrowed into Arabic with [s]. The sibilant 
of the pronouns had become h in Sabaic, and so it could not 
be the source of this form either.�No ASA language attests 
the use of the 3rd person pronouns/anaphoric demonstratives 
in the way that Wilmsen describes or reconstructs; these 
functions are completely absent in the inscriptional record. 
Therefore, one would have to assume that spoken Qatabanic 
or Minaic had diverged considerably from the written forms 
(for which there is no evidence), and that in these (unat-
tested) spoken languages, the third person pronouns had 
developed the functions Wilmsen reconstructs. Then at some 
stage, the 3rd person pronouns, and their innovative func-
tions, were loaned into a dialect of Arabic in which the šīn 
was already pronounced as [ʃ]. Obviously, there is absolutely 
no evidence for any of these stages, and no reason to posit 
them unless one begins with the conclusion that Arabic ši 
must somehow derive from a pronoun.

In the following, I would like to offer a more sensible 
etymology of modern Arabic ši. Let us begin with the facts:
1. Modern Arabic ši, and its variants šay and šē,� can be 

reconstructed to a form like *ɬay᾿un or *ɬī᾿un.
2. A possible cognate is found in MSA, śi,�where it is an 

isolated grammatical form. In Arabic, it belongs to a pro-
ductive root, √šy᾿, with nominal and verbal derivatives.

3. None of the ancient Semitic languages attest function 
words with an etymological voiceless lateral fricative [ɬ] 
= s².
Lucas already pointed out dialects in which the -ši found 

in negation is unequivocally a reflex of šay᾿ (Lucas 2014).7) 
There are several possible scenarios which can successfully 
explain the development of the form ši from this starting 
point. The cliticization of the particle could have resulted in 
the contraction of the vowel. Since ē < *ay does not have a 
qualitatively short counterpart, it could have surfaced as i. 
On the other hand, there are a few monosyllables in which 
*ay�>�ī�operates,�even in dialects where the normal outcome 
of monophthongization is ē,�e.g. kīf ‘how’ < *kayf.8) This 
particular reflex could have been conditioned by an unstressed 
clitic environment. Alternatively, one could posit that ši�orig-
inated in a dialect in which *ay�>� ī�was normal, as in the 
Maghrebian varieties. The particle could have then diffused 
to dialects in which this change did not operate. Finally, we 
know in Levantine Arabic that the /a/ vowel is raised to /e/ 
or /i/ in the vicinity of sibilants in some varieties, and so the 
i-vowel could have been conditioned by the preceding sibi-
lant. Like the Maghrebian-source hypothesis, this form 

7) Lucas (2014: 8), for example, finds such a form in a Ṣa῾īdī dialect 
(spoken about 330 miles/530 km south of Cairo) described by Khalafallah, 
šey�< *šē.

8) I thank Enam Al-Wer for pointing this out to me.
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would have then diffused to dialects in which this sound 
change was not operative.

Wilmsen’s view that the nominal form *ɬay᾿�‘thing’ (and 
by necessity the verb *ɬā᾿a� ‘to want’, which Wilmsen fails 
to mention or consider) are secondarily derived from the 
existential particle completely ignores the ancient evidence. 
The verb s²y᾿�*/sayi᾿a/ (= CAr šā᾿a) is attested in Safaitic, 
meaning ‘to experience want’ or ‘to lack’.9)
AWS 72: l� s²ddt� bn� s²bm�w� r῾y� h-� nẖl�w� s²y᾿� f� h� rḍy�

ġny[t]�l-�ḏ�r῾y
 By S²ddt son of S²bm and he pastured in the 

valley but experienced want so, O Rḍy (divine 
name),  may he who pastures have 
abundance!

There is no trace of an existential, demonstrative, or nega-
tive s²� (= š [ɬ]) in Safaitic. The word ‘thing’ is possibly 
attested once as s²᾿ */say᾿/. Even though Safaitic can negate 
with m, there are no examples of s² following the negated 
verb.
ASWS 202: m�mṭr�f�᾿mḥl
� ‘it did not rain and so dearth was widespread’
Mu 253: ng῾�f�m�hn᾿
� ‘he grieved in pain and was unhappy (lit. not 

happy)’
There is no overt marker of existential predication in Safa-

itic; this function is entirely pragmatic. Thus:
KRS 1944: h�mlk�h-�s¹my�my
� ‘O master of the sky (the rain god, B῾ls¹mn), 

let there be water (i.e. rain)’
AZNG 1: mrd�ṯlṯ�s¹nn�mn-�qbl�nfs¹�ẓlm
� ‘there was a rebellion for three years against 

Nepos, who was oppressive’
C 320: bh᾿�brkt�w�bql
� ‘he rejoiced at Brkt (toponym) because there 

was fresh herbage’
The Old Arabic of the Safaitic inscriptions exhibits the 

complete opposite situation of what Wilmsen reconstructs. A 
verb from the root s²y᾿� (= CAr, šay᾿un, šā᾿a) is attested, 
meaning ‘to experience lack or want’ but no function words 
associated with this root (or even simply with an s²-element) 
are found. Moreover, a nominal form of this root seems 
attested meaning ‘thing’, which probably developed from an 
original meaning ‘something desired’ (i.e. ‘something lack-
ing’) to just ‘something’.

For Wilmsen’s scenario to work, one has to assume that 
at an even earlier, unattested stage, ši functioned in the way 
he reconstructs, that it was lost without a trace in Safaitic, 
but, before that, somehow an existential particle gave rise to 
the verb ‘to experience want or to lack’. Much more natural 
is to assume that the Safaitic preserves the original */sayi᾿a/, 
which is semantically bleached to ‘to want’ in later Arabic. 
A nominal form is generated from either, */say᾿/, which then 
undergoes the grammaticalization process aptly described by 
Lucas (2010; 2014) in the modern dialects. The absence of 
this root and all of its derivatives in the other Semitic lan-
guages (except for si in MSA) seems to suggest that it is an 
Arabic lexical innovation.

Since si cannot at all be derived from a pronoun in MSA, 
it would suggest that it too comes from the word ‘thing’, 
which would then imply that the lexical item goes back at 

9) All Safaitic data and interpretations come from Al-Jallad 2015a.

least to Proto-West Semitic. Since this word is absent in all 
of the other Semitic languages, one would have to rule out 
contact with Arabic thoroughly to maintain such a recon-
struction. There is no doubt that the MSA languages have 
been under the heavy influence of Arabic for at least the past 
millennium, if not longer. The fact that si is an isolated par-
ticle in the MSA languages, with no verbal or nominal coun-
terpart, supports the idea that it was loaned from Arabic. 
Another bit of evidence which supports this can be found in 
Wilmsen’s etymologization of the Mehri interrogative hɛ-sen 
‘what’ (p. 166, n. 24). He interprets the second component 
as a third person plural pronoun, which is, of course, impos-
sible since the onset should be either h or š in Mehri, and not 
s. Instead, here we clearly have a loan from Arabic, where 
sen should be understood as coming from *šay᾿Vn (attested 
as šin- in some dialects today, and in Maltese xejn� [ʃejn] 
‘nothing’), with nunation. The entire construction has a clear 
source in many Arabic vernaculars, in the form ᾿ašn- ‘what’. 
If this should be understood as an archaic form in the context 
of MSA, then it is the smoking gun as to the source of si�in 
those languages. Thus, I would suggest that the use of ši
in the Yemeni dialects, MSA, and some of the more exotic, 
and yet-to-be-classified, languages of South Arabia (like 
Rāziḥit), is an interesting areal feature of a South Arabian 
Sprachbund. Its source is, nevertheless, Arabic.

Before ending, I want to make a few comments on the 
treatment of the negative copula laysa. Wilmsen (p. 141) is 
convinced by Măcelaru’s (2003: 238) reconstruction of�laysa�
back to a negative construction involving a Proto-Semitic 
existential particle *yš. Such a form, however, cannot gener-
ate Ugaritic ᾿iṯ or Aramaic ᾿t, and so Măcelaru must appeal 
to the emergence of a secondary *yṯ (and *yś) as an allo-
morph to explain the Northwest Semitic reflexes. Given that 
Măcelaru does not explain why such reflexes would have 
emerged, what we gain in explaining Arabic laysa in phono-
logical terms, we lose in the ad hoc explanation of the North-
west Semitic forms. Instead, it is much more economical to 
suggest a Proto-Northwest Semitic *᾿iṯ, which can regularly 
produce the attested reflexes throughout Northwest Semitic, 
and to understand the Arabic form as a loan. Măcelaru does 
not like the loan solution because none of the languages from 
which this construction could have been borrowed has an s 
in their existential/negative existential particles. That is, if a 
putative *lā ᾿iṯ were the source, then it should have been 
borrowed unproblematically as such into Arabic, and follow-
ing the loss of the glottal stop (as is common in modern 
Arabic and some Old Arabic dialects) lāyiṯ. This problem 
only exists if we assume that the form was borrowed into a 
dialect of Arabic which preserved the interdentals. I would 
suggest, instead, that the shape of the Arabic reflex points 
towards borrowing into a dialect which had already lost these 
sounds. Proof of the existence of dialects without interdentals 
in the Pre-Islamic period can be found in the spelling of per-
sonal names in the Safaitic inscriptions, for example ḥrtt�*/
ḥāretat/ for ḥrṯt */ḥāreṯat/, or in the Hismaic inscriptions, 
where one occasionally encounters dkrt�*/dakarat/ for ḏkrt */
ḏakarat/ ‘may she be mindful’. If the Aramaic construction 
were borrowed into such a dialect, then it is not hard to imag-
ine the rendering of the interdental ṯ with the sibilant [s]. 
This is typical of Classical Arabic loans into Egyptian Ara-
bic, e.g. sanya < ṯāniyah ‘second’ (time). Thus, *lā ᾿iṯ was 
borrowed as lāyis, and then following resyllabification due 
to attraction from the suffix conjugation, laysa. From this 
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diffusional point, the loan construction would have spread to 
other dialects as laysa, even if they preserved the interden-
tals. While ᾿ays is often cited in the literature, I do not sus-
pect it is an authentic form.

The important point here is that the variety of phonologi-
cally incompatible forms of the existential particle in the 
daughter languages, the use of locative constructions for 
existential predication, and examples of unmarked existential 
clauses in all branches, strongly suggest that Proto-Semitic 
did not have a single, reconstructable existential particle.10) 
In other words, the various strategies for existential predica-
tion are secondary developments in the daughter languages. 
This means that there is no a�priori reason to assume all 
existential particles in the Semitic language must derive from 
the same source, and therefore no reason to posit the kinds 
of fanciful reconstructions discussed above.

IV Conclusion

Wilmsen’s reconstruction of the grammaticalization of 
*ɬay᾿ and his criticism of Lucas (2010) and Lucas and Lash 
(2010) have been refuted in Lucas (2014), and so those argu-
ments need not be repeated here. It is rare in historical lin-
guistics that a proposed scenario of development can be ruled 
out with absolute certainty—this book’s main thesis is one 
of those rare cases.
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