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The study of the Arabic language, particularly for non-native speakers, involves navigating a complex landscape of 

morphological patterns and semantic shifts. At the center of this academic journey stands the Hans Wehr 

Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic. Edited by J. Milton Cowan, this work is not merely a translation tool but a 

seminal achievement in lexicography that bridges the gap between classical linguistic traditions and the evolving 

requirements of modern communication. To understand the significance of this work, one must examine its 

historical origins, its unique root-based organizational structure, and its role in defining Modern Standard Arabic 

(MSA) within the broader context of Semitic linguistics.

Historical Context: From Kitab al-'Ayn to Modernity

The history of Arabic lexicography is one of the oldest and most sophisticated in the world. It began in the 8th 

century with Al-Khalil ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi, who compiled Kitab al-'Ayn. This early work introduced a phonetic-

anagrammatical system, arranging words according to the points of articulation of their letters. Over the centuries, 

other scholars refined these methods, leading to the Lisan al-Arabby Ibn Manzur, a massive compendium that

remains the gold standard for Classical Arabic.

However, as the 19th and 20th centuries brought technological and political shifts to the Arab world, the language 

required a new type of record. Classical dictionaries, while exhaustive for Quranic studies and pre-Islamic poetry, 

were insufficient for the vocabulary of journalism, modern science, and international diplomacy. Hans Wehr, a 

German orientalist, recognized this gap. His objective was to document Modern Written Arabic (MWA)—the form

of the language used in literature, news media, and formal speech across the Arab world, distinct from the regional

dialects (Ammiya).

The Compilation Methodology

Unlike previous lexicographers who often relied on preceding dictionaries, Hans Wehr and his team utilized a 

primary-source approach. They combed through contemporary Arabic literature, legal documents, newspapers, 

and journals from the early 20th century. This empirical method ensured that the dictionary reflected actual usage 

rather than theoretical or archaic forms. The result, originally published in German as Arabisches Wörterbuch für 

die Schriftsprache der Gegenwartin 1952, was later translated and expanded into English by J. Milton Cowan,

becoming the definitive resource for the English-speaking world.

Technical Framework: The Root and Pattern System

The most distinctive technical feature of the Hans Wehr dictionary is its adherence to the Root (Radical) System.

Arabic is a templatic language where most words are derived from a triliteral (three-letter) or quadriliteral (four-

letter) root. These roots carry a core semantic meaning, which is then modified through prefixes, suffixes, and

internal vowel changes to create specific nouns, verbs, and adjectives.

The Logic of Entry Organization



In the Hans Wehr dictionary, entries are not arranged alphabetically by the word itself, but by the alphabetical 

order of the root. For example, to find the word Maktab (office), a user must first identify the root K-T-B(k-t-b,

relating to writing). Under the root K-T-B, the dictionary lists:

•  Form I Verb: Kataba (to write)

•  Form II Verb: Kattaba (to make someone write)

•  Form III Verb: Kaataba (to correspond with)

•  Nouns of Place: Maktab (office), Maktaba (library/bookstore)

•  Participles: Kaatib (writer/clerk), Maktub (written/letter)

This system allows the researcher to see the entire semantic family of a root in one location, facilitating a deeper

understanding of how meanings are derived and expanded through morphological templates (Wazn).

Decoding the Verb Forms

A significant portion of the dictionary is dedicated to the ten primary derived forms of the Arabic verb. Each form

carries a specific nuance (causative, reflexive, intensive, etc.). Hans Wehr uses Roman numerals (I through X) to

categorize these. Understanding these forms is essential for technical accuracy in translation.



Verb Form Pattern (Standard) General Meaning/Nuance Technical Example

Form I Fa'ala Base meaning Qatala (to kill)

Form II Fa''ala Intensive or Causative Qattala (to massacre)

Form III Faa'ala Interactive/Relational Qaatala (to fight with)

Form IV Af'ala Causative Ajlasa (to seat someone)

Form V Tafa''ala Reflexive of Form II Ta'allama (to learn/teach 
oneself)

Form VI Tafaa'ala Reciprocal Tabaadala (to exchange)

Form VII Infa'ala Passive/Inchoative Inkasara (to be broken)

Form VIII Ifta'ala Reflexive/Participatory Ijtama'a (to gather/meet)

Form IX If'alla Colors and Defects Ihmara (to turn red)

Form X Istaf'ala Requesting/Considering Istakhraja (to extract)

Modern Written Arabic vs. Classical and Dialectal Variants

One of the critical functions of the Hans Wehr dictionary is its role in distinguishing between various strata of the 

Arabic language. While the dictionary includes many words found in the Quran (Classical Arabic), its primary focus 

is on Modern Standard Arabic (MSA).

Defining Modern Standard Arabic (MSA)

MSA is the lingua franca of the modern Arab world. While no one speaks it as a native first language (dialects like 

Egyptian, Levantine, or Gulf are used for daily life), MSA is the language of formal education and cross-border 

communication. The Hans Wehr dictionary serves as the authoritative record for this specific register. It captures 

how 19th-century terminology was adapted for the 20th century—for instance, the transition of the word Sayyarah

from "caravan" in classical texts to "automobile" in modern contexts.

Comparison of Arabic Registers

To provide a clear evaluation of where the Hans Wehr dictionary fits, consider the following comparison of Arabic

language variants:



Feature Classical Arabic 
(Quranic)

Modern Standard Arabic 
(MSA)

Regional Dialects 
(Ammiya)

Primary Use Religious texts, ancient 
poetry

Media, Law, Literature, 
Formal Speech

Daily conversation, pop 
culture

Dictionary Focus Lisan al-Arab / Lane's 
Lexicon

Hans Wehr / Al-Munjid Specialized dialect 
dictionaries

Grammar Strict adherence to I'rab 
(case endings)

Simplified I'rab in speech, 
strict in writing

Highly simplified or absent 
case endings

Vocabulary Archaic, pastoral, tribal 
context

Technical, political, 
international

Local loanwords (French, 
English, Turkish)

Technical Analysis of Dictionary Notations and Symbols

For the senior technical writer or researcher, the abbreviations and symbols within the Hans Wehr dictionary are

vital for precise linguistic mapping. The dictionary employs a condensed notation system to provide maximum

information in minimum space.

•  Transliteration: Wehr used a specific Romanization system that distinguishes between emphatic consonants 

(e.g., �c, �
, �m, �“) and their non-emphatic counterparts.

•  Vowel Markers: Since Arabic is an abjad (consonant-based writing), Wehr provides the imperfect vowel for 

Form I verbs (e.g., a, u, or i) using a dash and the vowel, such as u for yaktubu.

•  Pluralization: Arabic uses "broken plurals" (internal changes) rather than just suffixes. Wehr lists these plurals 

immediately following the singular noun, often using the abbreviation pl.

•  Prepositions: In Arabic, the meaning of a verb often changes entirely based on the preposition that follows it. 

Wehr meticulously lists these pairings (e.g., raghiba fi [to desire] vs. raghiba 'an [to dislike]).

Algorithmic Approach to Root Extraction

In modern computational linguistics, the principles established by Hans Wehr are used to develop algorithms for 

Arabic Natural Language Processing (NLP). Root extraction is a prerequisite for machine translation. The

process follows these steps:

1.  Lemmatization: Removing prefixes (like al-, wa-, bi-) and suffixes (-un, -in, -at).

2.  Pattern Recognition: Identifying the vowel template and removing "extra" letters (seen, ta, ya, noon, alif, 

laam, meem - summarized by the mnemonic sa'altumuniha).

3.  Root Isolation: Reducing the remaining skeleton to the core 3 or 4 radicals.

4.  Dictionary Lookup: Referencing the Hans Wehr database to identify the semantic range of that root.

Comparative Evaluation: Hans Wehr vs. Other Lexicons

While the Hans Wehr dictionary is the most popular for students, it is important to compare it with other scholarly

resources to understand its limitations and strengths.



Dictionary Name Strengths Weaknesses Target Audience

Hans Wehr Focus on modern usage; 
logical root organization; 
compact.

Limited coverage of pre-
Islamic and purely dialectal 
terms.

Students, Translators, 
Diplomats.

Edward William Lane 
(Lexicon)

Unparalleled depth in 
Classical Arabic and early 
poetry.

Incomplete (ends at letter 
Qaf); no modern 
vocabulary.

Academic researchers, 
Arabists.

Al-Munjid Extensive Arabic-to-Arabic 
definitions; widely used in 
Arab schools.

Requires high proficiency 
to read definitions in Arabic.

Native speakers and 
advanced students.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Translators

When using the Hans Wehr dictionary for professional translation, a systematic workflow ensures technical

accuracy. The following procedure is recommended for translating complex technical or political texts:

Step 1: Identify the Root and Form

When encountering a word like Istishara, recognize the prefix Isti- as a marker for Form X. The remaining radicals 

are sh-w-r. Look under the root SH-W-R.

Step 2: Analyze the Contextual Semantic Range

Under SH-W-R, you will find meanings related to "consultation," "advice," and "pointing." Form X (Istishara)

specifically means "to ask for advice" or "to consult." Check if it is used as a noun (Masdar) or a verb.

Step 3: Verify Prepositional Dependencies

Does the verb require a specific preposition? For instance, the verb bahatha means "to discuss" if used alone, but 

"to search for" if followed by the preposition 'an. Hans Wehr provides these distinctions clearly after the verb entry.

Step 4: Cross-Reference Modern Neologisms

For modern technical terms (e.g., "sustainability" or "cybersecurity"), newer supplements or digital updates to the 

Hans Wehr may be necessary, as the 4th edition (the most common) was last significantly updated in the late 

1970s. However, the foundational roots for these terms (e.g., d-w-m for sustainability) remain the same.

Troubleshooting Common Lexicographical Errors

Even with a tool as robust as Hans Wehr, researchers often encounter operational challenges. Below are common

failure modes and their solutions:

•  Mistaking Weak Roots: Roots containing Waw or Ya (weak letters) often change their appearance (e.g., qaala 

instead of qawala). Solution: Learn the rules of "weak verb" conjugation to identify the underlying triliteral root.

•  Confusing Form II and Form V: The ta- prefix in Form V can sometimes be mistaken for a part of the root. 

Solution: Always check if the ta- is a prefix by attempting to find the root without it.

•  Ignoring the Masdar: Arabic uses verbal nouns (Masdars) extensively where English might use a gerund or a 

noun. Solution: Use the dictionary to identify the specific Masdar pattern for each verb form, as they are often 

irregular in Form I.

Synthesis: The Future of Arabic Lexicography



The Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic remains an indispensable monument of 20th-century 

scholarship. Its technical precision and reliance on the root system provide a structural clarity that alphabetical 

dictionaries often lack. However, the digital age presents new demands. Modern researchers now utilize digital 

versions of Wehr, often integrated with OCR (Optical Character Recognition) and AI-driven morphological 

analyzers.

The broader implications of Wehr’s work extend beyond simple translation. It has standardized the way the Western

world interacts with the Arabic language, providing a common vocabulary for diplomacy, intelligence, and academic

exchange. As Arabic continues to evolve, incorporating new terms from digital technology and social media, the

foundational framework provided by Hans Wehr remains the essential scaffolding upon which all modern Arabic

linguistic study is built. Its legacy is a testament to the power of methodical, source-based lexicography in bridging

cultural and linguistic divides.

For the student or professional, mastering the Hans Wehr is not just about learning words; it is about learning the 

logic of the Arabic mind—a system where every word is a branch of a root, and every root is a gateway to a vast

web of interconnected meanings. By utilizing this dictionary with a technical and systematic approach, one gains

more than just a translation; one gains a profound insight into the mechanics of one of the world's most

sophisticated languages.
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