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Al-Jahiz and the Approach to Speech Impairments: Between Traditional
Observations and Modern Scientific Developments
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Abstract

This paper examines speech impairments from two distinct perspectives: the
traditional and the modern scientific. The traditional perspective draws upon
observations found in classical Arabic texts, particularly the works of Al-Jahiz,
concerning the pronunciation of letters and sounds. Early Arab scholars
emphasized the importance of correct pronunciation to ensure accurate recitation
and eloquent speech. They identified phenomena now known as "lisping" or
"stammering,” such as the substitution of "r" with "I" or "s" with "th." Terms like
stuttering, stammering, aphasia/speech impediment, and lisp emerged.

The modern scientific perspective, conversely, focuses on advancements in
contemporary speech sciences, particularly in phonetics and speech-language
pathology. These fields utilize precise tools to study the vocal apparatus and its
functions, including articulatory phonetics and the science of speech disorders.
This paper reveals an early traditional awareness of speech impairments, though it
relied primarily on subjective observation and conventional remedies. In contrast,
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modern sciences have developed precise and therapeutic approaches based on a
profound understanding of the vocal apparatus and its operation. A comparative
analysis of these two perspectives enriches our comprehension of the evolution of
language and speech processing.

Keywords: Al-Jahiz, Speech Impairments, Traditional Observations, Modern
Scientific Developments
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