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Abstract

As the smallest unit of speech, kalimah (“word”) has conventionally been
defined as a meaningful single lexical item. Classical Arabic lexicographers,
however, regarded this definition as figurative rather than literal, implying
that the term originally possessed a different Iexical meaning that was never
explicitly identified in the dictionaries. The same figurative sense was later
adopted by Arab grammarians as the technical definition of kalimah, raising
the question of what its original literal meaning was. To address this issue,
the present study examines the semantic network of kalimah and its
derivatives, with particular attention to their usage in the Qur'an and the
Prophetic and Imamic traditions (hadith). Since dictionaries are the primary
source for lexical meanings, and the original sense of a word can be recovered
through the common semantic core shared by its derivatives, this approach
provides a reliable basis for identifying the literal meaning of kalimah.The
findings challenge the prevailing view by demonstrating that kalimah, both
in its lexical sense and in the terminology of Arabic grammar, originally
denotes a complete and independent sentence rather than a single lexical
item. This conclusion is supported by its etymological relationship with the
root kalm (“wound”), whose central meaning is a manifest effect. As all
derivatives preserve the semantic core of their root, kalimah likewise conveys
the notion of an evident effect. Such an effect is produced not by an isolated
word but by a complete utterance capable of communicating a fully realized
meaning. Accordingly, the original lexical meaning of kalimah is best
understood as a complete sentence rather than a single word.

Key words: kalimah (word), kalm (wound), derivation, Qur'an, Hadith,
Arabic grammar.
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