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Abstract

The present study examines the arguments of both proponents and
opponents of the existence of loanwords in the Qur'an through a comparative
analysis of three words over which there is scholarly disagreement regarding
their status as loanwords. This research adopts a qualitative, theoretical
approach, and—similar to other theoretical studies—employs descriptive
and document analysis methods using library-based data. However, it also
undertakes a comparative and case-based review of the extracted opinions.
The evidence analyzed in this study includes three Qur'anic words—I/brig,
Istabrag, and Sundus—about which Qur'anic scholars hold conflicting
views concerning their being loanwords or not. Through the review of the
views of Quranic scholars and exegetes, three main positions were
identified: One group denies the presence of any such words. In contrast,
another group accepts their existence, while a third group attempts to
reconcile the two opposing views. The findings suggest that the arguments
of those who support the theory of the Qur'an being free from loanwords are
more theological than linguistic in nature, stemming from their belief in the
antiquity and pre-eternal origin of the Qur'an. The main argument of the
opponents of the presence of loanwords regarding these words is that these
terms are of Arabic origin and were only later translated into the languages
of non-Arabs. However, this reasoning is speculative because identifying
loanwords—other than proper names—in any language is a complex and
demanding task. The middle position, in practice, does not significantly
differ from the view of those who accept the presence of loanwords in the
Qur'an, as they too consider the origin of these words to be non-Arabic.

Keywords: Proponents and opponents of loanwords, Qur'an, Ibrig,
Istabrag, Sundus.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study addresses one of the most debated and

enduring topics in the field of Qur'an philology—
the presence of loanwords, known as dakhil or
mu ‘arrab words, within the Qur'anic text. The
controversy over whether the Qur'an contains non-
Arabic vocabulary has persisted from early
exegetical traditions to contemporary linguistic
inquiries, with scholars divided into three main
camps: those who entirely reject the presence of
foreign words, those who accept their existence,
and a mediating group who regard certain words as
originally foreign but fully Arabized over time.
From a linguistic perspective, a loanword refers to
a foreign lexical item that has entered another
language’s lexicon through cultural or commercial
contact (Mustafa et al., 1989). Ibn Manzur defined
a dakhil word as a non-Arabic term that has been
incorporated into Arabic usage (Ibn Manzur,
2005). Others, such as Naderi, distinguish between
dakhil (borrowed at any period) and mu ‘arrab
(borrowed and naturalized by early eloquent Arabs)
(Naderi, 2004). Historically, the debate intensified
after Arthur Jeffery catalogued 275 supposed
loanwords (excluding proper nouns), asserting that
many were borrowed from languages such as
Syriac, Hebrew, Persian, Greek, and Latin, though
he noted that three-quarters had been integrated
into Arabic before Islamic Golden Age (Jeffery,
2007). Conversely, Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti listed
125 to 140 words he deemed foreign vyet
assimilated (Suyuti, 1960). The current study
builds upon this discourse, aiming to analyze the
arguments of proponents and opponents regarding
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three contested Qur’anic terms—Ibriq, Istabrag,
and Sundus—and evaluate whether they can be
classified as loanwords. This investigation is
significant because it addresses the theological-
linguistic boundary: whether the presence of
foreign words undermines the claim that the Qur'an
was revealed in “clear Arabic”, as asserted in
several verses.

Employing a qualitative and theoretical design, the
research integrates descriptive analysis and
comparative case analysis. It synthesizes classical
exegetical texts, philological lexicons, and modern
linguistic studies to map out competing positions.
The study first delineates the opposition camp,
represented historically by figures like Al-Shafi'i,
Al-Zarkashi, Ibn Faris, and Al-Amidi, who argued
that admitting foreign words would compromise
the inimitability and linguistic sufficiency of
Arabic. Al-Shafi'i based his view on verses
affirming the Qur'an’s purely Arabic nature,
claiming that if any part were foreign, opponents
could accuse it of borrowing, thereby undermining
its miraculousness (Shafi'i, 1987). Al-Amidi added
a logical argument: if even one word were non-
Arabic, then the whole Qur’an could not be called
Arabic (Amidi, 2003). Ibn Faris further posited the
tawqifi theory, claiming Arabic was divinely taught
to Adam and thus pre-existent, leaving no need for
borrowed words (Ibn Faris, 1910). In contrast,
proponents such as Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti, Abu
Ubayd al-Qasim ibn Sallam, Abd al-Rahman
Tha'alibi, and Baha’ al-Din Khorramshahi argue
that the integration of a few foreign words does not
make Arabic any less Arabic, just as occasional
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Arabic words do not make a Persian poem non-
Persian (Khorramshahi, 1997; Suyuti, 2000).
They emphasize natural linguistic exchange
through trade and cultural contact, noting that the
Arabian Peninsula was never linguistically isolated
(Balasi, 2001). This framework allows for a
nuanced exploration of how each side defines
“Arabicness” and responds to opposing claims,
particularly when interpreting verses like Yusuf 2
and al-Nahl 103, which are central to the debate.
The word Ibriq (plural: abariq) appears once in al-
Wagi'a 18 as a vessel used to serve drinks to the
righteous in  Paradise.  Many classical
lexicographers, including Ibn Manzur and Ibn
Sidah, defined it as a jug or ewer and noted its
Persian origin (Ibn Manzur, 2005; Ibn Sidah,
1996). Abu Mansur al-Jawaligi explicitly labeled it
a Persian loanword meaning “water-pourer”
(Jawaliqi, 1998). Arthur Jeffery traced it to Middle
Persian abréz (“water-pourer”), observing that its
presence in pre-Islamic poetry—such as that of Al-
A'sha and ‘Adi ibn Zayd—proves its integration
into Arabic before the Revelation of the Qur'an
(Jeffery, 2007). Al-Suyuti also cited it as a Persian
loanword in his lists (Suyuti, 1960). Supporters
contend that its morphological adaptation (from ab-
réz to ibrig via consonant substitution) and its
semantic specificity justify its inclusion as a
loanword describing an object unknown to early
Arabs. Opponents like Khashim argue instead that
it derives from the Arabic root b-r-q (“to shine”)
because of the vessel’s glossy surface, suggesting
that Persians later borrowed it from Arabic
(Khashim, 1997). Rashid Jamili likewise
emphasized its association with luxury silverware
used by elite Arabs, asserting that its Arabic
etymology aligns with its aesthetic connotation
(Jamili, 2000). This semantic divergence reveals a
broader methodological divide: proponents
emphasize etymology and historical contact, while
opponents emphasize internal derivation and
cultural pride.

The term Istabraq appears four times (al-Kahf 31;
al-Dukhan 53; al-Rahman 54; al-Insan 21), always
referring to thick brocade garments in Paradise,

Yo

often paired with Sundus (thin silk). Al-Jawaliqi
labeled it a Persian loan from istabr (“thick silk™)
(Jawaliqi, 1998), and Arthur Jeffery linked it to
Middle Persian istabrak, citing its
acknowledgment by nearly all classical Muslim
linguists as a foreign term (Jeffery, 2007). Jalal al-
Din al-Suyuti also listed it among Persian words in
the Quran (Suyuti, 2000). Abulfotouh Razi
described it as “thick brocade,” contrasting it with
the fine texture of Sundus (Abulfotouh Razi,
1987). Supporters argue that such luxurious fabrics
were culturally foreign to pre-Islamic Arabs and
thus their names had to be borrowed, fitting the
semantic field of Paradise descriptions (Balasi,
2001). Opponents, notably Khashim, counter that
istabrag stems from the Arabic root b-r-q (“to
shine™), citing parallels in Egyptian and Berber
words denoting brilliance and heaviness, and
arguing that the initial ist- is an augmentative prefix
often found in Arabic denominal verbs (Khashim,
1997). Rashid Jamili likewise analyzed it as a
sudasi (six-letter) Arabic derivative meaning
“shining thick silk” (Jamili, 2000). This reveals
how the same phonetic evidence is framed
differently: proponents see it as Persian material
culture entering Arabic, while opponents reanalyze
it as an internal Arabic innovation motivated by
semantic logic.

The word Sundus occurs three times, always
alongside Istabraq, referring to fine silk garments
of Paradise. Arthur Jeffery suggested it may be
Iranian in origin, citing its appearance in ancient
Parthian and Sogdianan forms (swnds, sndws)
(Jeffery, 2007), while Raghib al-Isfahani
described it as a thin, luxurious silk brocade
historically famous in Persia (Raghib al-Isfahani,
1991). Al-Jawaligi also identified it as Persian
(Jawaliqi, 1998), and Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti cited
opinions that it was either Persian or Indian
(Suyuti, 1960, 2005). lbn 'Ashur reported a
tradition that Indians gifted sundus fabric to
Alexander the Great, from whom the Romans
borrowed the term before it entered Arabic (Ibn
'Ashur, 1984). In contrast, Al-Zarkashi argued it
was a thin curtain-like fabric of Indian origin
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(Zarkashi, 1956). Azarnoosh highlighted its
widespread reputation as fine silk in early Iranian
culture (Azarnoosh, 2009). Opponents like Al-
Khafaji questioned its foreignness, claiming it was
fully naturalized Arabic, while Khashim linked its
phonetics to Arabic roots for smoothness and
brightness (al-Khafaji, 19977; Khashim, 1997). The
dispute centers on whether its presence in pre-
Islamic poetry indicates Arabic authorship or
simply early borrowing and full assimilation.
Proponents argue that its co-occurrence with
Istabrag—a word widely accepted as foreign—
implies a shared origin, while opponents stress its
early poetic usage as evidence of nativization.

The comparative analysis of the views of
proponents and opponents regarding the words
Ibriq, Istabraq, and Sundus highlights how deeply
the debate intertwines linguistic, historical, and
theological considerations. Proponents frame these
words as cultural imports from Persia and other
regions, absorbed into Arabic through centuries of
contact and subsequently utilized in the Qur'an to
describe exotic objects unfamiliar to pre-Islamic
Arabs. They emphasize that borrowing does not
negate Arabic’s integrity but rather demonstrates
its adaptability and universality. Opponents,
however, perceive admitting foreign words as
undermining the Qur’an’s divine eloquence and the
sufficiency of Arabic as the medium of revelation,
and therefore attempt to explain each contested
term as derived from Arabic roots. The findings
suggest that theological commitments often shape
linguistic judgments: those asserting the Qur’an’s
pre-eternality reject the possibility of borrowing,
while those allowing for its temporal emergence
are more open to lexical influence. Ultimately, the
evidence shows that even if these words were
originally foreign, they had already been
assimilated into Arabic before the revelation,
making them part of the language of the audience
to whom the Qur’an was addressed. This study thus
concludes that the presence of such words—
whether of Persian, Indian, or other origins—does
not detract from the Qur’an’s Arabic character but
rather reflects the historical reality of linguistic

2

exchange in the pre-Islamic and early Islamic
milieu.
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