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Abstract

Given the antiquity of the term mahr, the present study seeks
to answer this key question: What semantic components did
the word mahr possess in the pre-Islamic Arabian culture that
led the Qur'an to avoid using it and instead employ four new
terms to refer to the concept of bridal payment (dower)? To
address this question, the study draws on the discipline of
historical semantics in order to clarify the various semantic
components of the term mahr and to enhance understanding
of its lexical shift over time. Historical semantics is a method
that examines the semantic changes of a word throughout
history. It is first necessary to identify the earliest roots of the
word through a comparative study with cognate languages,
and then to trace its semantic developments step by step
across different historical stages. Through adopting a
historical semantic approach, it becomes possible to discern
what semantic components the word carried within the
cultural context of pre-Islamic Arabia. In this article, the
history of the root “m-h-r” in the Arabic language is
analyzed, and using the tools of historical semantics, its
genealogy and historical roots are identified and studied.
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The present study investigates the historical
semantics of the term mahr in the Qur'an, aiming to
uncover why the scripture deliberately avoided
employing this historically entrenched term and
instead introduced four alternative expressions—
sadaq, nihla, farida, and ajr—to convey the notion
of bridal payment. Rooted in the methodology of
historical semantics, this research traces the
semantic trajectory of the triliteral root m-h-r from
its earliest Afro-Asiatic and Proto-Semitic
formations to its later Arabic usage, arguing that
language is an embodiment of cultural cognition
and that lexical shifts mirror paradigm shifts in
socio-cultural worldviews (Bussmann, 2006;
Pakatchi, 2008; Sadeghi, 2010). The analysis
begins by identifying cognates of m-h-r in sister
Semitic languages, showing its initial denotation of
livestock—a key form of wealth in nomadic
cultures—before its semantic expansion into
wealth (mal) and eventual specification as a
“purchase price” for acquiring a wife. These
findings support the hypothesis that the Qur'an's
lexical innovation aimed to disrupt pre-Islamic
transactional conceptions of marriage and reframe
it in ethical, spiritual, and contractual terms. The
semantic study relies on classical lexicons,
Quranic  exegesis, Arabic philology, and
comparative Semitic linguistics, building a
genealogical map of meaning change that
underscores how religious texts may deliberately
reshape semantic fields to align with transformative
theological values.

Tracing the proto-roots of m-h-r, the study locates
its binomial precursor mar in the Afro-Asiatic
language family, where it denoted domesticated
quadrupeds such as cattle, calves, sheep, and goats
(Black, 2000; Firouzabadi, 2005; Stolbova,
1995). This meaning persisted across Semitic
branches: miru/muru in Akkad meaning “bull” or
“calf,” emar in Hebrew and imr in Ugaritic
meaning “lamb,” and mr in Phoenician, Aramaic,
and Palmyrene denoting “sheep” or “lamb.” Even
in early Arabic, im-mar signified a “young lamb,”
and the verb amir meant “his flocks increased,”
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while medieval lexicographers noted mahr also
referred to the firstborn of horses and donkeys (Ibn
Manzur, 1993). This widespread attestation
confirms that mahr was semantically rooted in the
pastoral economy of early Semitic societies, where
livestock functioned as the archetypal form of
wealth. This explains why ancient Arabs,
predominantly nomadic and dependent on animal
husbandry for survival, equated wealth with herds
and assessed personal affluence by the number of
animals owned (Barru, 1996; Dalou, 19809;
Wolfenson, 1929). Thus, the transition from
“livestock™ to “wealth” is semantically justified as
a metonymic shift from the most salient form of
property to the generalized concept of possessions,
a process corroborated by parallel cases in other
nomadic cultures such as the term tavar in Turkic
languages which denotes both “herds” and

“property” (Anvari, 2003; Clauson, 1972).

Subsequently, mahr underwent a semantic transfer
from “wealth” to “purchase price,” reflecting
evolving economic practices. Early Arabic sources
define mal as anything that can be owned, desired,
and exchanged, extending from animals to gold,
silver, and other commodities (Fayoumi; Ibn
Manzur, 1993; Raghib Isfahani, 1991; Tabibian,
1988). Legal and juristic discourses further
specified that mal requires utility and exclusivity to
constitute property (Ansari, 1990; Khoei;
Khomeini, 2006; Shahidi, 2019). As trade
developed from barter systems to monetary
exchange, the conceptual link between livestock
and wealth was recast into a notion of monetary
price, as seen in cognates like maru (“to buy”) in
Akkadian, mohar/mahar (“purchase price”) in
Hebrew, and mahar (“to buy/exchange”) in
Aramaic (Jastrow, 1903). Even in Sabaean, hmhr
denoted “setting a time to pay an amount,” while
early Arabic phrases like “hadha mahr dhalik”
(“this 1s the price of that”) confirm its use as a term
of barter (Biella, 1982; Ma'louf, 2004). This
semantic evidence shows how the m-h-r root
evolved from denoting tangible herds to abstract
exchange value, mirroring the economic shift from
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pastoral subsistence to mercantile transactions in
pre-Islamic Arabia. This transformation set the
stage for its final semantic narrowing: from general
price to the specific price for acquiring a bride.

The fourth stage in this semantic trajectory
involved the restriction of mahr’s meaning from
“price” to “bride price,” embedding the idea of
marriage as a commercial transaction within
Semitic legal traditions. In Hebrew, mohar denotes
the “purchase-price of a wife”” and appears thrice in
the Old Testament, where the bride’s father
determines and receives the payment (Lévi-
Strauss, 1969; Post, 1981). Similarly, in Aramaic,
variants like mohar/mohara/muhara signify both
“exchange” and “the amount paid to acquire a
wife,” while in Syriac, rahm denotes the act of
giving a dowry (Brun, 1895). In Soqotri (South
Semitic), mhor still means dowry, and in Arabic,
classical lexicons record mahr as “the amount a
man pays as a bridewealth,” with verbal forms like
mahara al-mar’ata (“he gave the woman a dowry”)
(Farahidi, 1988). This shows that by the time of
pre-Islamic Arabia, mahr explicitly denoted the
price paid to the bride’s father, treating women as
property to be purchased. Ethnographic parallels
further support this interpretation, noting that many
ancient societies—from Greece and Tanzania to
Burma, Siberia, North America, Indonesia, and
Turkmenistan—measured dowries in livestock
such as cows, buffalo, deer, horses, or pigs (Bolouk
Bashi, 2006). In pre-Islamic Arabia specifically,
historical sources describe how dowries were
commonly paid in camels, goats, and sheep, with
camels being the most prized; they were called
nafija (“enrichers”) or siyaq (“those sent to the
bride’s father”) and these terms became metonyms
for dowry itself (Ibn Durayd, 1987; Ibn Manzur,
1993). This underscores that mahr encoded a
transactional and patriarchal logic where the
bride’s value was monetized and transferred as
property from her father to her husband.

Against this deep-rooted cultural backdrop, the
Qur'an deliberately eschewed the term mahr and
instead employed new terminology—sadagq, nihla,
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farida, and ajr—each carrying distinct ethical and
theological connotations. Sadaq, from the root s-d-
g meaning truthfulness, implies that the bridal
payment is a sincere token of commitment rather
than a price (Raghib Isfahani, 1991; Zamakhshari,
1986). Nihla connotes a voluntary gift given
gladly, highlighting the element of generosity,
while farida frames it as a legal obligation and ajr
portrays it as a rightful wage due to the wife for the
marital contract (Makarim Shirazi, 2001;
Meshkini, 2013; Qara'ati, 2004). By selecting
these terms, the Qur'an reframed marriage as a
covenant grounded in consent, goodwill, and
justice, rejecting the commodification of women
implicit in the term mahr. Linguistically, this
represents a purposeful semantic shift—a lexical
act of cultural reform aimed at dismantling the pre-
Islamic notion of women as purchasable property.
While philological evidence confirms mahr was
widely used in pre-Islamic poetry to mean bride
price (Ibn Faris, 1979), the Qur'an’s avoidance of
it reflects its broader ethical agenda to transform
societal structures. Yet, later Muslim exegetes and
jurists, having lost awareness of this semantic
rupture, gradually normalized mahr as the generic
term for dowry, erasing its original transactional
undertones as Islamic law evolved over centuries
(Sadeghi, 2010; Shams al-Din, 2002).

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the term
mahr underwent a five-stage semantic evolution:
from livestock to wealth, from wealth to price, from
price to bride price, and finally from bride price to
a neutralized legal term for dowry in post-Islamic
Arabic. Initially embodying the commaodification
of women as purchasable property, mahr reflected
the patriarchal, transactional worldview of pre-
Islamic Semitic societies. The Qur'an’s deliberate
lexical  innovation—eschewing  mahr  and
introducing morally recontextualized
alternatives—signaled a paradigm shift, rejecting
the logic of purchase and asserting a new ethic of
dignity, reciprocity, and spiritual equality within
marriage. This finding underscores how sacred
texts can deploy semantic engineering to catalyze
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cultural transformation, reshaping deeply ingrained
social constructs through strategic lexical reform.
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