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Introduction

The presence of non-Arabic loanwords in the Holy Qur’an has long been a subject of scholarly
debate among Muslim exegetes, linguists, and historians of language. While early scholars often
approached this issue with theological caution, later philological studies demonstrated that the
Qur’anic language, though fundamentally Arabic, naturally interacted with neighboring
linguistic traditions due to the historical, cultural, and commercial exchanges of pre-Islamic
Arabia. Within this framework, the present article focuses on the re-examination of a Persian-
origin word occurring in the Qur’an, aiming to clarify its etymology, semantic development, and
exegetical implications.

The article takes as its case study the Qur’anic term «=s34» (huddimat) and its related derivatives
as its case study, examining their occurrence in ancient and early texts in order to determine
whether this term can be attributed to a Persian linguistic background or should be understood
exclusively within the internal morphological and syntactic system of Arabic. By combining
historical linguistics, comparative philology, and classical Qur’anic exegesis, the study seeks to
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reassess earlier assumptions and to provide a more precise understanding of the word’s origin
and function in the Qur’anic context.

Research Background

The issue of foreign vocabulary in the Qur’an has been a topic of scholarly attention throughout
Islamic intellectual history. Classical scholars and later exegetes generally emphasized the
Arabic nature of the Qur’an, while acknowledging that certain words may have entered Arabic
prior to revelation through linguistic contact. Lexicographical works such as al-‘Ain, Tahdhib al-
Lugha, and Lisan al-"Arab documented discussions on rare or unusual lexical items, occasionally
noting parallels with non-Arabic languages without reaching definitive conclusions. Modern
scholarship, particularly within historical and comparative linguistics, has revisited these
discussions using more systematic methodologies. Persian—Arabic linguistic interaction, given
the extensive cultural exchanges before and after Islam, has received growing attention, yet
many Qur’anic terms potentially connected to Persian roots have remained underexplored or
briefly treated.

This article positions itself within this gap by undertaking a focused, text-based study of a single
Qur’anic term rather than offering a general survey of Persian loanwords. Previous
interpretations often relied on later Arabic usage or generalized semantic explanations, whereas
the present study emphasizes early attestations, comparative evidence, and contextual analysis
within the Qur’anic discourse itself. By doing so, it aims to provide a more nuanced
understanding of linguistic interaction and semantic adaptation in the Qur’anic text.

The root H-D-M, in Arabic lexicography, is generally defined as the act of pulling down,
demolishing, or causing a structure to collapse, often contrasted with bina’ (building). Classical
dictionaries, including al-‘Ayn, Jumharat al-Lugha, Maqayis al-Lugha, and Lisan al-"Arab,
describe H-D-M as the destruction of brick or clay buildings, or more broadly, the collapse of
any structure. When the root appears in the intensive form (bab al-taf‘il), as in huddimat, it
conveys emphasis and multiplicity in destruction. The noun hidm (s22) also denotes “worn-out”
or “patched clothing,” reflecting a semantic extension by analogy with decay and collapse.
Comparative linguistic evidence shows that forms related to H-D-M appear in various Semitic
languages, particularly Aramaic, Hebrew and Syriac, often associated with destruction or
transformation. Certain Aramaic constructions in the Book of Daniel exhibit syntactic and
semantic features resembling Old Persian idiomatic patterns for describing punishment after
mutilation, suggesting possible language contact. Research into Iranian languages, especially Old
Persian, highlights parallels in verbal constructions used to describe acts of destruction,
supporting the view that some Qur’anic usages, including huddimat, may reflect non-Arabic
influence.

Through this multi-layered approach—combining Qur’anic textual analysis, classical
lexicography, pre-Islamic poetry, and comparative linguistic evidence—the study integrates
linguistic and exegetical insights to explore the semantic history and possible external influences
on the Qur’anic root H-D-M.

Research Method
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The present article adopts an etymological and historical-comparative approach. It first surveys
Arabic lexicographical and exegetical sources in order to establish the range of meanings
attributed to the root H-D-M and to identify the assumptions underlying traditional
interpretations. It then examines the usage of the root in pre-Islamic Arabic poetry to clarify its
semantic scope in early Arabic. Subsequently, the study compares the Arabic data with cognate
forms in other Semitic languages, particularly Aramaic and Syriac, and analyzes relevant
syntactic and semantic features. In addition, evidence from non-Semitic languages, especially
Old Persian, is taken into account in order to assess the plausibility of borrowing or contact-
induced semantic development. Through this comparative analysis, the study seeks to reconstruct
the historical layers of meaning associated with H-D-M and to evaluate the methodological
validity of deriving the root exclusively from an assumed Semitic binary base.

Result

The findings of this study can be summarized as follows:

First, the approaches adopted by Qur’anic exegetes and translators toward this word have
remained confined to the framework of the Arabic language and have been marked by a form of
semantic oversimplification. Their analyses largely ignore the etymological origin of the term
and, as a consequence, overlook its semantic nuances, ultimately reducing its meaning to the
general notion of “destruction” or “ruin.”

Second, etymological investigation and analysis of the formal and semantic development of the
word indicate that its original source is Persian, most probably Old Persian. Through Aramaic
mediation and within the context of linguistic interactions during the Achaemenid period, the
word entered Semitic languages and subsequently Arabic.

Third, attempts to reconstruct the triliteral root H-D-M on the basis of a hypothetical biliteral
root are methodologically flawed. This error stems from neglecting the loanword nature of the
term and from adopting a mechanical approach to linguistic analysis that fails to account for
historical language contact.

Fourth, in its earliest attestations in Semitic texts—including the Qur’an, pre-Islamic (Jahili)
Arabic poetry, and Judeo-Christian sacred texts—the root H-D-M conveys the meaning of
“structural or physical disintegration and collapse.” This sense is fully consistent with the
nominal meaning of “limb” or “body part” and the verbal meaning of “dismembering” or
“mutilating” attested for the word in its original Persian source and in other Semitic languages.
Accordingly, when applied to clothing, the term denotes being worn out or torn to the point that
the fabric’s threads become visible, and when applied to buildings, it signifies the collapse and
disintegration of walls and pillars, resulting in a heap of rubble.

Finally, the hapax legomenon status of a Qur’anic word such as huddimat may serve as a
possible—though not definitive—indicator of its loanword character, functioning only as a
preliminary sign that requires confirmation through additional formal, semantic, and historical
evidence.
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Etymology, Qur’anic Vocabulary, Semitic Languages, Old Persian, huddimat.
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