Received: 17 August 2025
Received in revised form: 25 October 2025

Accepted: 12 November 2025

Language Related Research
E-ISSN: 2383-0816
https://Irr.modares.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.48311/LRR/Irr.2025.89369.0

Tarbiat Modares
University

The Arabic Language from a Semantic Perspective
An Inquiry into Essentialism and Nominalism in
Words and Structures

Hamid Reza Mirhaji **

Abstract

The question of stability and change is not confined to the realm of natural phenomena; it
has also been a central concern in the study of language. Since the earliest period of
Qur’anic revelation, Muslims have maintained a profound engagement with language,
making this issue a significant topic of scholarly inquiry. The question of whether
linguistic meaning possesses stable semantic cores or is inherently fluid has been
examined from two principal perspectives: ontology and pragmatics.In discussions
concerning the ontology of language and its theoretical foundations, many early Muslim
scholars advocated the existence of stable and enduring semantic centers, although
alternative views were also expressed. By contrast, in the study of signification and the
interpretation of words and linguistic structures, numerous approaches have emphasized
semantic change, contextual variation, and the instability of signified meanings.Each of
these perspectives carries important theoretical and practical implications, and neglecting
either may lead to particular interpretive and cultural consequences. The structural
characteristics of the Arabic language suggest that it accommodates a plurality of
meaning while simultaneously preserving relatively stable semantic cores. Such a
linguistic configuration supports both semantic flexibility and interpretive continuity.A
balanced engagement with these two perspectives may help avoid the limitations
associated with exclusive reliance on either semantic essentialism or unrestricted
interpretive relativism. In this way, a more comprehensive understanding of linguistic
meaning and textual interpretation can be achieved.
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1. Introduction

One of the most fundamental differences among analytical-semantic
approaches to text lies in the issue of whether one believes in the existence of
hard semantic cores or rejects them. In the “essentialist” approach to text, the
existence of such cores is accepted, whereas the opposing view is the
“nominalist” approach, which holds that phenomena—from words to the
structure of a sentence—Ilack a rigid system or unchangeable framework.

Until the eighteenth century, Aristotle’s essentialist outlook on the
phenomena of the world was accepted by scholars and philosophers. Aristotle
ascribed essences to natural objects such as water, human beings, pigeons, and
so forth (but not to artificial things such as tables and chairs). John Locke
(1632-1704), in the seventeenth century, maintained that from the standpoint of
“names” we can be essentialists, but in reality, we cannot (Azizi, 2018, pp. 122—
123). Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951), however, did not believe in a true
essence; instead of affirming the existence of something fixed and common, he
proposed what he called “family resemblance” (Dabbagh, 2014, pp. 39-42).

In contrast to these thinkers, the “Sophists” in ancient Greece viewed the
existence of objective truths and the possession of essences by things with
skepticism. They held the belief that man is the measure of all things
(Copleston, 2006, vol. 1, pp. 107-109).

2. Literature Review

How is the relationship between words—especially sentence structures—in
the Arabic language and their signifieds connected to the question of hard
semantic cores in the domain of meaning?

Two subsidiary questions:

1. To which of the two approaches is the nature of the Arabic language,
and the perspective of its grammarians, closer?

2. How do the implications and requirements of stability-centered and
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change-centered views manifest themselves in the elements of language?
Hypotheses:

1. With respect to words, one may reach a near-certainty that they possess
strong bonds with their roots. However, regarding structures, since multiple
analyses of a single sentence are possible, the hypothesis of flexibility in
sentence structure must be taken seriously.

2. The majority of grammarians adopt a stability-oriented approach;
however, the presence of certain dissenting opinions indicates that
transformational perspectives are also found within the body of Arabic
grammar.

3. The absence of a central core among words and functions leads to
chaos and the impossibility of dialogue. Without a moderate approach, the
possibility of attaining common ground in textual and communicative contexts
becomes unattainable.

3. Methodology

When the issues of essentialism and nominalism are raised within the realm
of language, they can be pursued under two main headings: the first concerns
ontological matters, and the second concerns epistemological matters.

Ontology and Semantics of Language

In the field of the ontology of language, among Muslim linguists there
were groups such as Ibn Faris (329-395 AH / 940-1004 CE), the philosophers
of the Ikhwan al-Safa’, the mystics and Sufis, and the Ash‘arites, who
attributed the origin of language to God. A second group, which includes the
majority of linguists—such as ‘Abd al-Qazhir (400-471 AH / 1009-1078 CE)
and, according to some of his statements, Ibn Jinni (321-392 AH / 933-1002
CE)—believed that language is conventional, and that human beings play a
role in its creation, alteration, and transformation. In the field of semantics of
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language, it must also be noted that words were not established to denote
external objects, but rather to express the mental concepts of language users.

Signs of Flexibility in Language

Numerous instances can be identified which demonstrate that the potential
for flexibility, dynamism, and secondary readings within the Arabic linguistic
system is greater than that of rigidity, stagnation, and inflexibility. These
instances may be summarized as follows:

1. Figurative Usage (Majaz)

In the syntagmatic system of the sentence, it is sometimes possible—
depending on the context—to take a verb with an explicit and clear meaning
as conveying the meaning of another verb (al-Radi, n.d., p. 207).

2. Signification (Dalala)

Among the types of signification—namely denotative (mutabaqi),
connotative (tadammuni), and implicative (iltizami)—the latter two are related
to the issue of multiplicity of meaning (Muzaffar, 2021/1442 AH, p. 37). The
secondary meanings in implicative signification (dalalat al-iltizam) give rise to
the multiplicity of a sentence’s significations.

3. Probable vs. Definite Meaning

The word ghayr (“not/other than) in Qur’an 50:31 can assume three
different syntactic functions (not simultaneously, but in different times and
contexts): as a cognate object (maf il mutlaq), as an adverbial (maf al fih), or
as a circumstantial accusative (hal) (Ibn Hisham, vol. 2, p. 729). Each of these
three functions conveys a different—though not contradictory—meaning. Of
course, there are also structures that allow for only a single interpretation.

4. Literal and Inner Meaning

The structure of the Arabic language is such that the subject of meaning
holds an elevated status within it. Imam al-Sadiq (peace be upon him) is
reported to have said: “I speak a single word that may bear seventy different



503

The Arabic Language froma ... Hamid Reza Mirhaji

interpretations; you may choose whichever of them you wish” (Shaykh al-
Mufid, 1413 AH, p. 288). Many sentences possess an outward expression,
behind which lies a whole world of meaning.

5. Context (Siyaq)

In Qur’an 20:64 and Qur’an 91:9, the word aflaha (“succeeded/prospered”)
appears once on the tongue of Pharaoh and once from God Himself.

But does the word aflaha convey the same meaning in both cases?
Consequences of Essentialism and Nominalism

The effects of essentialism and nominalism must be sought both in the
realm of thought and intellectual reflection and in the sphere of practice and
application. The essentialist seeks to uncover the essence and reality of
phenomena, and from his perspective this essence and reality do not change
over time. The stronger the relationship between word and reality in the
essentialist view, the weaker and less stable it appears in nominalist
approaches. In this type of engagement with the text, the connection between
the word and the perceiving mind becomes prominent and powerful (Ahmadi,
1999/1378 SH, pp. 461-468).

In the Muslim linguistic tradition, nominalist engagements with the text are
often observed in mystical and Sufi approaches (Zarrabiha, 2005/1384 SH, pp.
41-44) as well as in esoteric tendencies (Farzi, 2022/1401 AH, p. 351). On the
other hand, essentialist orientations are present among literalists, Salafis, the
people of hadith, and the Akhbaris (Muhammadi Muzaffar, 2020/1442 AH,
pp. 55-96).

Final Remark

It should also be noted that there are currents in this field which adopt a
moderate stance: while accepting common, universal, and immutable

principles, they nevertheless acknowledge the transformation and change of
the outward forms of expressions and their meanings.
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Among Western theories, Wittgenstein’s “use theory” of meaning may be
regarded as a moderate approach in this regard.

4. Conclusion

One of the most important distinguishing features of semantic approaches is
the issue of whether one adopts a stability-centered or a change-oriented
view of linguistic elements. Essentialists seek a priori concepts and
meanings, whereas for nominalists nothing remains fixed. Stability and
change are thus the two key terms of these approaches. Within linguistic
elements, this issue manifests itself in two domains: “ontology” and
“pragmatics”. Among linguists, both approaches have their adherents. In the
Muslim linguistic tradition, the dominant perspective has been that of the
essentialists, though major figures such as ‘Abd al-Qahir can also be found,
who appears aligned with the conventionalists in the field of language
ontology. In the second domain, however, since the so-called Age of
Enlightenment in Western thought, the dominant trend has been nominalism.

Among Muslims, currents from both sides can be identified. Mystics,
Sufis, esotericists, and allegorical interpreters may—albeit loosely—be
considered part of the nominalist current, while literalists, Salafis, the
people of hadith, the Akhbaris, and ritualists (as opposed to purposivists)
belong to the essentialist current.

The Arabic language, given its manifestations in words and structures,
shows a greater inclination toward change and adaptation to
transformations. Insistence on a single meaning and a single interpretation
does not correspond to the spirit of this language.

The reflection of these two perspectives on the text can be observed in the
emergence of Salafi, Takfiri, and literalist movements, as well as esoteric,
mystical, and Sufi currents, and ultimately in the moderates, who have
pursued the middle way between both extremes.
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