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The Origin of Language Between Linguists and Imami Jurisprudential

Scholars
Asst. Prof. Abbas Jasim Nasser
Center for Basra and Arabian Gulf Studies, University of Basra, Basra, Iraq

Abstract

This research addresses the issue of the origin of language by reviewing the main theories
presented in linguistic and philosophical thought, followed by an examination of the position
of Imami jurists in the field of Usul al-Figh (principles of jurisprudence) regarding this matter.
The general theories on the origin of language include: (1) the divine instruction theory, which
holds that God Almighty taught Adam the complete language; (2) the convention and agreement
theory, which posits that language is the product of a human consensus to assign words to
meanings; (3) the imitation theory, which suggests that humans imitated natural sounds to
express objects, drawing on behavioral observations of children and primitive societies; and (4)
the innate instinct theory, which assumes that humans possess a natural predisposition for
expression, though it does not explain how the word—meaning relationship originated, thus re-
posing the problem in a new form.

As for Imami Usul scholars, they rejected the idea of an inherent relationship between word
and meaning, affirming instead that the relationship is conventional, created by a legislator.
They split into two approaches: the first views causality as real, while the second sees causality
as established by the act of convention. From the latter, three theories emerged: (a) the theory
of consideration, which regards convention as a mere mental acknowledgment of the
association between word and meaning; (b) the theory of commitment, which views convention
as a speaker’s pledge to use a certain word to convey a specific meaning; and (c) the theory of
strong association, which argues that convention is realized through a firm mental correlation
between word and meaning, either by repetition or through strong contextual clues, creating a
natural cognitive perception of meaning for the listener. This last theory is considered the most
prominent and psychologically and epistemologically coherent.
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