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Abstract:

This study examines the theory of Sarfa, its origins, key proponents, and the
refutation of their arguments. The theory rests on three main premises: first,
acknowledging the eloquence and rhetoric of the Qur’an, yet without
admitting that it reaches the level of perfection and inimitability; second,
assuming that opposing the Qur’an and producing its like was within the reach
of the eloquent Arabs; and third, claiming that the source of inimitability lies
not in the Qur’an itself, but in God’s act of diverting the Arabs from opposing
it, despite their ability to do so—making the divine prevention the secret of its
miraculous nature.

This theory, first articulated by Ibrahim ibn Sayyar al-Nazzam, served as the
spark that drove scholars, exegetes, and theologians to delve deeply into the
study of Qur’anic inimitability. It posed an intellectual challenge that
stimulated rigorous and objective inquiry into the essence and dimensions of
i‘jaz. Consequently, most subsequent works on the inimitability of the Qur’an

were, in one way or another, a response to this theory: starting with refuting
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its claims, then affirming that the Qur’an is intrinsically miraculous, and further
highlighting its unique rhetorical, stylistic, and spiritual dimensions.
However, the notion of Sarfa leads to an untenable conclusion—namely, that
the Arabs’ faculty of eloquence was suspended or weakened after the
challenge, which contradicts both historical evidence and linguistic reality. The
Arabs continued to compose powerful poetry and deliver moving sermons with
the same mastery they possessed before and after the Qur’an’s revelation.
Their eloquent poems, persuasive speeches, refined expressions, and profound
meanings showed no sign of decline. It shows that their inability to rival the
Qur’an stems from its own uniqueness and supreme eloquence, not from any
external barrier.
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