[JSSIR,Vol.15,No.07, July 2026

Arabic-Bengali Linguistic Relations in Post-1947 India: A Historical and
Sociolinguistic Study

Dr. Joynul Hoque
Asstt. Prof
Deptt. Of Arabic, Patharkandi College

Abstract
The relationship between Arabic and Bengali is rooted in centuries of cultural, religious, and
intellectual interaction. Although Arabic has never functioned as a native spoken language in Bengal,
it has significantly enriched Bengali through the introduction of loanwords, religious terminology,
literary expressions, and educational traditions. Following the independence of India in 1947, Arabic
continued to influence Bengali, particularly through Islamic educational institutions, universities,
translation activities, religious organizations, and increasing global connections with the Arab
world. The migration of Indian workers to Gulf countries, the expansion of Arabic language
education in higher educational institutions, and the growing availability of Arabic religious and
literary texts in Bengali translation have further strengthened this linguistic relationship.
This paper explores the historical development and sociolinguistic dimensions of Arabic—Bengali
linguistic relations in post-1947 India. It examines the major domains of Arabic influence, including
vocabulary, education, religion, literature, media, and cultural communication. The study also
discusses the challenges facing Arabic language studies in contemporary India and highlights
opportunities for strengthening Arabic—Bengali linguistic and cultural cooperation. By analysing
historical evidence and contemporary developments, the paper demonstrates that Arabic continues
to play an important role in enriching the Bengali language and shaping the linguistic identity of
many Bengali-speaking communities.
Keywords: Arabic Language, Bengali Language, Language Contact, Loanwords,
Sociolinguistics, Post-1947 India, Translation Studies, Arabic Education.

1. Introduction

Language contact has always been one of the most significant factors in the evolution of human
languages. Whenever communities interact through trade, religion, education, migration, or cultural
exchange, their languages influence one another. Bengali, one of the world's major languages, has
developed through continuous interaction with several languages, including Sanskrit, Pali, Persian,
Arabic, Portuguese, and English. Among these, Arabic occupies a unique position because its
influence has been closely associated with the spread of Islam, religious scholarship, and intellectual
traditions across the Indian subcontinent.

The interaction between Arabic and Bengali began long before India's independence through Arab
merchants, Sufi saints, Islamic scholars, and educational institutions. However, the period after 1947
introduced new social, political, and educational circumstances that reshaped this relationship. The
continuation of traditional madrasas, the establishment and expansion of Arabic departments in
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universities and colleges, and the increasing publication of Arabic texts translated into Bengali
contributed to maintaining the relevance of Arabic in independent India.

The influence of Arabic is most visible in Bengali religious vocabulary, personal names, greetings,
moral concepts, and expressions used in everyday communication, especially among Bengali-
speaking Muslims. Words such as iman (faith), dua (supplication), zakat (obligatory charity), halal
(lawful), and haram (unlawful) have become familiar components of Bengali speech and writing. In
addition, Arabic expressions frequently appear in Bengali newspapers, Islamic literature, sermons,
and digital media.

Globalization has further strengthened Arabic—Bengali linguistic interaction. The migration of
thousands of Bengali-speaking workers to Gulf countries has increased exposure to spoken Arabic
and encouraged the use of Arabic vocabulary in daily life. Modern communication technologies,
online Islamic education, and digital translation platforms have also expanded access to Arabic
learning among Bengali speakers.

Against this background, the present study investigates the historical continuity and contemporary
significance of Arabic-Bengali linguistic relations in post-1947 India. It seeks to identify the major
channels through which Arabic has influenced Bengali and to examine the sociolinguistic importance
of this interaction in modern Indian society. The findings are expected to contribute to the fields of
contact linguistics, translation studies, Arabic language education, and South Asian language studies.
2. Historical Background

The relationship between the Arabic and Bengali languages has evolved over several centuries
through religious, commercial, educational, and cultural interactions. Although Arabic was never a
vernacular language in Bengal, its influence became deeply rooted because of the arrival of Arab
traders, the spread of Islam, and the establishment of Islamic educational institutions. Understanding
this historical background is essential for analysing the nature of Arabic—Bengali linguistic relations
in post-1947 India.

Historical evidence suggests that Arab merchants visited the coastal regions of Bengal as early as the
eighth century CE. Their primary objective was trade, particularly in spices, textiles, and other
valuable commodities. Along with commercial activities, these merchants introduced elements of
Arab culture and the Arabic language. While their linguistic influence during this period remained
limited, these early contacts laid the foundation for future cultural and religious exchanges.

A more significant phase of Arabic influence began with the spread of Islam in Bengal between the
thirteenth and sixteenth centuries. Sufi saints, Islamic scholars, and missionaries played a crucial role
in introducing Islamic teachings to the local population. Since the Qur'an and other primary Islamic
texts are written in Arabic, learning the language became an important part of religious education.
Although Bengali remained the language of everyday communication, Arabic gained prestige as the
language of religion, scholarship, and intellectual life. As a result, many Arabic religious terms
gradually entered Bengali vocabulary and became widely accepted among Bengali-speaking
Muslims.
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During the Sultanate and Mughal periods, Persian served as the official language of administration,
while Arabic remained the principal language of Islamic theology, jurisprudence, and higher religious
learning. This multilingual environment encouraged the incorporation of numerous Arabic words into
Bengali, either directly or through Persian. Many of these words eventually became an integral part
of everyday Bengali and continue to be used irrespective of educational background.

Following the independence of India in 1947, the socio-political environment changed considerably.
Despite these changes, Arabic retained its importance within Muslim educational and religious
institutions. Madrasas continued to teach Arabic as a core subject, while several universities and
colleges established or expanded departments of Arabic language and literature. These institutions
not only preserved classical Arabic learning but also encouraged research, translation, and
comparative linguistic studies involving Arabic and Bengali.

The latter half of the twentieth century witnessed increasing publication of Bengali translations of the
Qur'an, Hadith, and classical Arabic literature. These translations made Arabic knowledge more
accessible to Bengali readers and enriched Bengali vocabulary with additional Arabic expressions
and concepts. Religious magazines, newspapers, and publishing houses also contributed to
familiarising Bengali speakers with Arabic terminology.

In recent decades, globalization has added a new dimension to Arabic—Bengali linguistic relations.
Employment opportunities in Gulf countries have encouraged many Bengali-speaking Indians to
acquire practical knowledge of Arabic. Digital media, satellite television, online learning platforms,
and social networking sites have further increased exposure to Arabic language and culture.
Consequently, the interaction between Arabic and Bengali has expanded beyond traditional religious
settings into education, communication, and everyday social life.

Thus, the historical development of Arabic-Bengali linguistic relations reflects a continuous process
of cultural adaptation and linguistic exchange. While the origins of this relationship lie in medieval
history, its relevance has been sustained and transformed in post-1947 India through educational
institutions, translation activities, migration, and global communication. This historical continuity
provides the foundation for understanding the contemporary influence of Arabic on the Bengali
language.

3. Arabic Influence on the Bengali Language in Post-1947 India

Since India's independence in 1947, Arabic has continued to influence the Bengali language through
education, religion, literature, media, and globalization. Although the number of native Arabic
speakers in India is very small, Arabic remains an important language because of its religious
significance and its role in international communication. The influence of Arabic on Bengali is most
visible in vocabulary, expressions, naming practices, and translation activities.

One of the most significant areas of influence is religious vocabulary. Bengali-speaking Muslims
regularly use numerous Arabic words in both spoken and written communication. Terms such as
Allah (God), Iman (faith), Islam, Salah (prayer), Sawm (fasting), Zakat (obligatory charity), Hajj
(Pilgrimage), Dua (supplication), Halal (lawful), Haram (unlawful), Akhirah (the Hereafter), and
Rahmah (mercy) have become an inseparable part of Bengali religious discourse. These words are
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often retained in their original Arabic form because they carry specific theological meanings that
cannot always be translated accurately into Bengali.

Avrabic has also contributed significantly to Bengali literature and translation. Since 1947, numerous
Bengali translations of the Qur'an, Hadith, biographies of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon
him), and classical Arabic literary works have been published in India. These translations have made
Arabic knowledge accessible to a wider Bengali readership and have introduced many Arabic
expressions into modern Bengali writing. Contemporary translators often preserve key Arabic terms
while providing explanations in Bengali, thereby enriching the language without losing the original
meaning.

Another important source of influence is Arabic language education. Traditional madrasas continue
to teach Arabic grammar, literature, and Islamic sciences, while universities and colleges across
India—including institutions in West Bengal and Assam—offer undergraduate, postgraduate, and
doctoral programmes in Arabic. Students studying Arabic frequently use Arabic terminology in their
academic writing and everyday communication, strengthening the connection between the two
languages.

The expansion of digital media and communication technologies has further increased Arabic—
Bengali linguistic interaction. Bengali speakers now access Arabic lectures, online courses, digital
dictionaries, and Islamic educational content through websites, mobile applications, and social media
platforms. As a result, many Arabic words and expressions have become familiar even to people who
have not received formal Arabic education.

Global labour migration has also played a significant role. Thousands of Bengali-speaking workers
from different parts of India, especially West Bengal and Assam, migrate to Gulf countries for
employment. Their interaction with Arabic-speaking societies often leads to the adoption of practical
Arabic vocabulary related to daily life, work, commerce, and social communication. On returning
home, many of these expressions become part of everyday conversations within their families and
communities.

From a sociolinguistic perspective, the use of Arabic words in Bengali often reflects religious identity,
cultural heritage, and community affiliation. Greetings such as As-salamu ‘Alaikum, responses like
Wa ‘Alaikumus Salam, and expressions including In-sha' Allah, Alhamdulillah, Subhanallah, and
Ma-sha' Allah are commonly used in Bengali-speaking Muslim communities. These expressions not
only convey religious values but also strengthen social bonds and cultural identity.

Despite the growing influence of English and other global languages, Arabic continues to occupy a
respected position in the linguistic landscape of Bengali-speaking Muslims. Its contribution extends
beyond vocabulary to the preservation of religious knowledge, ethical concepts, literary traditions,
and intercultural communication. Therefore, the relationship between Arabic and Bengali in post-
1947 India represents an ongoing process of linguistic enrichment and cultural interaction rather than
a static historical legacy.

4. Sociolinguistic Analysis

From a sociolinguistic perspective, the relationship between Arabic and Bengali extends beyond
vocabulary and reflects issues of religion, identity, education, and culture. For many Bengali-
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speaking Muslims in India, Arabic is regarded as the language of the Qur'an and Islamic scholarship.
Consequently, the use of Arabic expressions in daily communication serves not only a linguistic
function but also expresses religious identity and cultural affiliation. Greetings, prayers, and religious
phrases are frequently used alongside Bengali, creating a form of bilingual linguistic practice.
Educational institutions have played a significant role in sustaining this relationship. Traditional
madrasas preserve classical Arabic learning, while universities and colleges promote the academic
study of Arabic language, literature, translation, and linguistics. These institutions have produced
teachers, translators, researchers, and scholars who contribute to strengthening Arabic-Bengali
linguistic relations through teaching, research, and publications.

5. Challenges

Despite its historical importance, Arabic language education in post-independence India faces several
challenges. First, there is limited interdisciplinary research on Arabic—Bengali language contact,
especially from linguistic and sociolinguistic perspectives. Second, English has become the dominant
language in higher education and professional communication, reducing students’ motivation to
pursue advanced Arabic studies. Third, there is a shortage of modern Arabic-Bengali dictionaries,
digital corpora, and language-learning resources. Finally, collaboration between Arabic departments
and Bengali language scholars remains limited, restricting comparative linguistic research.

6. Future Prospects

The future of Arabic—Bengali linguistic relations remains promising. Universities and research
institutions should encourage collaborative research in contact linguistics, translation studies, and
comparative literature. More high-quality Arabic works should be translated into Bengali, while
important Bengali literary works may also be translated into Arabic to promote cultural exchange.
Digital technology provides new opportunities for strengthening Arabic language learning. Online
courses, digital dictionaries, artificial intelligence-based translation tools, and multilingual
educational platforms can make Arabic more accessible to Bengali learners. Government institutions,
universities, and cultural organizations should also organize seminars, workshops, and exchange
programmes to promote Arabic studies in India.

7. Conclusion

The relationship between Arabic and Bengali represents a long-standing tradition of linguistic and
cultural interaction that has continued to evolve in post-1947 India. Through religion, education,
translation, literature, migration, and digital communication, Arabic has continued to enrich Bengali
vocabulary and cultural expression. Although challenges remain, the growing importance of
international communication, technological advancement, and academic collaboration offers new
opportunities for strengthening Arabic—Bengali linguistic relations.

The study concludes that Arabic should not be viewed merely as a religious language but also as an
important source of linguistic enrichment, cultural dialogue, and academic research. Promoting
Arabic-Bengali studies will contribute not only to language development but also to greater
intercultural understanding and intellectual cooperation in contemporary India.
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