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Abstract:

Semantic metamorphosis, a significant branch of diachronic semantics, explores the evolution of meaning
in linguistic units—a phenomenon often overlooked by speakers of a language community despite extensive
semantic shifts revealed through diachronic investigations, particularly in loanwords integrated into Persian
that acquire a new identity. This study examines the semantic evolution of the word *ra‘na* (L=)) in texts
from the 4th century onward to trace its semantic trajectory.

Utilizing a descriptive-analytical approach and library resources, this research demonstrates that after
entering the Persian language, *ra'na* underwent semantic broadening and elevation, shedding its original
pejorative meanings such as "foolish™ and "gullible." Over centuries of use within the geographical expanse
of ancient Iran, the term acquired positive connotations, evolving to signify "beautiful,” "tall,” "well-
featured," and "a captivating beloved." The common thread across its compound usages is the concept of
beauty.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Semantic transformation is a significant topic in linguistics, often overlooked in
initial encounters with texts and speech. Native speakers of a language rarely
notice structural and semantic metamorphoses due to habitual usage, even as
native and loanwords undergo semantic evolution. Persian is no exception to this
rule. Driven by principles of linguistic economy and ease of communication—
shaped by political and social changes—Ilanguages experience semantic and
structural shifts. Transformations in linguistic units are so pervasive that no
element remains untouched. These changes can be studied at the levels of
sentences, phrases, and words. However, identifying where and how such
transformations occur—whether semantic or structural—requires systematic
analysis. As Saffavi (2012: 485) notes, reductions or omissions in discourse
chains must not disrupt comprehension, underscoring the need for
methodological rigor .

Investigating semantic evolution demands theoretical foundations from
semantics and linguistics. Semantics, defined as the "scientific study of meaning"
(Saffavi,2007: 14), provides essential tools for this purpose. This field is divided
into *diachronic semantics* (studying meaning across time) and *synchronic
semantics* (analyzing meaning at a specific period). This paper adopts a
diachronic approach to trace the semantic shifts of the word *ra‘na* in historical
Persian texts, examining its meanings from earlier centuries to the present .

Methods

This analytical-descriptive study employs diachronic semantics to explore the
semantic evolution of *ra'na*. By analyzing its usage in Persian texts from the
4th century onward, the research investigates whether the word’s historical
meanings align with its contemporary usage or reflect semantic discontinuity.
First, meanings are traced through Arabic and Persian lexicons, followed by an
analysis of textual evidence to map its semantic trajectory.

Before examining the evolved meaning of the word (Rana) in the Persian
language, it seems necessary to study semantic change and its types from the
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perspective of semanticists. Subsequently, based on the criteria outlined in this
theory, textual evidence can be analyzed.

Similar to other branches of linguistics, the field of semantics studies meaning
both diachronically and synchronically. In explaining historical semantics,
various theories have been proposed. For instance, Raheleh Gandemgar describes
this term as follows:

"Historical semantics (diachronic) is a branch of historical linguistics that studies
changes in meaning over time and is also referred to as historical-philological
semantics™ (Gandemgar, 2020: 283). Diachronic semantics itself is divided into
subcategories such as semantic specialization, semantic generalization, semantic
pejoration, and semantic amelioration.

In historical semantics, semantic specialization is considered one of the processes
of semantic change over time. In such cases, a term loses part of its meaning as
it moves from time period A to period B, and in time period B, it only denotes
part of its original meaning. For example, the Persian word (daavar), which
previously meant "judge,” has gradually seen its scope of usage restricted and
now refers to a person who officiates a game or competition. The process of
semantic specialization can be seen as the opposite of semantic generalization
(Safavi, 2005: 30).

Semantic generalization is another process of semantic change in historical
semantics. It is possible for a term to expand in meaning as it moves from time
period A to period B, denoting not only its past concept but also a new one. For
instance, the word (separ), which historically referred to a defensive weapon used
in battle, is now also used to mean a part of a vehicle, such as a car or motorcycle
fender (Ibid.: 39).

Semantic amelioration is also among the types of semantic change processes that
occur over time. In this process, a word undergoes a change in meaning as it
moves from time period A to period B, acquiring a positive emotional
connotation or becoming more positive than before. For example, the word
(shokuh) centuries ago meant "fear and dread,” but today it is used to mean
"grandeur, majesty, and magnificence” (Gandemgar2020: 110). Another
example is the word (sayed), which, when borrowed from Arabic, meant
"mister" but gradually acquired a positive connotation in Persian and now refers
to "a descendant of the Prophet of Islam" (Safavi, 2005: 30).



Discussion

Diachronic semantics, a branch of historical linguistics, examines meaning shifts
over time. As Gandemgar (2019: 283) explains, it encompasses processes such
as semantic specialization, generalization, pejoration, and amelioration. For
*ra‘na*, textual evidence reveals a striking shift: originally an Arabic loanword
connoting negative traits like "foolish,” "gullible,” or "frivolous,” the term
underwent *semantic amelioration* in Persian. By the Ath century, it acquired
positive aesthetic meanings such as "beautiful,"” "elegant,” "charming,” and
"graceful," often describing human figures (e.g., a beloved) or objects (e.g.,
flowers) .

This transformation is evident in Persian poetic and literary contexts, where
*ra‘na* appears in compounds like *delbar-e ra‘'na* (charming beloved), *gol-e
ra'na* (radiant flower), or even paradoxically in *sag-e ra'na* (majestic dog),
reflecting its semantic broadening. The word’s Arabic roots, which emphasized
moral or behavioral traits, were overshadowed by Persian aestheticization,
illustrating how collocation and cultural context drive semantic change .

Conclusion

The diachronic analysis of *ra‘na* exemplifies broader patterns in Persian lexical
evolution. Loanwords and native terms alike undergo semantic shifts—
specialization, generalization, pejoration, or amelioration—driven by socio-
cultural dynamics. For *ra‘na*, the transition from negative Arabic connotations
to positive Persian meanings highlights the role of poetic and cultural
recontextualization. By the modern era, its original Arabic sense had vanished
entirely, replaced by aesthetic ideals. This study underscores how semantic
theories illuminate the fluidity of meaning, revealing how words like *ra‘na* not
only adapt but thrive in new linguistic identities, divorced from their
etymological origins.
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