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Abstract

Among the lexical units of a language—which may all undergo semantic extension
through processes of selection and combination—verbs, by their very nature, are
particularly prone to radial expansion. Drawing on a cognitive linguistic framework,
this study investigates the semantic expansion of the basic triliteral form of the event
zaraba (%><) in Arabic. Employing a descriptive—analytical method, the research
identifies the peripheral extensions of this verb, explains the cognitive mechanisms
that give rise to them, and clarifies the semantic relations among the derivatives of the
same root. Nearly eighty usages of zaraba were collected from early to modern Arabic
dictionaries. After eliminating repetitive cases, thirty-two distinct radial meanings
were identified. The findings confirm that conceptual relationships among the
derivatives of a single lexical root in Arabic are grounded in the derivational nature of
the language. Accordingly, all senses—from the most prototypical to the most
metaphorically marked—ultimately express the core notion of applying force or
pressure. The study therefore challenges the widely held assumption that the meaning
“to physically beat” is a late development. Furthermore, the analysis reveals that the
majority of peripheral senses of zaraba arise from systematic changes in its most
frequent collocational elements, namely spatial markers. In figurative extensions,
metonymic relations—particularly part—whole (adjacency) and cause—effect—play the
dominant role in generating new radial meanings.
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1. Introduction

Semantic extension is a phenomenon through which a lexical item acquires
multiple meanings that appear to be interrelated. Verbs, which denote
actions, events, states, and processes, are especially susceptible to such
expansion due to their interaction with both physical and abstract entities. As
central linguistic units, verbs fulfill crucial cognitive functions by directing
the attentional focus of interlocutors.

Among these verbs, zaraba (2»=) stands out as one of the most frequent
and semantically diverse verbs in Arabic, appearing across a wide array of
linguistic and discursive contexts. According to radial category theory in
cognitive linguistics, a radial category is organized around a central
prototypical sense from which peripheral meanings emerge through cognitive
mechanisms such as metaphor, metonymy, image-schema transformations,
and changes in spatial relations. These mechanisms enable the systematic
growth of lexical networks and result in structured semantic polysemy.

This study explores how such mechanisms contribute to the semantic
expansion of zaraba and what cognitive patterns are most frequently
implicated in its development.

Research Questions
1. What is the primary, prototypical meaning of the event zaraba (&= x=)?

2. How many peripheral meanings can be identified for zaraba, and
which cognitive mechanisms play the dominant role in their formation?

2. Literature Review

Polysemy has long been a central topic in Arabic lexicography. From the
earliest centuries of Islam, scholars—including  grammarians,
lexicographers, and literary experts—have investigated the phenomenon
under various terminologies. Al-Munjid attributes the earliest work on
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polysemy to Ishaq ibn Muhammad al-Asi, author of al-Wujith fi al-Lugha.
Ibn Faris (d. 355 AH), however, appears to be the first to use the expression
ishtirak lafzi (lexical sharing) in its technical sense. In al-Sahibi, he
dedicates a chapter exclusively to this topic, identifying Qur’anic terms with
multiple meanings.

Another major early contribution is al-Wujih wa al-Naza'ir fi al-Qur’an
al-Karim by Maqatil ibn Sulayman (d. 150 AH), followed by works of
scholars such as Hartin ibn Musa al-Azdi (d. 170 AH), al-Tha‘alibi (d. 429
AH), and Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597 AH), all of whom elaborated systematically
on polysemy in the Qur’anic lexicon.

Among Persian-language scholarship, particularly relevant is the study
“Structural Semantics of the Word zaraba in the Qur’an” (Fattahi-Zadeh et
al., 2019), which identifies three historical senses—connection/combination,
burning, and separation—though the sense “burning” does not appear in
Qur’anic usage. The authors argue that etymological evidence does not
support the assumption that “to beat” is the earliest meaning.

3. Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive—analytical approach grounded in cognitive
linguistics. First, it identifies the most unmarked (prototypical) meaning of
zaraba (—<). It then extracts, classifies, and analyzes its extended
meanings from a wide range of classical and modern Arabic dictionaries.
Finally, it explains the cognitive motivations behind the emergence of these
extended meanings, paying particular attention to semantic derivation,
spatial configuration, metonymic relations, and conceptual metaphor.

4. Results

The analysis yielded thirty-two radial meanings associated with the event
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zaraba (<><). Using the theory of active zones, the study determined the
prototypical meaning and the semantic scope associated with it. The
peripheral meanings were shown to arise from:

o Transformations in spatial configurations
¢ Image-schema shifts

¢ Conceptual metaphors

e Metonymic relations, especially

e part—whole (adjacency / contiguity)

o cause—effect

Key findings include:

e Contrary to the assumption that zaraba came to mean “to beat” only in
later stages, the cognitive structure of its semantic network suggests that this
sense is not necessarily secondary.

e A large portion of the verb’s semantic expansion originates from
changes in its most frequent spatial collocates. Ignoring such spatial
alternations has led to misunderstandings about the semantic unity of the
root.

e Metonymic mechanisms—particularly adjacency and cause—effect—
play a more significant role than other figurative processes in generating the
verb’s peripheral meanings.

e The derivational system of Arabic strongly supports the existence of
conceptual continuity among the various verb forms derived from the root
VD-R-B. The study therefore recommends extending this cognitive analysis
to derived (non-triliteral) verb forms.

Based on the lexicographic data, the semantic network of zaraba can be
illustrated as follows (figure not included).
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