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ABSTRACT 

 Etymology is part of any entry in the lexicon which includes study of the origins i.e.  

Root word, the history of word and its development and also the history of its semantic 

changes. In this research, article the etymological information given in different Persian 

dictionaries and the reasons for bringing such information in the lexicons the method of 

complying etymological lexicons and lexicons of borrowed words’ are also discussed. Then, 

data regarding etymology in monolingual lexicons of Persian to Persian including the lexicon 

of Nezam and lexicon of Moeen and lexicon of Sokhan and general information are  also 

included in the dictionaries. Considering the given discussion, it is concluded that, though, 

some of the Persian lexicons have dealt with etymology of words, the Persian lexicographers 

have not seen etymology as an important component and as a result there is no independent 

lexicon in this regard. Moeen lexicon has considered this part of words very briefly and the 

Sokhan lexicons has not recorded all the etymological information. Therefore, on the grounds 

of etymology of words, the Persian lexicons have remained in the first stage of lexicography. 

 

KEYWORDS: Lexicography, Etymology, Persian Language, Lexicon 

 

INTRODUCTION  
 The word etymology is among the issues addressed during the compilation of 

monolingual dictionaries in different languages. Word etymology has gained a special status 

thanks to the emergence of modern approaches in languages studies especially linguistics 

since the eighteenth century. It becomes a part of any entry in the lexicon which includes root 

word, the history of words ‘and its development and various changes. From the viewpoint of 

linguistics, accomplishments in etymology include knowledge about the history of each word 

or the spoken form of it, which are useful for various general and specialized dictionaries. 

Monolingual dictionaries usually provide etymology sections as well. Research on the 

etymology of words should be associated with moderation also. It means that the historical 

background of the word in terms of phonetic and phonological changes should be studied 

rather than its roots in pre-history eras. Also, the etymology section should not be limited to 
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the mere semantic changes of the word and should not ignore the origin of the word 

(Sarkarati, 1998, p. 38). These are the viewpoints one has to keep in mind during the 

development of dictionaries or any selected assignments. It is worth mention here the 

compilation of Dravidian Etymological Dictionary by T. Burrow and M.B. Emeneau. This 

dictionary is a compilation of words and meanings from various sources on the Dravidian 

Languages.  "This dictionary does not contain proto Dravidian (Pdr) reconstructions.  This 

would have been useful, but it was not thought that the considerable extra expenditure of time 

that would have been necessarily to prepare them was warranted in the present stage of 

Dravidian studies.  The object of the dictionary is to provide material for such studies not to 

record results which at the moment could be little more than superficial and non definitive 

judgments" said the authors. 

When you set out to make a monolingual dictionary, you have to decide whether you want to 

include etymology. The answer to that question depends on the aim of the dictionary. If the 

aim is to serve as a learning dictionary, etymological information is not needed. However, if 

the dictionary has a historical component, for instance because it intends to describe the 

vocabulary of the past fifty or hundred years (as the ‘Grote Van Dale’ does in the case of 

Dutch), the inclusion of etymology is the logical consequence of that choice. 

The next question is: what, and how much, etymological information should be included? 

That depends on the purpose for which etymology is included and on what information the 

user needs or expects to find. But the choice of what kind of and how much etymology to 

include is made not only on grounds of content but also, very basically, on practical grounds 

– because of the limited space available for etymology (Van Sterkenburg, 2003, p.312).  

Some of the etymological dictionaries should be categorized as specialized dictionaries since 

they include the complete etymology of each entry. Etymological information could also be 

included in general dictionaries as part of each headword.  The Moeen Dictionary and he 

Sokhan Comprehensive Dictionary are among Persian dictionaries with etymology sections. 

Etymological Information 
Etymology has turned into an inseparable part of English, French, and Russian dictionaries 

for years now. However, it is not still too popular among Persian dictionaries. Recording 

etymological information in monolingual dictionaries is not only a lexicographical 

requirement, but also makes such dictionaries suitable for non-lexicographical purposes as 

well. It is especially true for Persian language since it lacks comprehensive etymological 

dictionary presently.  
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 Etymological information could be found in the following types of dictionaries especially in 
persian   

1- Etymological dictionaries 
2- Dictionaries of middle Iranian languages (such as Manual of Pahlavi by Nyberg, 

1974, the Soghdian Dictionary by BadrozzamanQarib,1995, and the Dictionary of 
KhotanSaka  by Bailey,1979).  

3- Dictionaries of Persian in the Islamic-era (such as the Historical Dictionary of Persian 
Language by Natel Khanlari et al. 1996).  

4- Monolingual general Persian dictionaries (such as the Moeen Dictionary).  
5- Dictionaries of Persian loanwords (such as Turkish and Mogul Elements in Persian 

Language by Doerfer, 1963). 
6- Specialized Persian dictionaries (such as the Dictionary of Idiomatic Expressions during 

Qajar: Army and Police by Modarresi et al 2001. (Bakhtiari, 2009, p. 66).  Also mention 

about Etymological dictionary by the point view on Modarresi and bakhtiari. 

Words are in fact the most elusive part of each language. They appear and disappear, and are 

always exposed to change. Most language changes occur in words. Many Persian words have 

undergone such changes over long periods of time, making it difficult or impossible to 

identify their origins and even the date of their appearance. According to Landau (1991), the 

loss of the original meaning of a word due to distancing from its etymological meanings will 

push that word towards folk etymology. It is even difficult sometimes to determine whether a 

word is a loanword or an original word. For example, the word "khashen" means dark in 

Middle Persian, while in Arabic "khashen" its means rough and ill-natured. It is not clear if 

the Middle Persian world has undergone semantic change or the two words are not related to 

each other at all. Another notable example is the Persian word "kheng" which has two 

original meanings: 1- white horse, and 2- fool. It is not clear if the word has multiple 

meanings or each meaning belongs to a different entry. Such words are numerous in Persian. 

In Persian, ambiguities in etymology are mainly related to colloquial and vulgar words as 

well as words that have not been recorded in older Persian dictionaries.  

In spite of all difficulties and confusions in the etymology of colloquial and vulgar Persian 

words, scholars repetitively address the etymologies of original words such as "khordan" (to 

eat), "amadan" (to come), "didan" (to see), "kuh" (mountain), "darya" (see), "khorshid" (sun), 

"aseman" (sky), and alike, which could be traced to Indo-European languages, or continue to 

forge etymologies for words that either lack originality in terms of phonetics and semantics or 

not ambiguous at all in terms of  meaning and reason of appearance (Zakeri, 2002, pp. 92-99).  

Getting far from the origin is not limited to ancient words and is also observed among 

contemporary words or phrases with ambitious origins or reasons of appearance. Examples of 

such words are "rakab" (zadan/khordan) (to deceive/ to be deceived), "dodarkardan/shodan" 
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(to hoax/ to be hoaxed), "toop" (excellent), and "terip" (gesture). It would be better for 

dictionaries that record such words to leave research on the etymology, semantic evolution 

and appearance date of these words to future lexicographers. 

Lexicographers have their own reasons to include etymological information in their 

dictionaries. Some of the reasons are as follows:  

1- To separate entries accurately 
2- To explain some linguistic phenomena such as the existence of different phonetic 

forms for words such as "toshak/doshak" (mattress) and "dokme/tokme" 
(button).Etymology tells us, for example, that these different phonetic forms have 
come from Turkish dialects.  

3- Linguistic planning and language teaching  
4- Familiarity with the semantic evolution of words  

The multilingual dictionaries normally do not have etymology sections. The same is true for 

the dictionaries for children. Etymology essentially targets adults and native speakers of the 

language. However, glossaries usually have etymology sections, especially glossaries of 

ancient sciences such as medicine as the medical terms are of Greek and Latin origins mostly. 

Etymology in Etymological Dictionaries  
An etymological dictionary is a dictionary that mainly seeks to offer information about the 

origin of words to be used by experts or non-expert educated users. There are some 

differences between etymological dictionaries and other types of dictionaries. For example, 

etymological information is considered secondary in the complaining of general dictionaries, 

as its function is very limited in it. While in etymological dictionaries the whole entry is 

dedicated to phonological and semantic information of historical nature, serving goals 

mentioned in the definition of etymology.  

Methods of Providing Information in Etymological Dictionaries  
Various criteria have been suggested for compiling Persian etymological dictionaries some of 

which are as follows:  

1- To determine chronological history:  it means to which era the origin of the word 

dates back; for example, whether (a) to the period of time from the Ancient Iran era to 

the Modern Iran era , (b) to the Indo-Iranian era or Indo-European era.  

2- To determine the scope of the language: it determines that to what extent the original 

form of a word should be searched or reconstructed and to what extent it should be 

compared with other languages. If the relevant research is too broad, all various forms 

of the word in other languages or dialects should be mentioned.  

3- To determine direction: to determine whether to start from the current forms of the 

word and move back to its older and hypothetic forms or to do vice versa.  
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4- To select linguistic corpus: to determine based on which corpus etymological research 

should be conducted.  (Bakhtiari, 2009, p.74). 

Historical Dictionaries 

Historical dictionaries cover the long history of recorded words and aim to trace the 

development of words from their original usage in literary and non-literary texts to the 

present day in chronological order, in order to determine: 

1- Existence of each word in different eras, places, tribes 

2- Change in word's meaning, usage, form and pronunciation.  

3- Word's usage in phrases 

4- Word's origin and derivations  

5- Word's morphological and syntactic features  

6- Word's stylistic and statistical features 

In an introduction to the first volume of the Oxford Dictionary (1888), Sir James 

Murray writes: “this dictionary seeks: 1- to show how each single word has entered English 

language, how its form and meaning have transformed over time, how have been its style and 

usages, and what have been its new usages, 2- to show these information through the use of 

chronologically ordered evidence, and 3- to offer etymology to identify each word".   

The importance of etymological information and the need for including such information in a 

historical dictionary have been highlighted in a statement by Landau (1991): "the importance 

of etymology in historical dictionaries is beyond imagination. Mentioning the nominal and 

semantic evolution of a word in a scope of time is the main goal that a historical dictionary 

follows. It corresponds with etymology in many aspects, although it is not exactly equivalent 

to etymology.  

Etymology in Dictionaries of Loanwords  
Dictionaries of loanwords are among the dictionaries in which the origin of words is 

mentioned. Etymological explanations are more detailed in some dictionaries of loanwords. 

Examples of dictionaries of loanwords in Persian and other Iranian languages include the 

Dictionary of Ancient Iranian by Bartholomae, the Etymological Dictionary by Horn and a 

criticism on it by Huisman, the Concise Pahlavi Dictionary by Mackenzie, the Pahlavi 

Dictionary by Nyberg, the Soghdian Dictionary by Badrozzaman Qarib, etc. These 

dictionaries provide etymological information depending on their procedures and methods. 

However, a dictionary of loanwords is a dictionary which records and examines loanwords. 

As for ancient Iranian languages, the Altiranisches Sprachgut der Nebenuberlieferungen by 

Walther Hinz (1975) addresses these languages.  Although this book does not address the 
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loanwords of ancient Iranian languages, it principally reflects loanwords from Iranian dialects 

such as the Median dialect. (Bakhtiari, 2009, p. 78). 

A number of studies, both scholarly and non-scholarly, have also been conducted on 

Arabic loanwords existing in Persian and Persian loanwords found in Arabic. Among 

scholarly works is Arthur Jeffery's The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an, which is a research 

on the etymology of some words and names used in the Qur’an and shows nominal and 

semantic evolution in these words and names from their original forms to their Qur'anic 

forms (Bakhtiari, 200).  These words have been dubbed as "arabicized words" since old 

times, namely words from foreign languages that have been added to Arabic language. 

Persians words make up part of these words. Some of the Persian words include "ferdows" 

(heaven), "serat" (path), "zoor" (vigor), "rowze" (commemoration of religious figures) and 

"rezgh" (daily bread). (Bakhtiari, 2009, p.78).  

Al-mo'arrebva al-dakhil authored by Sa'diZonavi (2004)is among the books that have 

scientifically examined Arabicized words, especially Arabicized Persian words.  

Arabicized Persian words make up a major part of the words recorded by this dictionary. 

Ambiguities are also observed in the book, showing that its author has gone to extremes in 

some cases. Some of the Persian words recorded by this dictionary include: "abdast" (pious), 

"abzan" (bathtub), "astane" (threshold), "salar" (chief), "shotorban" (camel-driver), "asgar" 

(army), "karkhane" (factory). "kamandar" (archer), etc.  The origin of the word has also been 

mentioned in some cases; for example, "ajor" (brick), from Persian word "agor"/"agur", 

origin: Aramaic.  

As for works addressing Indian words in Persian language, Indian Words in Persian in Urdu 

(authored by Abdolrashid, 1996) and articles by Sarkarani (1999) and Rezayee-Baghbidi 

(1996) could be mentioned.  

A huge four-volume work by Professor Doerfer(1963) is the only scholarly and complete 

work on Turkish and Mogul words used in Persian. Most Turkish loanwords, apart from a 

small number of vulgar loanwords that have recently entered in Persian, could be found in 

this dictionary. However, only a limited number of these words are unknown in terms of 

etymology.  

Etymological Data in Persian to Persian Dictionaries  

Around 28 general Persian dictionaries have been compiled in Iran over a 65-year period 

between 1924 and 1989. The Nafisi Dictionary was the first dictionary of this type, followed 

by the Dehkhoda Dictionary, the Nezam Dictionary and the Moeen Dictionary. Several other 
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dictionaries were also compiled between 1989 and 2003. The Sokhan Comprehensive 

Dictionary was among these dictionaries.  

Among the authors of the above-mentioned dictionaries, only two lexicographers have paid 

attention to the etymology of words: There are viz, Mohammad Daeeioleslam, who has 

authored the Nezam Dictionary, and Mohammad Moeen, who has authored the Moeen 

Dictionary and edited the Borhan-e Ghate Dictionary. Moeen has had access to more 

information, but the origins of some of the words- especially loanwords- in his dictionary 

remain unknown. Also, the volume of etymological information provided for various words 

by the above-mentioned lexicographers is not equal. Besides, the dialectology information 

has been mixed with etymological information. In fact, these lexicographers have included 

what they have known rather than what they should have known. 

Etymology in Nezam Dictionary 
Daeeioleslam was the first lexicographer to author a Persian dictionary based on scientific 

and linguistic principles since he was always in touch with Iranian cultural and linguistic 

institutessuch as the Persian Language & Literature House of Culture. 

However, etymological information provided by his dictionary poorer than the scientific 

structure of the whole work. Daeeioleslam's scholarly approach toward the two fields of non-

poetical language and spoken language as well as his attention to differences between men 

and women are also interesting. He has innovated etymology in Persian-Persian general 

dictionaries, making sporadic efforts to provide etymological information based on 

knowledge and facilities existing at the time. However, Persian etymology would have been 

in better a condition today if his elementary method had been followed and improved by 

other lexicographers. 

Etymology in Moeen Dictionary 
The Moeen Dictionary has seemingly been more successful in providing etymological 

information since its author has had access to more information. In the "etymology method" 

section of the dictionary, Moeen has explained:  

1) The origin of each word and its etymology in the original language has been 

mentioned in a bracelet ([]).  

2) In this way, we have tried to be concise. It means that we have only mentioned the 

Pahlavi form of the Iranian words, if the Pahlavi form has been available (except for a 

small number of cases where it has been necessary to mention the Avestan or Old 

Persian form of the word as well) or included the Sanskrit form of the word if the 

Pahlavi form has not been available. For Persian words with no roots in ancient 
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Iranian languages, words of the same root in Persian or samples from Iranian dialects 

have been mentioned.  

3) The origin of the word has not been mentioned for words that are originally Persian, 

unless they have been combined with other words.  

4) Explanations have been provided for abbreviated words, "mazidelayh" words (words 

that do not lose their original meaning even when extra letters are added to them) and 

"momal" words (words in which the letter "a" could be replaced with the letter "e") 

(Moeen, 1997, p. 57).  

The etymological advantages of this dictionary include:  

1) Mentioning the primary form of foreign words; for example , "azughe" (provisions) 

(Turkish) {"azugh", "azogh"} 

2) Providing transcription for old and middle Iranian words; for example, "bozorg" (big) 

{"bazurg" in Pahlavi} 

3) Mentioning reconstructed forms; for example, "peida" (visible) {"ay" (old Iranian)} 

4) Providing etymological references; for example: "tutia" (vitriol), {arabicized} "tutia" 

(German) tuthia) (?).  

5) Clarifying information through the use of languages of the same family; for example, 

"bagh" (garden): bay (Pahlavi), bay (Soghdian) 

6) Mentioning semantic evolution; for example, "achar" (screw-driver): {Turkish, 

"achar" , "achmagh": to open, to unfasten} 

7) Avoiding to get overwhelmed with the etymology of vulgar terms. 

 

The Moeen Dictionary is the first Persian dictionary to provide such important 

etymological advantages. It is surprising that etymology in Persian dictionaries has 

remained immature in spite of significant progress in linguistics especially in historical 

linguistics and its success in discovering and reviewing old Iranian, middle Iranian and 

non-Iranian texts ,Even the compilation of dictionaries of words extracted from these 

texts, explanations on the origins of words and their relation with other Iranian and Indo-

European languages, progress in Iranian dialectology, and compilation of huge works 

such as Nyberg's Manual of Pahlavi, Doerfer's Turkish and Mogul Elements in Persian 

Language, Bailey's Dictionary of Khotan Saka (1979), Badrozzaman Qarib's Soghdian 

Dictionary, and alike have not made any improvement on this in Iran. The reason may be 

Iranian lexicographers have not been linguists and have not had ties with linguists. They 
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have been lexicographers engaged in etymology rather than being linguists engaged in 

lexicography and etymology as mentioned by Bakhtiari, (2003, p. 39).  

Etymology in Sokhan Dictionary 
The Sokhan Dictionary has paid more attention to etymology. It explains: "in our dictionary, 

etymological information is offered in a ([ ]) immediately after providing transcription. 

However the Etymological information is not detailed in that dictionary.   

Wherever no etymology bracklet is seen, it means that the headword is of Persian origin. 

Wherever the origin of the word is unknown, a question mark is placed in the etymology 

bracelet. The origin of the word is not mentioned for adjectives attributed to proper nouns, 

such as "afrighayi" (African) and "italiayi" (Italian). In such cases, only the origin of words 

with Arabic structure such as "alavi" (descendant of Imam Ali) and "mostafavi" (descendant 

of Mostafa) is provided.   

Wherever the headword is a loanword from another language, its original form is mentioned. 

The name of the foreign language from which the word has been taken appears in 

abbreviations; for example, "Ar." stands for "Arabic". Arabic words make up the majority of 

foreign words existing in Persian. If a word is Arabic and is used in Persian with the same 

meaning, only the fact that it is Arabic is mentioned; for example, "aghel" (wise): {Ar.}.If an 

Arabic word has undergone phonetic or spelling changes in Persian, its Arabic form will be 

mentioned as well; for example: "an'am" (tip): {{Ar., en'am}.  

For loanwords from languages with Latin alphabets, such as French, English and German, the 

Latin spelling of the word is also mentioned; for example, "kuler" {Eng., cooler}. For 

arabicized words, the origin of each entry is often mentioned; for example, "esfanj" (sponge): 

{arabicized from Greek}. Wherever an Arabic word is plural, the singular form of the word is 

also mentioned; for example, "asaar" (works, effects) {Ar., Pl of "asar" (work, effect). Other 

types of information are also included in the etymology bracelet depending on the word in 

question; for example, "ajan"  (agent): {Fr., = azhan}(Anvari, 2002, pp. 34&35). 

Obstacles And Issues Research By Sarkarati 1999 One Quoted Here Which Are As 

Follows: 

In the last hundred years, the first obstacle which has prevented the outstanding researchers 

of Iranian studies from complying etymological lexicons of Persian language was that a new 

accent or dialect from family of Iranian languages has been discovered in almost any decade 

of 20th century. Such discovery was the result of curiosity and hard work of researchers of 

Iranian studies and includes middle Persian language and large number of Iranian dialects 

specially the north eastern dialects of Iran. The researchers of Iranian studies were unaware 
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of such languages and dialects altogether and have had serious problems in reading the newly 

discovered languages which were in the written form. 

The second serious obstacle is the body of words of Persian language which is mixed up with 

other languages in a strange way. Almost half of the widely used words of Persian language 

especially in the written works are the Arabic words which have entered in Persian language. 

Most of the Arabic words have found a new structure and phonetics after entering in Persian 

language. Such changes are true about other words that entered in to Persian language from 

other languages. It is clear that foreign words as a result of their enormous significance in the 

language are indicative of one language and culture being influenced by other language and 

culture and therefore, such words have to be studied in the comprehensive etymological 

lexicon of Persian language. 

The third obstacle in writing etymological lexicon of Persian language is that researches are 

too many and too scattered and have been done in different forms in the field of Iranian 

languages and culture; and they are sometime related to the subject of our discussion directly 

or indirectly. From the beginning of 19th century till now, a large number of researchers of 

Iranian studies and Indo-European languages have written thousands of books and articles in 

which they have discussed the issues related to history, civilizations, religions and culture, 

Indo-European languages and etymology and root of Iranian and Persian languages. Access 

to such books and articles which are written in different languages and published in various 

journals is hard in Iran and big European libraries. On the other hand, complying and 

categorizing academic and useful data about the etymology of Iranian and Persian words 

from these writings is very difficult and sometime impossible. The complier of the 

etymological lexicon should have the least knowledge of the most important discussions of 

these articles; otherwise his word will be deficient and inefficient. 
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CONCLUSION 

Persian lexicography throughout its long history from middle Persian till today has used 

linguistic and scientific methods. On the other hand, despite the development of linguistic 

science in Iran, improvement of historical linguistics, discovery, revision of the ancient and 

middle Persian texts, study of Iranian dialects and doing scientific and academic researches 

about the root of words and their relation to other Iranian and Indo-European languages, the 

etymology of words has not the expected level in the Persian lexicons. This way, the Persian 

lexicons are left behind the lexicons of other languages. May be, we can reason out that the 

lexicographers in the Persian lexicography were not linguists nor had contact with linguists. 

We can also say that the linguistics there have not taken up the study or included in this 

aspect in their. 

Suggestions 

Considering the studies done and obstacles and issues which exist in the etymology of 

Persian words, it is difficult to find the experts who have a complete grasp on learning 

various living and dead languages, have enough skills in different fields of sciences and 

techniques, have the ability to overcome all the obstacles and issues and can do this important 

matter all alone. Therefore, the only possible and reasonable way to comply the etymological 

lexicon of Persian language is through team work and collective researches.  
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