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Synonymy between Classical and Modern Scholars: A Comparative Study

ABSTRACT: Synonymy in the Arabic language is one of the central linguistic phenomena that bridges linguistic structure and rhetorical
expression. Owing to its remarkable lexical richness and abundance of vocabulary, Arabic enables speakers to express meanings through
multiple words that are closely related in sense. This phenomenon has attracted the attention of both classical and modern linguists. Classical
scholars examined synonymy primarily from a traditional descriptive perspective concerned with the description of language, whereas
modern scholars have approached it from analytical and theoretical perspectives within contemporary semantic and linguistic studies. For
classical scholars, synonymy was generally understood as semantic equivalence between lexical items, although they acknowledged the
existence of subtle semantic differences among words. Their discussions were largely based on linguistic transmission, lexicographical
sources, and rhetorical and poetic evidence. In contrast, modern scholars regard synonymy as a semantic and contextual phenomenon that
depends on context, usage, and communicative function. Accordingly, they tend to reject the notion of absolute synonymy and instead
emphasize partial synonymy, relying on systematic linguistic analysis and modern methodological criteria. Despite these differences, both
classical and modern scholars agree on several aspects, including the recognition of partial synonymy, the presence of subtle semantic
distinctions between near-synonymous words, and the influence of context or dialectal variation on meaning. However, they differ
significantly in their definitions of synonymy, their views on the existence of complete synonymy, their analytical methodologies, and the
role of context in determining synonymous relationships. The impact of these perspectives is reflected in modern lexicography, translation
studies, the teaching of Arabic, and discourse analysis. This study adopts a descriptive, analytical, and comparative approach in order to
identify the points of agreement and divergence between classical and modern scholars, within the framework of a historical-critical method
and textual analysis. The findings of the research indicate that synonymy in modern linguistic thought has come to be understood as a
semantic and contextual phenomenon, whereas classical scholars tended to view it primarily as semantic equivalence between lexical items.

Keywords: Classical scholars, Modern scholars, Absolute synonymy, Relative synonymy, Functional analysis, Context,
Semantic change, Linguistic phenomenon.
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