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Abstract

For knowledge to remain enduring, it must become ingrained within the cultural framework of a society. Among
the diverse instruments of cultural expression, literature—and particularly poetry—stands as one of humanity’s
oldest arts, born alongside language itself to articulate the many dimensions of human life, from the tangible and
external to the inward and metaphysical. This study offers a semantic analysis of the term khak (“soil”) from both
a general linguistic-cultural and a soil-scientific perspective across twelve centuries of Persian poetry. To this end,
occurrences of khak were examined in the works of Persian-speaking poets from the 9th to the 20th centuries CE,
using the Ganjoor literary database and complementary library research. In the general semantic analysis, findings
revealed that khak is not a static term with a fixed meaning but rather a fluid cultural signifier whose connotations
have continuously shifted under the direct influence of historical transformations, socio-political conditions,
dominant literary styles (Khorasani, Iraqgi, Indian, and Modern), and philosophical-intellectual paradigms of each
era. Four major semantic domains emerged: (1) death and mourning (the most frequent), (2) natural mass/medium
for plant growth and humility (with equal frequency, ranked second), and (3) homeland/earth. Additional yet less
frequent meanings included the substance of creation, dust or particles, love (as collyrium), worthlessness,
expression of servitude, and the transient world. From the standpoint of soil science, the analyzed poems could
be classified into ten thematic categories: the importance and status of soil; soil-water—plant interrelations; soil
quality and land capability; soil salinity; soil erosion; biological properties of soil; physical properties of soil;
soil pollution and human health; soil management; and modern man’s relationship with soil. Across different
literary periods, poets—drawing inspiration from the biological, physical, and chemical characteristics of soil and
from challenges such as erosion and salinity—have woven these concepts into mystical, ethical, dramatic, and
romantic narratives. Ultimately, the study concludes that “soil” in Persian poetry serves as a profound mirror of
Iran’s cultural, ecological, and epistemological transformations throughout history. Its evolving semantics reflect
functional shifts and processes of meaning reproduction within emerging intellectual and literary contexts.

Keywords: Semantics; Cultural ecology; Metaphor and symbolism of soil; Eco-poetics; Ecological empathy.
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