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An Examination of Proverbs in the Persian Language from the Perspective of Searle’s Speech
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Abstract

Proverbs, as an inseparable part of the cultural and linguistic heritage of every society, play a significant role in the transmission of
knowledge, values, and norms. Despite the importance of these linguistic structures, relatively few studies have undertaken a
comprehensive analysis of their speech-act functions, particularly within the theoretical framework of John Searle’s speech act theory, in
the Persian language. The aim of this study was to analyze and classify speech acts (assertive, directive, commissive, expressive, and
declarative) in a corpus of Persian proverbs and to identify their frequency and distribution in order to achieve a deeper understanding of
the communicative nature and dominant functions of proverbs in this language. This research adopted a qualitative—quantitative design
and was conducted using a content analysis approach. The statistical population consisted of Persian proverbs, and a purposive sample of
300 proverbs was selected from authoritative sources (including Amsal o Hekam by Dehkhoda and Shakurzadeh’s Dictionary of Twelve
Thousand Persian Proverbs) and analyzed. After data extraction, the proverbs were carefully classified and coded based on Searle’s
fivefold taxonomy of speech acts. Subsequently, the absolute and percentage frequencies of each category were calculated. In addition to
the quantitative analysis, a qualitative analysis of selected examples was conducted to provide a more in-depth explanation of each speech
act. The results indicated that among the 300 Persian proverbs examined, assertive speech acts (200 instances, 67.66%) had the highest
frequency, primarily functioning to state facts and describe realities. This was followed by directive speech acts (66 instances, 22%),
which play a key role in advising, warning, and guiding the addressee’s behavior. Expressive speech acts (29 instances, 9.67%) were
associated with the expression of the speaker’s psychological states and emotions. In contrast, commissive speech acts (5 instances, 1.67%)
occurred very infrequently and were mostly related to ethical principles concerning promises and commitments rather than the creation of
direct obligations. No declarative speech acts (0 instances, 0%) were identified among the Persian proverbs, which can be attributed to the
general nature of proverbs and their lack of institutional authority. Overall, the findings demonstrate that Persian proverbs predominantly
serve descriptive (assertive) and guiding (directive) functions and are used less frequently for the direct expression of emotions or the
creation of personal commitments, while lacking reality-altering (declarative) capabilities.

Keywords: Persian proverbs, speech act, Searle’s theory, content analysis, applied linguistics.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Persian proverbs constitute a condensed yet

highly productive linguistic reservoir through
which collective experience, moral judgment,
and cultural norms are transmitted across
generations. Beyond their literary and folkloric
value, proverbs function as pragmatic
instruments in everyday communication,
enabling speakers to perform actions such as

Jedlo s Yoo s 5 Jdod Sda b ol
o de S S ks Gl
Sl S gl a8 pl s e bl glas SIS
A S s pal e ol ) Jols i ol
5 bl (e (et (b)) LS gla s 5l S
P R e O LN NP P L WA G P
SOLBl Slaiis & 513 DL = 5b5 4 Goed oS slaaiily
Sl rdlo b 3 osmme B (SIS i L (55e T
(S sl Ol w B e S ) S e L) b
S 5 e rab 5 olenrl Slacadly 1S daeduly oo 5
o dasOlES s pl 4l 3l e e lassl s il
s JUsl gl ol Olse 4 b koo Lol 55,6
SRS (e 485 53 Lol Ol Olgr oo 5 5 o508
2 el ogn B a8 A S 13 (550 PF) (b
ol s aST S 4 st 5 Ll 4 s IS
Jlasl ol & 1) Chlsen oot 28 S50 4 W da S
el 5 S e e bl lasld; Sl s b sllas
aalr 5o Jes CwSs 5 S sl JWES) 4 o S
Sl b S0 (5,50 YA) Lible gl i80S o SaS
Sl Cb3L sl olpl s o 1o 45 dinls OLis 28
Skl s iS ol s o S Saps Slulesl 5 s,
il O g Sl s o Sl 5 5 baolazal G b
advising, warning, evaluating, legitimizing, or
emotionally positioning themselves within an
interaction. Modern linguistics, particularly
pragmatics, has emphasized that language is
not merely a vehicle for describing reality but a
means of performing socially meaningful
actions. Within this framework, speech act

theory provides a powerful analytical lens for

uncovering the functional intentions

NYQN



1F:0 Jbo (p9d oslad cplg 0598 ((ow il Dl 9 Ol dasmd 4 i

embedded in fixed expressions such as
proverbs. Drawing on the theoretical
foundations of pragmatics and the speech act
framework developed by Austin and
systematized by Searle, this study addresses
a notable gap in Persian linguistics by offering
a comprehensive qualitative—quantitative
analysis of Persian proverbs according to
Searle’s fivefold taxonomy of speech acts:
assertive, directive, commissive, expressive,
and declarative. While previous research has
examined proverbs from stylistic, semantic,
cultural, or comparative perspectives,
systematic attention to their speech-act
functions in Persian remains limited. The
present research therefore seeks to answer a
central question: when Persian speakers
employ proverbs that often appear
grammatically declarative, what kinds of
communicative actions are they in fact
performing, and which categories of speech
acts dominate this proverbial discourse (1, 2,
4).

Methodologically, the study adopts a mixed
qualitative—quantitative design grounded in
content analysis. The corpus consists of 300
Persian proverbs selected through purposive
sampling from authoritative and widely cited
sources of Persian paremiology, including
classical and modern proverb collections. The
selection criterion emphasized thematic
diversity and frequent usage in spoken and
written discourse, ensuring that the sample
adequately reflects the pragmatic range of

Persian proverbs. Each proverb was extracted

through systematic note-taking and
subsequently analyzed within its culturally
conventionalized context of use. Operational
definitions of Searle’s five speech-act
categories were adapted to the sociocultural
and linguistic realities of Persian, allowing for
consistent classification. Every proverb was
assigned to a single dominant speech-act
category based on the primary communicative
intention typically realized in interaction, thus
avoiding overlap and ensuring analytical
involved

clarity.  Quantitative  analysis

calculating absolute and  percentage
frequencies of each category, while qualitative
analysis focused on representative examples
to illustrate how specific proverbs realize
particular illocutionary forces. This dual
approach makes it possible to combine
statistical generalization with interpretive
depth, capturing both the distributional
patterns and the pragmatic mechanisms
underlying proverb usage (3, 11).

The findings reveal a highly uneven
distribution of speech-act types across the
corpus, reflecting the dominant communicative
functions of Persian proverbs. Assertive
speech acts overwhelmingly predominate,
accounting for approximately two-thirds of the
sample. These proverbs function primarily to
state general truths, describe recurrent social
realities, articulate moral axioms, or present
causal relations derived from collective
experience. Through assertive proverbs,
speakers position themselves as conveyors of

shared wisdom and appeal to socially
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validated knowledge rather than personal
opinion. This dominance suggests that
Persian proverbs are fundamentally epistemic
tools, reinforcing a worldview grounded in
observation, experience, and culturally
sanctioned judgment. Directive speech acts
constitute the second most frequent category,
forming slightly more than one-fifth of the
corpus. Although many of these proverbs are
grammatically declarative, their pragmatic
force lies in advising, warning, recommending,
or discouraging particular behaviors. Their
indirectness enhances their persuasive power,
allowing speakers to guide others’ actions
without issuing explicit commands. Expressive
speech acts occur with noticeably lower
frequency, reflecting the relatively restrained
role of overt emotional expression in proverbial
discourse. When present, expressive proverbs
convey emotions such as regret, irony,
admiration, or reproach, often serving
evaluative or face-managing functions in
interaction (23, 24).

A particularly significant result concerns the
marginal presence of commissive speech acts
and the complete absence of declarative
speech acts. Commissive proverbs, which
would entail the speaker's commitment to a
future action, appear only sporadically and
usually in an abstract or ethical sense rather
than as genuine performatives. This scarcity
underscores the fundamentally non-personal
nature of proverbs: they are designed to
generalize experience rather than bind

individual speakers to obligations. Even more

revealing is the total absence of declarative
speech acts, which in Searle’s framework
require institutional authority and have the
power to alter social reality directly. Persian
proverbs, by their very nature, lack such
authority; they comment on reality rather than
create it. This finding confirms that proverbs
operate outside formal institutional contexts
and derive their force from cultural legitimacy
rather than juridical or organizational power.
The distributional pattern thus reflects a
communicative economy in which describing,
evaluating, and guiding behavior are
prioritized over committing and instituting
change (4, 22).

From a theoretical perspective, the study
demonstrates the analytical value of speech
act theory for proverb analysis and contributes
to pragmatics by illustrating how fixed
expressions can systematically perform
illocutionary acts despite lacking explicit
performative markers. The results support the
view that context, shared cultural knowledge,
and conventionalized usage are decisive in
determining illocutionary force. Persian
proverbs exemplify indirect speech acts par
excellence: their grammatical form often
masks their pragmatic intention, requiring
interlocutors to rely on inference and cultural
competence. Moreover, the predominance of
assertive and directive acts aligns with broader
sociocultural patterns in Persian-speaking
communities, where moral instruction and
experiential  knowledge are commonly

transmitted through implicit, non-
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confrontational means. By integrating
guantitative frequency analysis with qualitative
interpretation, the study advances a more
nuanced understanding of how pragmatic
functions are distributed across a traditional
genre of language and how that distribution
reflects deeper cultural orientations toward
communication,  authority, and  social
interaction (8, 13, 14).

In  conclusion, this study provides a
comprehensive pragmatic account of Persian
proverbs within the framework of Searle’s
speech act theory, demonstrating that these
concise expressions function predominantly
as assertive and directive acts while rarely
serving commissive purposes and never
operating as declaratives. The findings
highlight the descriptive and guidance-
oriented character of proverbial discourse in
Persian and underscore the importance of
indirectness, shared knowledge, and cultural
convention in shaping communicative action.
By systematically mapping speech-act
categories onto a substantial proverb corpus,
the research contributes both to Persian
linguistics and to the broader field of applied
pragmatics, offering a model that can be
extended to other languages and cultural

traditions.
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