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The Rhetorical Device of Irony in Shabankareh Folk Literature
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Abstract

Irony is the final category within the traditional science of rhetoric (including metonymy, simile, metaphor, and irony), and
it denotes an indirect mode of expression through which the speaker conveys meaning in a veiled or non-explicit manner. In
effect, irony is considered one of the most engaging and aesthetically refined artistic techniques in discourse. In the folk
literature of the Shabankareh region, this rhetorical device has been widely employed; indeed, irony constitutes one of the
most functional and frequently occurring literary devices in the local dialect of this area. The present study, utilizing both
fieldwork and library-based research methods, examines local ironic expressions found in the Shabankareh dialect. The
findings of this research indicate the necessity of documenting and preserving these expressions—prior to their potential
disappearance—for use by linguists and researchers. In this study, the author attempts to analyze local ironic expressions
based on theoretical foundations drawn from the science of rhetoric and the principles of eloquence, and to classify types of
irony both in terms of their referential object (makni ‘anhu) and in terms of their degree of explicitness or implicitness.
Keywords: Irony, Local Expressions, Shabankareh Dialect, Folk Literature
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Iran, with its several-thousand-year

civilizational depth and striking ecological
diversity, has long sustained a remarkable
plurality of languages, dialects, and local
speech forms, each of which functions not
merely as a means of communication but also
as a repository of collective memory, cultural
continuity, and symbolic identity. Within this
broad linguistic mosaic, regional dialects
preserve inherited ways of seeing the world
and encode everyday patterns of social
relation, value judgment, humor, and
emotional expression. Yet many of these
dialects are now exposed to serious erosion
under the pressures of modernization,
migration, educational homogenization, mass
media, and the growing prestige of standard
language forms. The Shabankareh dialect,
spoken in the Shabankareh region of Bushehr
Province in southwestern Iran, constitutes one

of these endangered local speech traditions
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and belongs to the northern dialectal zone of
the  province  alongside Dashtestani,
Ganavehi, and Liravi (1). Historical and
geographical studies of the region show that
Shabankareh has preserved a distinctive
cultural profile shaped by tribal memory,
agrarian life, and regional continuity within the
broader Dashtestan area (6-10). One of the
most vivid and aesthetically powerful
components of this dialect is its extensive use
of kinayah, or indirect figurative expression, a
rhetorical form that allows speakers to
communicate meaning obliquely, vividly, and
often memorably. In everyday speech,
wedding songs, local verse, folk narratives,
and oral exchanges, Shabankareh speakers
employ ironic and allusive expressions not as
ornamental extras but as integral elements of
communicative style, social evaluation, and
verbal creativity. Because such expressions
are embedded deeply in oral culture rather

than institutional writing, they are especially
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vulnerable to disappearance when older
generations pass away and younger speakers
lose fluency in local forms. For this reason,
documenting the rhetoric of kinayah in the
Shabankareh dialect is not only a literary
exercise but also a cultural and linguistic
necessity tied to safeguarding intangible
heritage and recovering a localized poetics of
speech before it is lost.

From the perspective of classical Persian
rhetoric, kinayah occupies a major place within
the science of bayan and is conventionally
treated as a mode of expression in which a
phrase conveys an intended meaning through
one of the implications or necessary
associations of its apparent meaning rather
than through direct statement (4, 11).
Traditional rhetorical authorities describe
kinayah as speech possessing both a
proximate and a remote sense, where the
literal expression remains formally possible yet
the intended meaning is accessed through
implication and contextual association rather
than explicit denotation (4). The conceptual
foundations of this rhetorical device are closely
related to broader Persian discussions of
imagery, figurative language, indirection, and
the aesthetic pleasure produced by layered
meaning (3)- Lexicographical and
phraseological works also demonstrate that
Persian vernacular culture has long depended
on idioms, proverbs, and figurative speech as
condensed forms of social experience and
moral commentary (12-14). Studies of proverbs

and folk discourse further show that indirect

language is often favored because it softens
admonition, intensifies satire, enriches verbal
wit, and transforms ordinary observations into
culturally memorable statements (2, 15, 16). In
folk literature specifically, figurative speech
often emerges from collective life rather than
elite authorship, and its durability depends on
frequent repetition in socially meaningful
contexts such as family interactions, village
gatherings, occupational routines, and oral
storytelling (5, 17). The Shabankareh case is
therefore especially significant, because the
dialect retains a living intersection between
classical rhetorical categories and oral
vernacular practice. What rhetorical manuals
theorize in abstract terms appears here in
highly localized, socially grounded
expressions whose imagery is drawn from
livestock, agriculture, domestic space, bodily
features, hunger, scarcity, hospitality, kinship
tensions, and communal reputation. Such
material demonstrates that kindyah is not only
a literary device found in written poetry but also
a practical, embodied, and culturally situated
form of expression woven into everyday life.
The present study thus approaches
Shabankareh figurative language as both
rhetoric and ethnolinguistic evidence, asking
how local kinayat can be classified according
to traditional categories while also revealing
the worldview of the community that produced
them.

Methodologically, the study relies on a
combined field-based and library-based

approach in order to capture both the lived use
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of local expressions and the theoretical tools
needed to interpret them. The field component
involved collecting idiomatic and figurative
expressions from middle-aged and elderly
native speakers in the Shabankareh region
through interview-based inquiry, observation,
and conversational elicitation. This strategy
was necessary because many of the
expressions under investigation survive
primarily in oral circulation and are unevenly
distributed across generations. As in many
studies of dialect and oral tradition, older
speakers preserve lexical and figurative forms
that are receding from the speech of younger
cohorts, especially in communities
increasingly exposed to urban migration and
digital communication. The library component
complemented this material by drawing on
works in Persian rhetoric, dictionaries of
idioms, folklore studies, regional dialect
research, and geographical-historical sources
related to Bushehr and Dashtestan (1, 3-6, 11,
12, 18). Works on the Dashtestani and
Shabankareh dialects were particularly useful
in situating the speech material within a
broader regional linguistic ecology (1, 18). The
collected expressions were then grouped
thematically and analyzed rhetorically
according to two major axes derived from
traditional bayan: first, classification by the
relation between the explicit expression and
the intended referent, such as kinayah of the
described object, kinayah of attribute, and
kinayah of action; and second, classification

by degree of clarity or concealment, including

more accessible and more remote forms, often
discussed under headings such as ima, talwih,
>, and ta'nz (4, 11). This dual framework
allowed the study not only to record
expressions as lexical items but also to explain
how they function semantically, pragmatically,
and aesthetically. In this sense, the research
does not treat local expressions as random
curiosities; rather, it reads them as structured
instances of figurative discourse whose
internal logic can be described through
established  rhetorical concepts  while
remaining sensitive to regional usage and oral
context.

The findings indicate that Shabankareh folk
speech possesses a rich and diverse
repertoire of kinayah whose forms correspond
closely to classical rhetorical categories while
also reflecting distinctly local semantic fields.
A first set of examples may be described as
kinayah of the referent or named object, where
an attributed expression points toward a
person or type of person. Expressions
designating bodily features or visible traits may
function as judgments about character,
intelligence, generosity, poverty, greed, or
danger. Thus, figurative descriptions of a
person as broad-headed, lean-bodied,
miserly-bellied, or snake-like under the
threshing floor encode social assessments
through vivid, concrete imagery rooted in
village life and familiar experience. A second
group consists of kinayah of attribute, in which

one quality implies another, as when
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references to looseness, excessive height, or
awkward bodily extension imply ignorance,
vulgarity, or lack of refinement. A third and
especially productive group includes kinayah
built on verbal action, in which everyday
actions such as “throwing the heart backward,”
‘gathering oneself,” “giving a muttered
complaint,” or “stirring the fire from below”
indicate procrastination, shame, subdued
grievance, or the intensification of conflict.
Here, as in many Persian idiomatic systems,
the semantic force of the expression lies in the
transfer from a concrete embodied action to an
inferred psychological or social state (4, 12).
The study further shows that many
Shabankareh expressions can be divided into
proximate and remote kinayah. In proximate
cases, the path from literal image to intended
meaning is relatively direct, such as waiting
expressed through the image of “eyes on the
road,” or childlessness expressed through the
extinguished hearth. In remote cases,
however, interpretation depends on familiarity
with shared local assumptions, food culture,
kinship rhetoric, or moral irony. Expressions
involving stale straw, buttermilk-based dishes,
blind recipients of bounty, or goats seeking the
spring may appear opaque to outsiders and
even to younger insiders unless they know the
cultural frame in which the idiom developed.
This demonstrates that kinayah in the
Shabankareh dialect is not merely linguistic
ornamentation; it is a culturally indexed
semiotic system whose meanings depend on

shared memory and communal pragmatics.

The analytical classification of these
expressions according to degrees of
explicitness also reveals how Shabankareh
speakers exploit indirection for multiple
communicative purposes, including praise,
blame, warning, ridicule, social correction, and
emotional intensification. In  relatively
transparent forms corresponding to ima, the
required inferential steps are few, and the
intended meaning is quickly grasped.
Expressions equivalent to “open-handed,”
‘ready-eater,” or phrases signaling willing
acceptance preserve a direct bridge between
surface image and implied trait, typically
generosity, laziness, or consent (4). In talwih-
like cases, by contrast, the intended meaning
becomes accessible only through several
layers of association, as in expressions
implying that something vastly
disproportionate cannot fit within a tiny vessel,
the rhetorical effect here emerges from
compressed hyperbolic impossibility and
social commentary (5). Forms closer to <,
depend on especially dense cultural coding
and often label people through image clusters
that require local familiarity to decode. Finally,
ta‘riz appears as one of the most socially
active modes in the corpus, because it enables
speakers to reproach, mock, or humble
someone indirectly. Folk exchanges aimed at
greedy eaters, self-important boasters,
socially unworthy claimants, or intrusive
meddlers show how kinayah can function as a

mechanism of informal regulation within
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community life. Rather than confront directly,
the speaker deploys an indirect expression
that preserves performative sharpness while
embedding criticism in culturally sanctioned
verbal artistry. This aligns with the broader role
of idiom and proverb in Persianate speech
culture, where figurative expression often
condenses collective norms and moral
judgments more effectively than literal
statement (2, 15, 17). The Shabankareh
material also suggests that oral aesthetics and
communal ethics are inseparable: many
expressions are memorable precisely because
they unite rhythm, sound pattern, image,
humor, and social evaluation. In this respect,
the dialect preserves an indigenous rhetorical
intelligence that deserves attention not only
from literary scholars but also from linguists,
anthropologists, and researchers of intangible
heritage. The data confirm that local speech
communities do not merely inherit formal
rhetorical categories from learned tradition;
they actively recreate them in the texture of
daily life.

In conclusion, the study shows that the
kinayah repertoire of the Shabankareh dialect
constitutes a highly valuable component of
regional folk literature and an important source
for understanding the interaction of rhetoric,
oral tradition, and cultural identity. The
collected expressions demonstrate
considerable diversity in structure, semantic
reach, and communicative function, and they
confirm that indirect figurative speech remains

one of the most aesthetically compelling and

socially effective features of the dialect. At the
same time, the material makes clear that many
of these expressions are endangered because
the cultural conditions that sustained them are
rapidly changing. Shifts in lifestyle, education,
mobility, media consumption, and
intergenerational language transmission have
weakened the everyday contexts in which
such forms were once learned naturally.
Recording, classifying, and interpreting these
expressions is therefore an urgent scholarly
task. The preservation of Shabankareh kinayat
can contribute to dialect documentation, enrich
the study of Persian rhetoric beyond canonical
written texts, and help sustain a locally
grounded cultural memory that still survives in
the speech of older generations. What
emerges from this investigation is not simply a
list of idioms, but a portrait of a community
thinking through metaphor, judgment, allusion,
and verbal delicacy. By preserving these
expressions before they disappear,
scholarship can help protect a durable part of
Iran’s oral literary heritage and make available
to future research a subtle archive of lived
collective

language, imagination, and

vernacular art.
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