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The Impact of Carnivalesque Features on the Representation of Different Social Classes in
Persian Proverbs: Volume I of Dehkhoda’s Amsal o0 Hekam
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Abstract

Persian lyrical literature has consistently mirrored the social, cultural, and political conditions of Iranian society, with its eminent writers
and poets articulating their pains, ideals, and critiques through poetic and prose forms. Within this literary tradition, folk literature—
particularly proverbs—serves as a vital component of the oral culture, playing a significant role in conveying social and political concepts.
Proverbs, characterized by their concise and straightforward language, encapsulate notions such as justice, inequality, corruption, power,
hope, and criticism of the status quo. Due to their popular nature, they are recognized as one of the most effective tools for collective
expression. This study employs Mikhail Bakhtin's theory of the carnivalesque to analyze the carnivalesque features present in the proverbs
compiled in Volume I of Ali Akbar Dehkhoda’s Amsal o Hekam. Elements such as ridicule, mockery, the grotesque, inversion of norms,
laughter, humor, and the critique of power are identified and examined to elucidate their critical and dialogic roles within folk literature.
The innovation of this research, in comparison to existing domestic and international studies, lies in its focus on proverbs as succinct and
elliptical texts that have been relatively overlooked in carnivalesque studies, despite their substantial capacity to represent cultural
resistance, social inversion, and critique of official discourse. The findings indicate that proverbs function not only as linguistic cultural
heritage but also as instruments reflecting the real lives of people, critical discourse, and social resistance. This research underscores the
importance of reinterpreting proverbs through the lens of contemporary literary theories, demonstrating that carnivalesque elements can
serve as keys to understanding the hidden layers of social critique within oral culture.

Keywords: folk literature, proverb, Bakhtinian carnival, Ali Akbar Dehkhoda, social critique, polyphony.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Persian lyrical literature has long served as a
mirror reflecting the social, cultural, and
political conditions of Iranian society, with
poets and writers employing poetic and prose
forms to articulate collective pains, ideals, and
critiques of power structures (1). Within this
tradition, folk literature—particularly
proverbs—occupies a vital space as oral
cultural artifacts that distill complex social
realities into concise, accessible expressions.
These proverbs, characterized by their brevity
and vivid imagery, encapsulate themes such
as justice, inequality, corruption, and
resistance, functioning as tools for collective
expression and social commentary (2). The
present study applies Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory
of the carnivalesque to analyze Persian
proverbs in Volume | of Ali Akbar
Dehkhoda’s Amsal o Hekam, focusing on how
elements like ridicule, grotesque imagery,
inversion of norms, and polyphony enable

subversive critiques of power and class

pealie Sloeslinal S sl Ol Gai ool @l aoes
Osr glilale 5 obS Opm Jd s LS
Sy 5l LS ey ol LS (gl Ll e s il 0
Slamalr 53 eisn A3k alid Sa b s elonrl A8 Ol
Sy arlge Slacas e b ol S sl s Ol &S
3 0PIl s 58 Ol Gl 2o B () 22 0L )
o5l el elal Lol
bl rdlo,e Sl wose oadlae nl ol 0
5obsS ax Sl sl ol aST olee 5k slas S,
Godas bl glanl Ogmen Wilg e bl e 03
hierarchies. By examining these features, the
research highlights the proverbs’ role in
articulating the voices of marginalized groups
and destabilizing official discourses, thereby
positioning folk literature as a dynamic site of
cultural resistance (3). Bakhtin’s framework,
which emphasizes the temporary suspension
of social hierarchies and the celebration of
collective laughter, provides a lens to decode
the layered socio-political critigues embedded
in these proverbs, revealing their capacity to
challenge dominant narratives through humor
and irony (5).
The study situates itself within a growing body
of scholarship that employs Bakhtinian theory
to analyze literary and cultural texts, both in
Iran and internationally. = Domestically,
researchers have explored -carnivalesque
elements in classical Persian poetry, such as
the subversive humor in
Ferdowsi’'s Shahnameh and the grotesque
imagery in works by Nizhad Najmi (19, 20).

Internationally, scholars have applied the
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carnivalesque to contexts ranging from digital
media to pandemic-era social practices,
emphasizing its adaptability in critiquing
contemporary power dynamics (22, 23).
However, this research diverges by centering
proverbs—short,  elliptical texts often
overlooked in carnivalesque studies—as
primary sites of analysis. Previous studies on
Dehkhoda’s work have largely focused on
linguistic or historical aspects, neglecting the
proverbs’ inherent dialogic and polyphonic
qualities (7). By contrast, this study argues that
proverbs, with their oral origins and brevity,
Bakhtin’s

carnivalesque, as they democratize discourse,

epitomize concept of the
amplify marginalized voices, and employ
laughter to dismantle authoritarian pretenses
(16). This approach not only fills a gap in
Persian literary studies but also expands the
global applicability of Bakhtin’s theory to non-
Western, non-narrative texts.

Bakhtin’s carnivalesque theory, rooted in
medieval European folk culture, posits that
temporary suspensions of social norms allow
for the inversion of hierarchies, the celebration
of bodily excess, and the mocking of authority
figures (25). Key elements such as ridicule,
grotesquerie, and the interplay of death and
life are central to this framework, enabling a
critique of rigid societal structures through
humor and absurdity (27). In the context of
Persian proverbs, these elements manifest in
several ways. For instance, the proverb “ i/ </

Gl o i 4’ (“The water is muddy from its

source”) uses metaphorical language to
critiqgue corrupt leadership, likening systemic
failure to a contaminated wellspring (16).
Similarly, proverbs like “&/ 4es (o /a8 207 (“A
beggar with so many airs”) employ ridicule to
expose the absurdity of social pretenses,
destabilizing class-based decorum through
hyperbolic humor (7). The grotesque, as seen
in “2i S =i 7 S L, S (“If “if and ‘but’ were
married”), exaggerates logical contradictions
to parody bureaucratic inefficiency, embodying
Bakhtin’s notion of the carnivalesque as a
space where official seriousness is subverted
through ludic absurdity (27). These examples
illustrate how proverbs function as micro-
narratives of resistance, using carnivalesque
techniques to critigue oppression while
evading direct censorship.

Methodologically, the study adopts a
descriptive-analytical approach, combining
literary analysis with Bakhtinian theory to
dissect the proverbs’ linguistic and thematic
layers (17). By focusing on Volume | of Amsal
o Hekam, which spans proverbs from
letters to < the research identifies recurring
carnivalesque motifs such as the inversion of
power dynamics (e.g., “A3L 20 &5 2 [*The
captain’s body aches”]), which metaphorically
critiqgues hierarchical authority by reducing the
captain—a symbol of control—to a vulnerable,
suffering body (18). Content analysis reveals
that these proverbs often employ vernacular
language and folk humor to articulate critiques

that would otherwise be suppressed in formal
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discourse. For example, “ S <o 4 Sb o/
o327 (“To pour clear water into someone’s
hands”) uses the grotesque imagery of
purification to mock hypocritical moral
posturing, aligning with Bakhtin’s emphasis on
the body as a site of political contestation (28).
The study also highlights the proverbs’
polyphonic nature, where multiple social
voices—peasants, women, the poor—coexist
and challenge monolithic narratives, reflecting
Bakhtin’s view of carnival as a pluralistic space
(4). This methodological rigor underscores the
proverbs’ complexity, positioning them as both
cultural artifacts and acts of covert resistance.
The analysis uncovers how carnivalesque
elements in Dehkhoda’s proverbs facilitate
nuanced social critiques. Ridicule and
mockery, as in “ 258§ s s jai Cud o8 4 i) 41 8
- ¢ (“The cat that cannot reach the meat
says it smells bad”), dismantle elitism by
attributing hypocrisy to the powerful (19).
Similarly, the inversion of norms in proverbs
like “cl 7 sé o sivs o 40 G sin o0l P (“Relief lies in
moving from one column to another”) critiques
societal stagnation, advocating for flexibility
over rigid traditions (21). The grotesque
emerges in sayings such as “oise od o
owis” (“To sew shoes without wetting the
leather”), which satirizes inexperience by
juxtaposing mundane labor with absurd
incompetence, echoing Bakhtin’s celebration
of the absurd as a tool for liberation (27).
Furthermore, the interplay of death and life in

proverbs like “_li le/ 4iw € 597 (“A hungry

person has no faith”) underscores the material
basis of spiritual claims, mocking religious
hypocrisy through carnal imagery (12). These
findings demonstrate that carnivalesque
proverbs are not mere folk wisdom but
deliberate acts of cultural subversion, using
humor and irony to navigate the constraints of
authoritarian discourse.

In conclusion, this study illuminates the
transformative power of Persian proverbs as
vehicles of social critigue, revealing their
capacity to challenge hegemony through
applying
Bakhtin’s theory, the research repositions

carnivalesque  strategies. By
these proverbs as dynamic texts that encode

resistance, polyphony, and democratic
dialogue within their concise forms. The
proverbs’ emphasis on laughter, bodily
excess, and norm inversion not only reflects
historical struggles but also offers a timeless
framework for understanding grassroots
dissent. Future research could extend this
analysis to other volumes of Amsal o
Hekam or  explore intersections  with
contemporary social movements, further
affirming the relevance of folk literature in
studies of power and resistance. Ultimately,
this work underscores the necessity of re-
evaluating marginalized cultural forms through
interdisciplinary lenses, bridging literary theory
and socio-political critique to uncover hidden
layers of collective memory and agency.
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