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Abstract

This study investigates the role of proverbs and idiomatic expressions in Safavid Iran as documented in European
travelogues by Shirley, Tavernier, and Olearius. These linguistic expressions reflect cultural values, social norms, ethical
principles, and regional characteristics, providing insights into the daily life and worldview of Iranians during the Safavid
period. The research identifies key themes such as self-reliance, resilience, criticism of futile efforts and resource wastage,
regional pride, the importance of foundational virtues, social appearance, economic prudence, and moral learning from
negative examples. Comparative analysis with classical Persian literature—including the Shahnameh, Golestan, and
Masnavi—demonstrates the continuity between oral proverbs and literary traditions. The study also examines instances
in which foreign travelers misinterpreted these expressions due to linguistic and cultural differences, underscoring the
importance of contextual understanding in cross-cultural studies. Findings indicate that proverbs functioned as concise
vehicles for transmitting ethical, social, and practical knowledge, serving both as cultural capsules and behavioral guides.
This research contributes to the understanding of Iranian culture, social structures, and ethical paradigms during the
Safavid era through a linguistic and literary lens.
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Introduction

This study explores Persian proverbs and idiomatic expressions recorded in the travelogues of European visitors such as
Shirley, Tavernier, and Olearius during the Safavid era. Its primary objective is to analyze these expressions as cultural
artifacts that reflect social norms, ethical teachings, regional distinctions, and historical perspectives in early modern Iran.
While much research has focused on literary texts, few studies have systematically examined travelogues as sources for
understanding the interaction between oral tradition, societal values, and cross-cultural perceptions.

The central research question is: How do proverbs documented in European travelogues reflect Iranian cultural,
ethical, and social values, and how have travelers’ interpretations shaped Western perceptions of Safavid society? This
study contributes by documenting the continuity of cultural values in Iranian proverbs and critically assessing European
travelers’ perspectives, including instances of misinterpretation due to linguistic or cultural differences.

The scope is confined to the Safavid period and selected travelogues, acknowledging that these sources may contain
translation errors, personal biases, and selective reporting. Nevertheless, comparison with contemporary Persian literary
and historical texts indicates that these proverbs offer valuable insights into ethical norms, social hierarchies, economic
attitudes, and regional characteristics. The study also highlights the pedagogical function of proverbs, their didactic role,
and their contribution to reinforcing societal expectations.

Materials and Methods

This research employs a qualitative and comparative approach, focusing on proverbs and idiomatic expressions recorded
in European travelogues during the Safavid era, including works by Sherley (1978), Tavernier (1984), and Olearius
(1984). The primary sources were examined in their original Persian translations and cross-checked against historical and
literary texts, such as the Shahnameh, Golestan, Masnavi, and chronicles by Rashid al-Din and Yezdi, to verify cultural
consistency and historical context.

Data collection involved identifying proverbs with recurring themes, including self-reliance, economic prudence,
regional characteristics, social etiquette, ethical learning, and the use of animals and nature in expression. Each proverb
was categorized according to theme, historical reference, ethical implication, and travelers’ interpretation. Cross-cultural
analysis was conducted to highlight instances where European travelers misunderstood or exaggerated the meaning due
to linguistic, social, or cultural differences.

Analytical techniques included thematic coding, textual comparison, and historical contextualization. Visual tools
such as tables and charts were used to summarize proverbs according to category, frequency, and correspondence with
Persian literary and historical sources. This methodology allows for a systematic understanding of the cultural significance
of proverbs while accounting for translation biases and observer subjectivity inherent in travelogues.

The study emphasizes the integrative use of literature, travel accounts, and historical chronicles to provide a holistic
interpretation of Safavid cultural and ethical norms as expressed through proverbs.

Research Findings

The analysis of proverbs and idiomatic expressions from European travelogues during the Safavid era revealed several
thematic patterns reflecting Iranian cultural values and social norms. First, proverbs emphasizing self-reliance and
individual capability (e.g., “Every person should rely on their own craft”) highlight the importance of personal skills
and independent effort in Safavid society. Corresponding Persian literature, including Rumi’s Masnavi and Saadi’s
Golestan, reinforces this emphasis on proactive personal agency.

Second, regional and environmental characteristics were frequently celebrated or critiqued. Proverbs such as
“Wheat from the soil of Izad Khas, a Yazdi woman, Shirazi wine” illustrate admiration for local products and cultural
traits, whereas expressions related to Gilan emphasize environmental hardships and historical perceptions of exile.

Third, economic prudence and the use of opportunities emerge in proverbs addressing resource management and
commercial acumen, reflecting both indigenous practices and travelers’ observations of missed potential. Fourth, learning
from negative examples is highlighted in proverbs such as “Manners are learned from the ill-mannered”, revealing a
pedagogical dimension in moral and ethical education.

Fifth, animals and natural elements are used metaphorically to express emotions, warnings, and social behaviors;
for instance, “4 Kashan scorpion may sting your hand” symbolizes danger and sudden harm, showing the integration of
environmental experience into moral and social discourse.
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Overall, the findings indicate that these proverbs encapsulate Safavid values related to ethics, self-reliance, social
etiquette, economic insight, and interaction with nature. Moreover, European travelers often misinterpreted or
exaggerated these expressions due to cultural and linguistic differences, highlighting the need for careful contextual
analysis.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

The analysis demonstrates that Safavid proverbs, as recorded by European travelers such as Shirley, Tavernier, and
Olearius, provide a multidimensional view of Iranian society, reflecting ethical, social, economic, and environmental
values. Proverbs emphasizing self-reliance and personal skill reveal a culture that valued individual initiative alongside
spiritual reliance, aligning with classical Persian literature such as Rumi’s Masnavi and Saadi’s Golestan.

Regional and environmental proverbs show how geography and climate shaped cultural perceptions. Positive
attributions, like Shirazi wine or Yazdi beauty, highlight local pride, whereas references to Gilan reflect historical
hardships and the sociopolitical notion of exile. Such expressions illustrate the interplay between environmental
conditions and societal attitudes.

Proverbs addressing economic prudence and opportunity utilization suggest an awareness of resource
management, commercial foresight, and the consequences of neglecting potential. Similarly, learning from negative
examples demonstrates an educational strategy where observation of others’ faults promotes ethical and practical
development.

The use of animal and natural metaphors to convey danger, moral lessons, or social sentiments indicates the deep
integration of the natural world into everyday discourse.

European travelers often misinterpreted these proverbs due to linguistic and cultural differences, emphasizing the
importance of contextual knowledge in cross-cultural studies. Overall, these proverbs serve as cultural capsules, providing
insight into Safavid social norms, values, and worldviews, while illustrating continuity with broader Persian ethical and
literary traditions. The study confirms that the proverbs’ enduring relevance lies in their ability to communicate complex
social, moral, and environmental lessons succinctly.
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