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Abstract

This study examines the rhetorical role of simile in the production of humor,
particularly in Persian literary discourse. Although simile is widely
recognized as a powerful rhetorical and poetic device, its specific function
in generating humor has remained underexplored in academic research.
Traditional rhetorical studies often focus on simile’s descriptive and
illustrative roles, positioning it as a tool to clarify concepts or embellish
language. However, the present research argues that simile possesses an
untapped potential for constructing humor and satire. This potential arises
from the manipulation of the semantic and relational distance between the
subject (tenor) and the comparison (vehicle) in simile structures.
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Introduction

Building on this premise, the research aims to analyze how simile, through
strategic rhetorical distortion and semantic incongruity, can function as a
core mechanism for humorous expression. The study introduces two



original conceptual tools: the “Angle of Simile” and the “Circle of Simile.”
The “Angle of Simile” is defined as the degree of semantic deviation or
alignment between the tenor and the vehicle. A narrow angle results in a
conventional simile, while a wider angle increases the potential for humor
through surprise, exaggeration, or incongruity. The “Circle of Simile,” on
the other hand, serves as a visual and theoretical framework to map the
humor-generating capacity of different simile types. These two concepts are
intended to fill the theoretical gap in rhetorical humor studies by offering a
model that links specific stylistic choices to humorous effect.

The main objective of this research is to identify and categorize the types of
simile that actively contribute to humor, especially in literary and satirical
texts. The central research question is: How does the structural and semantic
configuration of simile enable the generation of humor in literary contexts?
To answer this, the study identifies three primary rhetorical mechanisms
through which simile operates humorously: (1) self-simile (where a subject
is humorously compared to itself), (2) contrastive simile (where a subject is
compared to its opposite), and (3) grotesque simile (where the comparison
involves  absurd, exaggerated, or inappropriate  analogies).

The literature review

This research acknowledges previous contributions in the fields of rhetoric,
humor studies, and Persian literary criticism. Scholars such as Shafiei
Kadkani and Jamkarani have addressed rhetorical devices broadly, and
others like Shamisa have written on Persian satire. However, most of these
studies either marginally refer to simile or treat humor in general terms
without providing a cohesive analytical model. Furthermore, Western
theorists such as Henri Bergson and Sigmund Freud, who have significantly
influenced humor studies, tend to focus on psychological or sociological
explanations rather than stylistic or linguistic ones. Thus, this research seeks
to bridge the gap between classical rhetorical theory and modern humor
studies, particularly within the context of Persian literary tradition.

The methodology



In general, the theoretical framework is grounded in classical rhetoric but
enriched with contemporary semiotic and cognitive linguistic theories.

The methodology employed in this research is qualitative and relies on
rhetorical criticism as the primary mode of analysis. A selection of Persian
literary texts, both classical and modern, was examined to identify examples
of humorous similes. The study is library-based and analytical in nature,
relying on close reading and interpretive analysis to uncover the rhetorical
mechanisms at play. Texts by satirical masters such as Obeyd Zakani, Iraj
Mirza, and contemporary humorists serve as the primary corpus, although
the paper also draws on rhetorical treatises and theoretical texts to support
its arguments.

Findings and Conclusion:

The three processes of simile humor identified in this research operate as
follows: in the category of self-simile, the humor arises from the paradox of
identity. When a person or concept is described as being like itself, the
comparison collapses on itself, creating an effect of absurdity or irony. This
kind of simile draws attention to redundancy and circularity, which are
themselves comedic tools. In the second category, contrastive simile, humor
is generated by juxtaposing two inherently incompatible ideas. A coward
described as “brave like a lion” or a fool as “wise like Socrates” creates an
immediate cognitive dissonance that often leads to laughter. This type of
simile relies heavily on irony and is frequently used in political or social
satire.

The third category, grotesque simile, is perhaps the most striking. Here,
humor stems from extreme exaggeration or inappropriate comparisons. An
important example of this category of satirical simile is the comparison of
humans to animals. While these similes may seem crude, they serve a deeper
rhetorical purpose by subverting expectations and challenging cultural
norms. They are particularly effective in satirical contexts where shock

value is used to provoke thought and critique societal hypocrisy.



The findings suggest that simile, when used with intentional semantic
distortion, can serve as a powerful vehicle for humor. The degree of
deviation between tenor and vehicle is critical to the humor’s success. The
greater the distance—mapped through the “Circle of Simile”—the more
likely it is to evoke laughter, surprise, or even discomfort. Moreover, these
simile types often intersect with other rhetorical devices such as irony,
hyperbole, and parody, enhancing their effect.
In conclusion, this study contributes to the field of rhetorical criticism by
offering a new lens through which to view simile not just as a decorative
linguistic tool, but as an active agent in humor construction. This article
presents a theoretical model by redefining the concept of "angle of analogy"
and inventing the concept of "circle of analogy" that can be applied beyond
Persian literature to broader studies in humor, rhetoric, and discourse
analysis. This model also holds pedagogical value for teaching rhetoric and
humor in literary studies, providing students and scholars with a framework
to analyze stylistic choices more systematically.

Continuing the path of the present research, future research can try to
explain how humor is created in other rhetorical devices such as metaphor,
irony, and simile, and examine their interactive effects on humor and
meaning-making.
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