Journal of Linguistic

Research paper
Year (Vol.), ..-.., 2026

Literary Devices in Movie Titles: An Onomastic Study of Two
Decades of Iranian Cinema After the Islamic

Revolution (1981-2001)

Mohammad Amerian!

1. Assistant Professor, English Division, IRIB University, Tehran, Iran.

E-mail: mohammadamerian82@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research article

Article history:
Received: 3 Dec. 2025
Accepted: 7 May 2026

Keywords:
Onomastics,
film,

title,

Literary Device,
Iranian Cinema

This article examines the recognizable literary devices in the
titles of films made in Iran during the two decades of 1981 and
1991. To this end, the titles of 812 films participating in the
Fajr Film Festival between 1982 (the first edition) and 2001
(the twentieth edition) were carefully evaluated for the
presence of a range of the most frequently used literary
devices, including (a) simile, (b) contrast, (c) allusion, (d)
personification, and (e) imagery, using content analysis. The
results show that the literary device of simile was present in
only four film titles, and a total of fourteen titles contained
contrast. Also, 32 film titles contained allusion (literary-
artistic (15 cases), religious (10 cases), historical-political (5
cases), and popular culture (2 cases)). According to the results
of this study, the titles of 35 films included personification. In
addition, 155 film titles produced in the mentioned time
interval (equivalent to approximately one-fifth of all works
studied) had some type of imagery, among which the largest
share belonged to "visual" imagery (120 titles), followed by
imagery using extrasensory perception (and synesthesia) (27
cases), then "auditory" imagery (3 cases), "tactile" and
"olfactory" imagery (2 cases each), and "gustatory" imagery
(only one title).
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Introduction
Onomastics is a branch of social linguistics that initially focused on the study of name origins as a
diachronic discipline. Social linguistics, adopting a synchronic perspective, transformed onomastics
from an antiquarian study to a contemporary social study. Names are linguistic elements that form
part of linguistic knowledge, resulting from social interactions and individual interactions with their
surroundings, and thus play a central role in language and identity studies. This article examines the
titles of Iranian cinema films for the presence of literary figures, and in doing so, analyzes the figures
of simile, contrast, allusion, personification, and imagery. The reason for selecting these figures is
that, due to their inherent nature and necessity (the relative simplicity of understanding by the
reader/viewer), they can, in a more articulate and clear manner, establish a connection between word
and meaning in a cinematic work's title and fulfill their functional mission (attracting the audience

while simultaneously informing them).

A brief note of previous works
Despite the relative youth and lesser-known status of the field of «Onomastics» (name studies) in
Iran compared to other sub-branches of linguistics, onomastic studies conducted in Iran have been
relatively abundant, and among them, a significant number can be classified as «literary onomastics».
This category of research has primarily developed since the latter half of the 2010s. Amidst the
breadth and diversity of the aforementioned onomastic studies, it can be safely claimed that the field
of «art onomastics» in Iran and/or Persian has been largely neglected, and onomastic studies of
artistic works and productions are limited to a small number of research projects. Nearly all of these
works have focused on the study of titles in the realm of performing arts (and not, for example, music,
visual arts, or sculpture), and even these studies have merely concentrated on the titles of radio and/or
television programs, which can be further divided into two types: «title-focused» and «character-
focused». To the best of the author's knowledge, no study in the country has yet explored the literary
figures used/identifiable in the titles of artistic works, including the onomastics of film titles in Iranian
cinema. Therefore, this article can be considered one of the first academic and comprehensive
linguistic studies in this regard, aiming to examine the titles of selected Iranian films at the Fajr Film

Festival from the perspective of literary figures.

Theoretical Framework
This research adopts a three-tiered analytical framework to provide a unified conceptual structure for
analyzing the content of Iranian film titles during the first two decades after the Islamic Revolution:
(1) Rhetorical and Linguistic Level, (2) Semantic and Cognitive Level, and (3) Cultural Level. These
levels are respectively linked to Modern Rhetoric Theory, Cognitive Linguistics, and Cultural
Onomastic Theory.
Integrating Approaches: (a) Modern Rhetoric for analyzing the persuasive and aesthetic functions

of literary devices, (b) Cognitive Linguistics to explain mental imagery and metaphorical
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mechanisms in the naming process, and (¢) Cultural Onomastic Theory for interpreting data within

the cultural and historical context of Iranian cinema.

Rhetorical and Linguistic Level

The research framework is initially based on Modern Rhetoric introduced by Perelman, & Tyteca
(1969). Unlike classical/traditional rhetoric that emphasized beauty and linguistic craft, Modem
Rhetoric focuses on the persuasive and communicative functions of language. In this view, literary
devices are not merely decorative tools but cognitive and persuasive mechanisms that produce
meaning and impact in the communication process. Within this framework, film titles are considered
condensed and persuasive texts that, in a few words, serve diverse functions such as attracting the
audience's attention, conveying the film's space and content, and establishing connections with the
cultural memory of society. Simile, contrast, allusion, and personification are tools that achieve these

goals.

Semantic and Cognitive Level: Cognitive Linguistics and Mental Imagery

At the second level, the theoretical framework of the research is based on cognitive linguistics and,
in particular, on the concept of metaphor and mental imagery. According to Lakoff and Johnson
(1980), metaphors and other literary devices are not merely linguistic tools, but rather reflect the
mental and conceptual structures of humans. In this theory, language is a tool for representing lived
experiences, and literary devices are mechanisms by which the mind organizes abstract concepts into
concrete and sensory images. From this perspective, the film title functions as a compressed cognitive

unit where processes of mental imagery and metaphor are condensed and symbolically represented.

Cultural and Onomastic Level: Cultural Naming Theory

At the third level, the theoretical framework is based on cultural naming theory. Onomastics is an
interdisciplinary field that studies the structure, meaning, and function of names in cultural contexts
(Alego, 1973). In this approach, a name is not only an indicator of individual identity or an artistic
work but also a reflection of the values, beliefs, and cultural discourses of a society. From this
viewpoint, a film title, as a specific name, has two main functions: first, the function of identification
and differentiation of the work from other works, and second, the symbolic and cultural function that
is achieved through the choice of vocabulary, literary devices, and cultural references. Therefore,
analyzing literary devices in film titles in the target study can be a tool for identifying the

communicative and cultural shifts in Iranian cinema over the past two decades.

Integrated Research Conceptual Model

Based on the three theoretical levels above, the research’s conceptual model is designed as an
integrated model that extends from the linguistic level to the cultural level. In this model, the
rhetorical level identifies and categorizes literary devices in film titles; the cognitive level explains
the mental and linguistic imagery mechanisms behind these devices; and the cultural-onomastic level

interprets the resulting data within the historical and cultural context of Iranian cinema.
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Method
This study is fundamental-theoretical in terms of purpose and in terms of methodology, it is
integrative (qualitative and quantitative) content analysis. Its approach is, also, descriptive-analytical.
The aim of the study is to examine distinct literary devices in the titles of films produced in Iran
during the two decades after the Islamic Revolution (1982-2001).

Analytical Framework (Selection of literary devices): For analyzing film titles, five commonly
used literary devices (simile, contrast, allusion, personification, and imagery) were initially selected
and operationally defined with specific criteria from reputable literary sources. Subsequently, the
film titles were examined for structural and semantic (functional) connections with the
presence/extractability of the mentioned devices in collaboration with two experts (a linguist and a
Persian literature specialist).

Sampling and Data Selection: The statistical population of this study consisted of film titles
participating in the Fajr Film Festival between 1982 and 2001 (the initial two decades of post-
revolutionary cinema in Iran).

Unit of Analysis: The unit of analysis in this study was the "film title" which could range from a

single letter (e.g., a film named “;” (Persian “Ch”)) to a sentence (e.g., "¢ ls s 1 e o0 (¥ Love

the Earth”) and, in fact, could be a combination of any type and number of lexical/phrase structures.

Literary Devices’ Coding Framework: Efforts were made in this study to provide a precise and
documented coding of literary devices in film titles that is supported by both literary techniques and
cognitive theory. To ensure sufficient scientific validity, credible tools for assessing validity and
reliability were used. To enhance analysis objectivity, operational definitions and specific linguistic
indicators were determined for each device. Coding was performed on a binary basis
(presence/absence), and in ambiguous cases, the principle of caution was observed, and coding was
avoided. Additionally, to enhance reliability, a portion of the samples was re-examined for accurate

coding.

Conclusion

The title of a film, though linguistically brief and concise, serves a function beyond mere naming. A
title can carry a network of cultural references, linguistic techniques, and attention-grabbing
strategies understanding the nuances of which aids in grasping the cinematic and cultural discourse.
While analyzing the titles of cinematic works in relation to their cultural and social conditions at the
time of their creation should emphasize the interplay (and even intertwining) of the title within the
content of the cinematic work, the titles themselves, independent of the content of their corresponding
works, can be seen as symbols and indicators of the dominant attitudes, concerns, and values of each
era, thus playing a significant role in understanding cultural and social trends and illustrating how
cinema has played a role in reflecting and embodying social transformations.

This research, by examining a total of 812 Iranian film titles participating in the Fajr Film Festival
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between 1982 and 2001, aimed to identify and analyze the use of literary figures in film titles. The
literary figures identified include: simile in four titles, semantic contrast or contradiction in 14 titles,
various types of allusion in 32 titles, personification in 35 titles, and diverse imageries in 155 titles.
Cinematic work titles serve various functions, such as attracting attention and creating curiosity,
expressing the complexity and multi-layered nature of the subject, conveying the main message or
theme of the film, and/or artistic and literary aesthetics. Analyzing cinematic titles can not only
highlight the importance of symbols, cultural identity, and social structures in Iranian cinema, serving
as a cultural indicator and analyst of cultural trends in society, but also provide a clearer and deeper
understanding of cultural, social, and artistic trends over time and assess their relationship with social,

political, and economic developments in countries.
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