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Shoghal, Shekar or Shekal: A Lexical Correction in
Saadi's Bustan in Light of Southern Iran's Folk Culture

Jafar Fasaei', Somayeh Rezaei*?

Abstract

a particular word in chapter two of Bustan appears inconsistent with the
poem’s aesthetic and logical coherence, suggesting a longstanding and
deeply ingrained error in the cultural memory of Iranian readers. In the tale
of the Dervish and the Fox, we read: A pale and disheveled dervish was in
this state when a lion appeared, holding a jackal in its claws. The hungry lion
devoured the jackal, and the remains of the jackal fell to a helpless fox. If
you'd like, I can also adjust the tone to be more poetic, literary, or modern .
Given the biological behavior of lions and foxes, in which the consumption
of fellow carnivores is exceedingly rare and typically limited to extreme
necessity, the conventional reading of "jackal" (J-%) in this context seems
guestionable. In this study, the authors consult Southern Iranian folk culture
and conduct a philological analysis of manuscript variants and classical
commentaries to argue that the commonly accepted word is likely incorrect.
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The accurate term, they propose, is shikar (U5, “prey”), which in certain
Southern dialects has undergone phonetic shifts to forms such as shekal
(Js=%). Moreover, shekal has historically referred to a type of mountain goat
prevalent in southern Iran.

Keywords: Saadi’s Bustan, textual correction, jackal, prey, shekal, folk
culture.

Introduction

This paper addresses a particular textual inconsistency found in one of
Saadi’s most well-known poems from chapter two of the Bustan, a poem
familiar to generations of lranians through educational curricula. Such
inconsistencies can lead to persistent ambiguities within a society’s cultural
memory and, in the long run, may obscure the integrity of the original poetic
intent. In this poem—conveyed in parable form—Saadi first highlights the
divine attribute of providence and trust in God, then transitions to the central
theme of generosity. At the poem's outset, a dervish encounters a debilitated
fox; suddenly, a lion appears, having caught a miserable jackal as prey. The
lion consumes the jackal and leaves, after which the fox partakes of the
remains. However, given that neither ecological context nor poetic exigency
supports such an atypical act of predation, the notion that the lion preyed
upon a jackal appears dubious. Southern Iranian folk traditions, where oral
culture and natural symbolism remain active, offer important clues
reinforcing this doubt. This seemingly minor but significant textual problem
is the focus of the present study. Through careful manuscript comparison
and interpretive analysis of leading commentaries, we seek to propose a
revised reading of the word that aligns with both Saadi’s poetic logic and the
cultural-ecological realities of his time.

Research Background

Numerous studies have examined the correction of words, phrases, or verses
in the works of classical Persian poets. Saadi’s oeuvre has also been subject
to such investigations. For instance, Mojarrad (2018) analyzed the verse “A
child, who never studied the Qur'an, washed away the libraries of many
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nations”, suggesting a textual amendment. In another study titled “Balgis or
Laqgis? A Lexical Correction in Saadi’s Bustan”, Kachouyi (2018) re-
evaluates a problematic word. Mansouri (2019) examined the correct form of
“panjeh” versus “panja’” in a particular verse.

In some cases, researchers have relied on folk culture and oral traditions
to support textual emendation, such as in studies by Zolfaghari (2014) and
Aghajani (2023). These works underscore the value of folk knowledge in
reconstructing authentic literary meaning.

In the same vein, this study revisits a misinterpreted term in the Bustan
by consulting Southern Iran’s folk dialects and traditions. According to The
Encyclopedia of Saadi Studies and a review of existing scholarly literature,
no prior study has investigated this particular issue.

Goals, Questions, and Assumptions

The goal of this article is to correct a misreported word in Saadi’s Bustan.
By referring to manuscript versions and existing commentaries, we argue
that the word “shaghal” (jackal), which appears erroneously in the text, was
most likely meant to be “shekal.” The word shekal is commonly used in the
folk culture of southern Iran to refer to a type of wild goat.

Conclusion

In the extant manuscripts of the Bustan, there is inconsistency and
disagreement regarding the recording of the word shaghal (Jx-, "jackal").
This discrepancy appears to stem primarily from scribes failing to discern a
logical and clear connection between this term and the context of Sa'di's
discourse. Commentators, too, seem to have paid little attention to the folk
culture of the regions where Sa'di resided.

A close examination reveals that lions and foxes could not have preyed
upon the jackal as a common quarry or consumed its flesh. Given Sa'di's
genius and unparalleled insight into such matters, he would certainly have
been fully aware of this nuance. Instead, it seems the correct form of the
word is shekar (U5, "game/prey"), which in folk culture and the dialects of
southern Iran has also evolved into shekal (J&-).
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In these regions, memories of large herds of mountain goats (shekal) still
linger in the collective consciousness, and the elderly vividly recall tales of
hunting shekal. This theme is also present in the oral literature and folk
traditions of these areas.

It should be noted that in the Iranian phonetic spectrum, the shift from the
phoneme /r/ to /I/ is highly frequent. Examples such as dival (J' s>, "wall"),
siilakh (Y, "hole"), balg (S, "leaf"), garmsil (J=_S, "warm torrent"),
sardsil (=2, "cold torrent™), mirshekal (J8i_x), and shekal (J&3) clearly
demonstrate this phonetic evolution.

In the collective memory of the people of Fars, expressions like shekal
raftan ("to go hunting shekal) and mirshekal are still alive, and these terms
remain in use among the populace. In the folklore of these regions, the
beloved is sometimes metaphorically compared to shekal (with the deer
being the primary symbolic referent of shekar/shekal).
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