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ABSTRACT

Understanding Iran's international behavior, as a nation with an ancient civilization and
complex cultural layers, necessitates moving beyond superficial analyses and examining
its symbolic deep structures. Employing Yuri Lotman's theory of the "Semiosphere," this
study investigates the discourse of peace within Iran's national and cultural symbols. The
central research question asks: How is the narrative of peace formulated through semiotic
mechanisms within Iran's semiosphere, and what relationship does this formulation bear
to the country's pattern of conduct in the international arena? The research employs
"intertextual analysis" to examine five texts of Iranian culture (the Derafsh-e Kaviani,
Persepolis, the Persian Garden, the Shahnameh, and classical Persian poetry). The
findings indicate the existence of a "Grand Narrative of Justice-Oriented Peace" at the
core of this semiosphere—a narrative that defines peace not as a passive state, but as an
ideal contingent upon the realization of "Arta" (Just Order) and the negation of "Druj"
(Injustice). This narrative elucidates Iran's behavioral pattern, characterized by the
avoidance of aggression and an emphasis on legitimate defense. Beyond explicating Iran's
behavioral pattern, a comparative analysis of the Iranian and Western semiospheres
reveals that the persistent interpretive gap in international relations stems from a clash of
conflicting cultural codes. What is signified within the Iranian semiosphere as "legitimate
defense" and the "restoration of Arta" is translated within the Western semiosphere—
grounded in the Westphalian order—as "aggression" and "destabilization," and neglect of
this internal logic reduces prevailing analyses to mere reductionism.
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INTRODUCTION

National and cultural symbols are far more than static emblems of identity; they
function as complex, meaning-generating “texts” that encode a civilisation’s
deep-seated values, normative ideals, and collective memory. As active agents of
signification, these symbols shape the collective imagination and prefigure the
boundaries of legitimate political action in the international arena (Lotman, 1990, p.
123). For a civilisation-state such as Iran, whose historical continuity spans several
millennia, any serious grasp of its international conduct therefore demands a move
beyond superficial policy analysis and into the excavation of the symbolic deep
structures that operate as an implicit “cultural grammar” of action. The central
problem driving this research is the persistent interpretive chasm between Iran’s
dominant image in global discourse—frequently framed as a threat, a source of
instability, or an ideological challenger—and the peace-oriented narrative that is
persistently encoded in its most foundational national and cultural symbols.
Prevailing Western analytical frameworks, with their concentration on ideological
confrontation, nuclear brinkmanship, and security dilemmas, remain largely
inattentive to the endogenous cultural narrative that, if properly decoded, could
unlock the logic behind Iran’s behavioural patterns.

A systematic survey of the literature reveals four principal strands of prior
inquiry: mythological-comparative studies (Rahimi et al., 1405; Abdollahzadeh et
al., 1401), applied semiotic analyses of contemporary representations (Sarpiya,
2018; Najafi et al., 1400), philosophical-mystical investigations of peace in the
thought of individual poets (Kushki et al., 1400; Mehravaran, 1402), and
historical-political studies that either confine peace to discrete periods or adopt
purely realist presuppositions (Roomi, 2023; Rung, 2022). Critically, none of these
strands forges a bridge between deep cultural semiotics and International Relations.
The present study fills this lacuna by deploying Yuri Lotman’s theory of the
“Semiosphere” as a coherent analytical apparatus and by rigorously formulating the
“Arta/Druj” (Just Order/Injustice) duality as the central, meaning-generating
mechanism of Iran’s semiosphere. The empirical material is drawn from five
strategically selected cultural texts—Derafsh-e Kaviani, Persepolis, the Persian
Garden, Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, and classical Persian poetry—and is examined
through intertextual analysis grounded in Lotmanian semiotics. Two overarching
questions guide the inquiry: first, how is the narrative of peace semiotically
formulated and reproduced within Iran’s semiosphere? and second, what
relationship does this symbolic narrative establish with the historical pattern of
Iran’s behaviour in the international system?

PURPOSE

The study aims to disclose a unified “cultural grammar” that systematically
produces a “Grand Narrative of Justice-Oriented Peace” and to explain the



Iran-West interpretive gap as a clash between two distinct semiospheres,
demonstrating that what appears contradictory in Iran’s foreign policy is internally
coherent.

METHODOLOGY

Using a qualitative, descriptive-analytical approach guided by Lotman’s
semiosphere theory (Lotman, 1990; Lotman, Uspensky, & Mihaychuk, 1978), five
texts were purposefully selected for historical centrality and typological diversity:
Derafsh-e Kaviani (mytho-political), Persepolis (architectural), the Persian Garden
(spatial-landscape), the Shahnameh (epic-literary), and classical Persian poetry
(mystical-humanist). Data were collected through primary text analysis,
visual-archaeological examination, and secondary interpretations. Intertextual
analysis proceeded in three stages: (1) extraction of key signifiers (e.g., Kaveh’s
leather apron, the procession of nations, the Chaharbagh layout, the Iran-Turan
conflict, the body metaphor); (2) identification of binary oppositions centred on
“Arta/Druj”; and (3) tracing the intertextual dialogue to reveal the master narrative.

RESULTS

The five texts collectively reproduce a single Grand Narrative of Justice-Oriented
Peace:

Derafsh-e Kaviani encodes the transition from Druj (Zahhak’s tyranny) to Arta
(Fereydun’s just order), with Kaveh’s leather apron semiotically translated into a
banner of liberation against structural injustice (Abdollahzadeh et al., 1401, pp.
76-77).

Persepolis, through the deliberate absence of defensive fortifications, signifies
an internalised peace and confidence in a just order (Root, 2024, p. 118), while the
gift-bearing nations embody “Pax Persica” (Veyse, 1401, p. 14).

The Persian Garden physically crystallises distributive justice, the symmetrical
Chaharbagh reproducing cosmic order and drawing a boundary between the
organised Self (garden) and chaotic Other (desert) (Khansari et al., 2003).

The Shahnameh constructs an ethical and mythical border between Iran (Arta)
and Turan (Druj), where war is predominantly defensive, a response to aggression
and treaty-breaking, and legitimate peace is conditional upon justice (Nemati, 1394,
p- 390; Rahimi, 1400).

Classical poetry, rooted in the Unity of Existence, dissolves artificial
boundaries. Saadi’s “Bani Adam” conceives humanity as a single body, turning the
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poem into a border-crossing text that dialogues with the global semiosphere
(Mehravaran, 1402, p. 849; Kushki et al., 1400, p. 6).

A comparative analysis of the two semiospheres, summarised in Table,
systematically demonstrates how identical actions receive radically opposed
translations depending on the semiotic codes of each sphere.

Tablel: Comparative Analysis of Fundamental Codes in the Iranian and Western
Semiospheres

Key Concept

Iranian Semiosphere
(Iranshahri/Islamic Code)

Western Semiosphere
(Westphalian/Liberal Code)

Consequences of the
Clash in International
Relations

Definition of
Peace

Justice-Oriented Peace
(Arta): A state in which
justice prevails. Peace
without justice is “Imposed
Peace” (Druj).

Order-Oriented Peace
(Stability): The absence of
war and the consolidation of
the status quo based on the
rules of international law.

Fundamental gap in
negotiations: Iran seeks
a peace that alters an
unjust balance; the West
seeks structural
stability.

Definition of
Security

Endogenous & Collective
Security: Rejection of the
presence of extra-regional
powers (the aggressive
Other) and emphasis on an
indigenous order (e.g., the
Hormuz Peace Endeavour).

Exogenous & Alliance-based
Security: Rooted in
deterrence, military alliances,
and maintaining a balance of
power through the presence of
great powers.

Tension in the Persian
Gulf: Iran’s security
initiatives are
interpreted as
undermining the
U.S.-led order.

Military
Action

Legitimate Defence
(Restoration of Arta): A
response to aggression (e.g.,
the Iran-Iraq War) or
occupation. Initiatory
offensive action is
intrinsically rejected.

Aggression / Intervention:
Any projection of power
beyond formal borders, or
violation of national
sovereignty, is considered
aggression.

Crisis in interpreting
proxies: What Iran calls
the “Axis of Resistance”
and “defensive strategic

depth” is labelled a
“terrorist proxy
network” in the West.

Hostile Other

Arrogant, Aggressor,
Negator of Justice
(Mostakber): The “Other” is
defined by its conduct and
moral stance (its relationship
to justice), not necessarily by
religious or ethnic identity.

Rogue State, Normative
Threat: The “Other” is
defined by its violation of the
rules and norms of the liberal
international order.

Mutual unintelligibility:
Each side perceives the
other as “irrational”
because it does not
follow its own “rules of
the game.”

Source of
Legitimacy

Justice & Spirituality (Farr-e
Izadi / Divine-Popular
Legitimacy): The legitimacy
of political action depends
on adherence to justice and
the struggle against
oppression.

Contract & Law (Rational-
Legal Legitimacy):
Legitimacy derives from
internal democratic processes
and compliance with
international law.

Different bases of
critique: The Western
critique of Iran often
centres on “democracy
and human rights”;
Iran’s critique of the
West centres on
“hegemony and
structural injustice.”

As shown in Table 6, identical actions—such as Iran’s support for regional
allies—are semiotically translated as “legitimate defence” and “resistance against



occupation” within Iran’s semiosphere, yet as “aggression,” “destabilisation,” and
“state-sponsored terrorism” within the Western, Westphalian-liberal semiosphere
(Pompeo, 2018; Bolton, 2018; Hokayem, 2014; Hashemi, 2023).

DISCUSSION

Peaceful order-building and steadfast resistance are two sides of the single
“Justice-Oriented Peace” narrative. Manifested in Persepolis and encoded in the
Derafsh-e Kaviani myth, this narrative produces a pattern where peace is contingent
upon justice, and in its absence, defensive action becomes an ethical necessity—
never aggression. The contemporary doctrine of rejecting “neither war nor imposed
peace” (Khamenei, 1404) is the direct political translation of this enduring logic.
The structural source of the Iran-West gap is not a mere conflict of material
interests but a “clash of cultural codes,” arising from semiotic borders lacking a
functional “bilingual zone” for mutual translation (Fuller, 1991; Axworthy, 2016, p.
412; Haass, 2020, p. 167).

While this analysis reveals how the grand narrative of “Justice-Oriented Peace”
makes Iran’s actions culturally intelligible, it should not slide into cultural
determinism. In Lotmanian terms, the semiosphere is a dynamic and internally
contested system, not a closed, fully deterministic structure. The extracted narrative
is best understood as a powerful “discursive resource” for legitimizing action—not
its sole sufficient cause. Political actors, as semiotic agents, may consciously select,
accentuate, or recalibrate elements of this narrative in response to strategic
imperatives. Furthermore, Iran’s semiosphere is far from monophonic: alongside
the epic narrative of justice-seeking, parallel currents—such as bureaucratic
pragmatism or mystical cosmopolitanism—have long coexisted, each capable of
justifying a different pattern of action under specific conditions. Acknowledging
this polyphony moves the analysis away from a static, essentialist view of Iranian
culture and aligns it more fully with the Lotmanian concepts of indeterminacy and
the dialogic nature of culture.

CONCLUSION

By centring Lotman’s Semiosphere, the study unearthed a persistent cultural
grammar in which the axial “Arta/Druj” dichotomy simultaneously generates
peaceful order-seeking and the imperative of legitimate defence. The key theoretical
contribution is a systematic, semiotic explanation of the interpretive gap,
underscoring the urgent need for “cultural translation” in diplomacy.

NOVELTY

The study bridges Cultural Semiotics and International Relations in the Iran case by
operationalising the “Semiosphere” as a concrete analytical framework. It
rigorously formulates “Arta/Druj” as the central meaning-making mechanism and
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demonstrates its systematic reproduction across five symbolic domains—myth,
architecture, epic, landscape, and poetry. The comparative tabulation of clashing
interpretive codes of the two semiospheres also constitutes a novel contribution.

Research limitations/implications: The study is delimited to five central texts.
Future research should extend this semiotic mapping to religious rituals,
contemporary cinema, or political posters.

Practical implications: Effective diplomacy requires a strategy of “cultural
translation,” acknowledging that core concepts like “defence” and ‘“peace” are
processed through incommensurable cultural codes.

Social implications: By excavating deep-rooted peace narratives, the study
challenges one-dimensional, threat-centric portrayals of Iran and fosters the
intercultural literacy needed to reduce global polarisation.

Originality/value: The article provides an indispensable interpretive key for
Iranian foreign policy that transcends materialist and institutionalist IR
assumptions, demonstrating that the “cultural rationality” of civilisation-states is an
irreducible factor in their conduct.
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