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Abstract

Informed by cultural semiology and Yuri Lotman’s semiotic sphere theory, the
present study examines the focal signs in two fundamental texts of ancient
Iran, Yadgar-e Zariran and Kar-Namag-e Ardashir-e Papagan. The “focal sign”
is the meaning-generating centre and organizing force of the semiotic sphere
of the text; it is a sign around which a system of values, norms, and cultural
codes is formed, all of which, in turn, define the boundaries of the cultural
“self” and “other.” The central questions of this research are: how do focal
signs in these two texts function in relation to the concepts of “centre,”
“boundary,” and “translation”? and what their function is in organizing the
semantic structure and determining the identity boundaries of Iranian culture.
This descriptive-analytical research aims to identify and explain the function of
focal signs in the representation of Iranian culture and to understand the
mechanism of demarcation between other cultural spheres. The findings show
that in Yadgar-e Zariran, the focal sign of “stability against distorted reading of
religion” is located at the border of the semiotic sphere and meaning is
produced through confrontation and recoding; however, in Kar-Namag-e
Ardashir-e Papagan, the focal sign of “cosmic order and legitimacy of power” is
located at the center of the semiotic sphere and meaning is transferred and
institutionalised from the centre to the periphery. This comparative analysis
shows that the Iranian cultural sphere moves from a defensive and reactive
state to an organizing and reproducing state.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Yuri Lotman is a Russian philologist, semiotician, and founder of the
Tartu-Moscow school of cultural semiotics. Influenced by linguistics,
structuralism, and poststructuralism, his theories on culture include key
concepts such as text, culture, language, patterning system, and semiotic
sphere. This theory aims to describe and explain the mechanisms and the
process of signification within culture. His “semiosphere” theory, as one
of the most fundamental theories in cultural semiotics, views culture not
as a static set of signs, but as a dynamic network of semantic relations,
interactions, and intercultural translations. Yadgar-e Zariran and Kar-
Namag-e Ardashir-e Papagan are not mere reflections of historical events
or religious teachings; they are the manifestation of a system of meaning
and cultural organization in which Iranian identity is redefined as a
reaction to the religious, political, and cultural “other.”

2. Methodology

Informed by Lotman’s theories, this descriptive-analytical research
provides a comparative reading of Yadgar-e Zariran and Kar-Namag-e
Ardashir-e Papagan.

3. Theoretical Framework

Emerged in the final decades of the 20 century in the Tartu-Moscow
School and with the works of Yuri Lotman and his colleagues, Cultural
semiotics views culture as a system of signs; a system through which
meaning is produced, coded, stored, and reproduced. In this regard, every
culture functions as a macrotext that has its own internal structure,
semiotic logic, translation rules, and boundaries. Lotman’s “semiosphere”
theory, as one of the most fundamental theories in cultural semiotics,
views culture not as a static set of signs, but as a dynamic network of
semantic relations, interactions, and intercultural translations. In every
culture, signs are either in a “central” or “core” position. These valuable
signs are repeatedly reproduced in cultural texts and have an identifying,
cohesive, and defensive function.

4. Discussion and Analysis
In Lotman’s cultural semiotics, focal signs are those at the centre of a
culture’s semiotic sphere. These signs have the highest semantic, identity,
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and functional value in organizing and producing meaning. Focal signs
both direct cultural discourse and serve as a “semantic entity” in the
confrontational system of self/other. Focal signs are linked to concepts
such as identity, national culture, legitimacy, power, religion, social order,
and cultural history. Culture has a semiotic sphere, that is, a totality in
which meaning is produced, redistributed, and transformed.

5. Conclusion

Drawing upon Lotman’s semiotic sphere theory, the present study showed
that the narrative and semiotic structure of lranian texts is not only a
reflection of the religious and mythical worldview but also has a
fundamental function in the reproduction, translation, and consolidation
of Iranian culture. Yadgar-e Zariran and Kar-Namag-e Ardashir-e Papagan
represent two successive stages in the internalisation of meaning in the
Iranian cultural sphere: first, the stage of defending meaning against
foreign reading, and second, the stage of its internal reproduction and
legislation. in Yadgar-e Zariran, the focal sign of “stability against
distorted reading of religion” is located at the border of the semiotic
sphere and the meaning is produced through confrontation and recoding;
however, in Kar-Namag-e Ardashir-e Papagan, the focal sign of “cosmic
order and legitimacy of power” is located at the center of the semiotic
sphere and the meaning is transferred and institutionalised from the
centre to the periphery. This comparative analysis shows that the Iranian
cultural sphere moves from a defensive and reactive state to an
organizing and reproducing state.
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