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ABSTRACT

This research investigates the semiotics of Iranian stand-up comedy from 2011 to
2021. Roland Barthes' five codes framework was employed for semiotic analysis.
The study aimed to address the following questions: How is a semiotic analysis
of stand-up comedy feasible using the five codes? Which codes are prominent in
the signifying language of Iranian stand-up comedy, and what messages and
themes does this signifying language within stand-up comedy intend to convey to
the audience? Through the analysis of 18 lexias from four stand-up comedy
performances broadcast on national television and one performance from online
media, 27 cultural codes, 16 semantic codes, and 14 symbolic codes were
identified. The most frequent references within the cultural codes pertained to
political and economic matters, and over half of the symbolic codes focused on
the contrast between Iranians’ opinions and authorities’ perspectives.
Consequently, through the humorous language of Iranian stand-up comedy
writers, who represent the voice of Iranian society, a demand for the
reconsideration of the country's politics and economic policy is evident. The
utility of this type of study lies in its potential benefits for political and economic
policymakers on one hand, and for those interested in writing stand-up comedy
texts on the other, as a semiotic analysis of the language of stand-up comedy can
lead to relevant practical insights.
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Introduction

Stand-up comedy, as a form of performing art, has gained increasing popularity in Iran over the
past few decades. Iranian stand-up comedy, shaped by unique cultural and historical contexts,
features distinctive elements and signs. This paper aims to analyze the semiotic structure of
Iranian stand-up comedy using Roland Barthes’ theoretical framework of the five narrative
codes. Roland Barthes, a prominent French theorist, introduced the concept of codes to interpret
hidden meanings in cultural texts. According to Barthes (1970), every cultural text comprises a
set of codes through which various meanings are conveyed to the audience.

In one of his works (Barthes, 1387 [2008 Persian edition]), Barthes distinguishes between
the “readerly text,” characterized as traditional, linear, closed, and containing predetermined
meanings, and the “writerly text,” which is open, multilayered, ambiguous, deconstructive, and
analyzable. Stand-up comedy texts appear to fall under the category of writerly texts. Thus, by
applying Barthes’ theoretical framework to Iranian stand-up comedy, a deeper understanding of
the hidden messages and meanings within this art form can be achieved.

Barthes' five codes include: the hermeneutic code (enigmas), the proairetic code (actions),
the semantic code (meanings), the symbolic code (oppositions), and the cultural code (reference
to shared knowledge). Each of these can contribute to a deeper and more precise analysis of the
signs and meanings in stand-up comedy.

Iranian stand-up comedy, particularly during the 2010s (1390s in the Persian calendar), has
become a platform for expressing social and political criticism. Accordingly, this research
addresses the following questions: 1- Which of Barthes’ five narrative codes are most frequently
employed in the semiotic language of Iranian stand-up comedy during the 2010s? 2- What
messages do comedians intend to convey through the use of signs? Based on these questions,
the study proposes the following hypotheses: 1- The cultural code is the most frequently used in
the semiotic language of Iranian stand-up comedy in the 2010s.2- Stand-up comedians use signs
to convey social, cultural, and political messages to their audience.

Methodology
This research adopts an analytical method with data collected through library sources. The
selection criteria for stand-up comedy performances were based on performer diversity and
public popularity. Notably, the top performers from various seasons of the popular television
program Khandevaneh were included, as indicated by public voting results. The study analyzed
performances from the top three comedians in each season, along with one performance selected
from an online platform called "Cafe Stand-up." While a broader sample would have enriched
the analysis, the chosen scope was deemed sufficient for a research article.

The study finds Barthes’ five codes to be effective in decoding the signs within the texts: the
hermeneutic code identifies narrative enigmas, the proairetic code identifies narrative actions,
and the semic, symbolic, and cultural codes reveal deeper meanings and references.

Findings

Nineteen lexias were extracted from four stand-up comedy performances. The analysis revealed
27 instances of the cultural code, 16 instances of the semantic code, and 14 instances of the
symbolic code.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that within the 27 cultural codes identified, 14 referred to political themes,
7 to economic issues, and 5 to human relationships. The presence of symbolic codes,
particularly 8 instances depicting the opposition between the people and authorities, suggests
that these performances function as a medium through which public sentiment is conveyed to
officials. This implies that there is a perceived need for political and economic reform in Iran,
articulated through the soft protest inherent in humor. The dominance of the cultural code,
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accounting for 53.8% of references to political subjects, and the fact that 57% of symbolic codes
reflect a people-versus-authority dynamic, suggest that Iranian audiences use stand-up comedy
as a subtle yet powerful form of sociopolitical critique.
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