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ABSTRACT

Vehicle inscriptions, as a form of vernacular media, provide a platform for
articulating the perspectives, values, and attitudes of marginalized social
groups—particularly drivers—who are often excluded from access to official
media. This study aims to critically analyze the mechanisms of legitimation and
delegitimation embedded in these inscriptions, employing Theo van Leeuwen’s
(2008) framework of critical discourse analysis. Methodologically, the study is
qualitative and follows a descriptive-analytical approach. The data consist of
4,810 inscriptions collected from three authoritative textual sources: Autol-
nameh (Hadian Tabaei Zavareh, 2010), Machine Inscriptions (Parsa, 2011), and
Machine Inscriptions: Apotropaic Verses (Hamidi, 2002). The inscriptions were
coded and analyzed based on Van Leeuwen’s legitimation strategies, including
authorization, moral evaluation, rationalization, and mythopoesis. The findings
indicate that vehicle inscriptions not only legitimize discourses such as
religiosity, patriotism, family loyalty, and lawfulness but also play a critical role
in delegitimizing discourses surrounding economic inequality, institutional
inefficiency, gender discrimination, consumerism, and public distrust. The high
frequency of strategies like moral evaluation and rationalization reveals that
these inscriptions function beyond mere aesthetic expression; they serve as
powerful discursive tools for reflecting and contesting dominant ideologies in
contemporary Iranian society.
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Introduction

The aim of this study is to analyze these processes of legitimation and resistance by applying
Theo van Leeuwen’s (2008) framework of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). By doing so, the
research highlights how language practices outside formal institutions participate in shaping
collective ideologies and values. Vehicle inscriptions (masin-nevestéhd) represent one of the
most vivid forms of Persian vernacular media, offering a lens into the everyday discourse of
Iranian society. These short texts, painted or pasted onto the backs of trucks, taxis, or private
cars, constitute more than decorative or humorous elements: they act as discursive sites where
values, beliefs, and critiques are publicly articulated. Unlike mass media, which are often
regulated and tied to elite or institutional voices, vehicle inscriptions belong to marginalized
groups—especially drivers—who lack access to official communicative platforms. The problem
that motivates this study lies in the dual function of these inscriptions: they are simultaneously
vehicles of legitimation—affirming religious piety, family values, nationalism, or obedience to
law—and of delegitimation—challenging institutional inefficiency, consumerism, gender
relations, and economic inequality. Their seemingly mundane presence raises a fundamental
research question: How do vehicle inscriptions contribute to the construction of social reality by
legitimizing or delegitimizing dominant discourses in Iranian society?

Literature Review

Scholarly attention to vehicle inscriptions has typically been descriptive or folkloric,
emphasizing their stylistic and cultural dimensions. Hamidi (2002), Parsa (2011), and Hadian
Tabaei Zavareh (2010) compiled large collections of inscriptions, treating them as part of
popular poetry and road literature. Linguistic analyses, such as those by Zandi and Samayi
(2010), have examined identity and gender orientation in inscriptions across different cities.
Husseinpour Dehnavi (2017), using Fairclough’s model, analyzed inscriptions as road
discourse, emphasizing their role in regulating collective behavior. Ghorbanpour Arani et al.
(2017), from an ethnographic perspective, explored inscriptions’ socio-cultural roles in shaping
communicative norms.

Parallel to these studies, research on legitimation within CDA has largely focused on
institutional and media texts. Works such as Hayati and Arabzadeh (2019) applied van
Leeuwen’s model to literary and governmental discourses, showing how moral and rational
evaluations create legitimacy for governance. However, little research has examined how
informal, popular discourses—such as vehicle inscriptions—deploy legitimation strategies. This
study, therefore, fills a gap by situating inscriptions within the broader field of legitimation
discourse, bridging vernacular culture with CDA scholarship.

Theoretical Framework
The study employs Theo van Leeuwen’s (2007, 2008) theory of legitimation, a central
framework in CDA. Van Leeuwen argues that discourses do more than describe social reality:
they actively work to make practices and ideologies appear natural, acceptable, or inevitable.
His model identifies four major strategies:
1. Authorization — invoking authority, law, tradition, or role models as the basis of
legitimacy.
2. Moral Evaluation — appealing to shared values, often expressed through evaluative
adjectives or moral judgments.
3. Rationalization — offering logical, instrumental, or theoretical reasoning to justify
practices.
4. Mythopoesis — using stories, myths, or narratives to reward legitimate actions and punish
illegitimate ones.
This framework provides a structured way to identify how inscriptions both support
dominant ideologies (e.g., religion, nationalism, law) and undermine them (e.g., economic or
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institutional failures). Importantly, the model allows us to see inscriptions as acts of discourse
rather than isolated slogans, situating them within wider ideological struggles.

Research Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive—analytical design. The dataset consists of 4,810
vehicle inscriptions, collected from three major published sources:
e Autol-nameh (Hadian Tabaei Zavareh, 2010) — 2,371 inscriptions.
e Machine Inscriptions (Parsa, 2011) — 1,460 inscriptions.
e  Machine Inscriptions: Apotropaic Verses (Hamidi, 2002) — 979 inscriptions.
The analysis followed three steps:
1. Extraction — all inscriptions were reviewed and semantically segmented.
2. Coding — inscriptions were classified under van Leeuwen’s strategies of authorization,
moral evaluation, rationalization, and mythopoesis.
3. Interpretation — the results were analyzed in light of Iranian cultural, social, and

ideological contexts, particularly focusing on drivers as a social group.

This approach allowed for systematic identification of how inscriptions function as
mechanisms of discursive legitimation and delegitimation.

Findings
The analysis revealed a complex interplay of discourses:
1. Legitimation Discourses

o

o

Religiosity: Inscriptions often legitimize Islamic devotion, invoking God, the Prophet,
or Imams. For example, “Cussi JIS )3 (sleala s 112 40 IS 55 327 (Trust in God is the only
capital) rationalizes piety as both a spiritual and pragmatic necessity.

Family Loyalty: Texts such as “3)\ Wa yay o 4387 (4 house without a father has no
warmth) legitimize family structures through moral evaluation.

Patriotism and Sacrifice: References to martyrs or historical figures like Cyrus the
Great legitimize nationalism and collective struggle through mythopoesis.

Law and Safety: Warnings such as “Boa b Al = Cioju b Al e (Speeding
equals death) rationalize law-abiding behavior through instrumental logic.

2. Delegitimation Discourses

o

Economic Inequality: Inscriptions like )b JWid 43 (e «2i )b JWis 4a8” (411 chase lovers,
1 chase loads) delegitimize the economic system by contrasting drivers’ hardships with
others’ privileges.

Institutional Inefficiency: Sarcastic remarks about domestic cars—
Cwalow s 0 3 (Death is God’s will, but Pride [car] is the cause)—delegitimize the
automobile industry.

Gender Discrimination and Patriarchy: Many inscriptions reinforce patriarchal
discourse, such as “0Sw & d (iia ) ) xSl 4S Cusi 0 ) S () (4 woman is not a jug; do
not refrain from beating her). While these legitimize inequality, they simultaneously
delegitimize gender equality discourses.

Consumerism: Slogans like “Cusl (8S 20 (uAT 2w &4 (Ui e 49 (Tell the fashionable
that the last fashion is the shroud) delegitimize modern consumer culture by moralizing
against vanity and materialism.

Distrust of Institutions: Religious invocations (“dxadll g3l ol 43 a3 S (filas” — [ jnsured it
in the name of Abolfazl) delegitimize state insurance systems, replacing them with
spiritual reliance.
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Overall, moral evaluation and rationalization emerged as the most frequent strategies. Their
dominance reflects the drivers’ reliance on ethical and pragmatic reasoning grounded in daily
life. Mythopoesis, though less frequent, provided powerful symbolic reinforcement, particularly
in nationalist and religious inscriptions.
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Results and Conclusion

This study demonstrates that vehicle inscriptions are far more than aesthetic or folkloric
artifacts; they are discursive tools that simultaneously sustain and contest dominant ideologies.
They legitimize values of religiosity, family loyalty, patriotism, and lawfulness, while
delegitimizing social inequalities, institutional inefficiency, consumerism, and, at times, even
official morality.

The findings highlight three key contributions:

1. Theoretical — they extend van Leeuwen’s legitimation model to popular, non-institutional
texts, confirming its applicability beyond formal discourses.

2. Sociolinguistic — they show how vernacular discourse reveals the ideological struggles of
marginalized groups, such as drivers, who lack access to official media.

3. Cultural — they demonstrate the contradictory nature of popular discourse: while
reinscribing patriarchal and traditional norms, inscriptions also articulate critique and
resistance to systemic injustice.

In conclusion, vehicle inscriptions function as a vernacular public sphere in Iranian society,
reflecting both compliance with and resistance to dominant discourses. By intertwining humor,
poetry, piety, and critique, they embody the tensions of everyday life where language becomes a
tool for negotiating legitimacy. Their study thus enriches our understanding of how language,
power, and ideology are reproduced and contested in the cultural practices of ordinary people.

Keywords
Critical Discourse Analysis, legitimation discourse, Van Leeuwen, vehicle inscriptions.
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1. experiential rationalization
2. scientific rationalization
3. mythopoesi
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