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Abstract

Urban elements try to convey messages to the audience by using different signs. These
messages are sometimes the artist's goal and convey an explicit meaning; however, the
implicit semantic implications of the elements cannot be ignored. Understanding
these semantic implications by considering the context of the element helps
identification of its visible and hidden discourses. This study aims to identify the
semantic system governing the urban elements in Mashhad in Nowroz 2017. To this
end, I examine city-level elements using conceptual framework a la John Fisk's
semiotic view along with determination of the codes of social reality, representational
reality, and ideological reality. The findings show that nostalgia, secularization,
formalism, middle class values, family-oriented, consumerism,the importance of
everyday life, indigenous identity, national authoritarianism, masculinity of space
.among others, are the axes, which represent the urban element at the level of
ideological codes. The ideological codes, which in a holistic view, ultimately
emphasize on secularism, along these axes.
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Extended Abstract

Urban elements constitute an important form of environmental graphics and are part
of the cultural and communicative structure of cities. Through signs, images, objects,
characters, colors, and spatial arrangements, they communicate meanings to citizens
and visitors. However, these meanings are not necessarily limited to the explicit
intentions of designers or commissioning institutions. Urban elements interact with
their social, historical, and cultural contexts and can therefore generate multiple and
sometimes contradictory meanings. From this perspective, an urban element can be
understood as a multilayered environmental text in which meaning is constructed
through the interaction of visual signs, cultural codes, social contexts, and audiences.
This study examines the semiotic meanings and ideological codes represented in the
urban elements created for Mashhad’s 2016 Nowruz program. This period is
significant because the program was one of the major cultural and environmental
initiatives of Mashhad Municipality and was implemented within a conservative
cultural and political context compatible with the official ideological framework.
Analyzing these urban elements therefore provides an opportunity to examine the
relationship between official cultural policies and the meanings produced in public
urban space.

The main research question concerns the system of signs and codes represented in the
urban elements of 2016 and the ways in which these codes combine to produce a
relatively coherent discourse. The study also examines whether these elements merely
reproduce official values or whether they generate meanings that differ from, and
sometimes contradict, the intentions of their producers. Particular attention is given
to the ways in which themes such as nostalgia, local identity, family, leisure, the
human body, everyday objects, science, nuclear energy, and national identity are
incorporated into a common system of meaning.

The theoretical framework is primarily based on John Fiske’s approach to semiotics.
From this perspective, meaning is socially and culturally constructed rather than
natural or predetermined. Fiske identifies three interconnected levels of codes: codes
of social reality, representational codes, and ideological codes. Codes of social reality
include appearance, clothing, facial features, body, environment, and behavior.
Representational codes organize these elements through narrative, characterization,
framing, spatial and temporal arrangements, juxtaposition, and symbolism.
Ideological codes integrate these elements into broader systems of values and
meanings and contribute to the naturalization of particular social relations and

interpretations.
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Two additional concepts—nostalgia and secularization—are used to interpret the
findings. Nostalgia is understood not simply as remembering the past but as the
emotional representation of a desirable past that contributes to identity, belonging,
and emotional security. Secularization, in this study, refers to the declining centrality
of religious and transcendent meanings and the increasing emphasis on worldly,
material, human, and everyday experience. In a society where religion remains
socially significant, secularization does not necessarily mean the disappearance of
religious signs. Instead, it may involve a transformation in the relationship between
sacred and everyday life and an increasing emphasis on the human body, family,
objects, leisure, memory, and ordinary experience.

The research population included all urban elements produced for the 2016
“Welcome to Spring” program in Mashhad, consisting of 90 urban elements and 31
forms of urban decoration. All works were initially examined, after which theoretical
sampling was used to select elements with greater semantic diversity. Sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was reached. The analysis focused on visual
characteristics, framing, juxtaposition and substitution of signs, selection of characters
and objects, and the organization of these elements into narratives and visual
structures.

The findings reveal several major ideological codes: nostalgic amplification,
secularization, local formalism, family-centeredness, masculinization of public space,
body objectification, national authoritarianism, middle-class values, importance of
everyday life, and local identity. Although these categories appear diverse and
sometimes contradictory, they form an interconnected network of meanings. Their
relationships indicate that many of these codes ultimately contribute to a broader
secularizing tendency.

One of the most prominent codes is nostalgic amplification. Elements such as
Koocheh-haye Zendegi; Mashhad-e Ghadim, Khaneh-Tekani Rasm-e Maast, Ba Ham
Nowruz Ra Bekhanim, Khaneh-ye Mandegar, Hadi va Hoda, Khiaban-e Bahar, Pelak
95, and Khaneh-ye Madarbozorghe employ signs associated with the past, including
old architecture, traditional household objects, old televisions, traditional
occupations, earlier forms of clothing, and popular cultural programs. Through these
signs, the past is represented as emotionally desirable and becomes a symbolic space
for constructing identity, family, belonging, and security. However, audiences can
reconstruct this past according to their own memories and experiences, transforming

an officially desirable past into a more personal, familial, material, and every day one.



Nostalgia therefore has an ambivalent function: it can support ideological
reconstruction while simultaneously opening space for personal memory.

A second code is local formalism, evident in works such as Dizi sangi, Oto-ye Zoghali,
Charkh-e Nakh-Risi, Mashine-ye Salmani, and Docharkhe. In these works, an everyday
object becomes the central visual focus. Rather than being embedded in an extensive
ideological narrative, the material and visual characteristics of the object themselves
become the main subject. This emphasis on concrete and familiar objects shifts
attention toward tangible dimensions of life and away from abstract meanings. Local
formalism thus contributes to the broader importance of materiality and everyday
experience.

Secularization constitutes the central interpretive code of the research. It becomes
particularly visible through the juxtaposition of sacred and ordinary signs. In Sedaye
Mohabbat, for example, a servant of the shrine of Imam Reza appears alongside
contemporary children engaged in play. Sacred and ordinary elements consequently
occupy the same visual field, reducing their symbolic distance. Similarly, in Enerzhi-ye
Hastei; Tarkib-e Ghodrat va Shekooh-e Irani, images of nuclear martyrs are
incorporated into the symbol of the atom, establishing a relationship among
martyrdom, science, technology, and national progress. In Golforoosh-e Koochooloo,
the representation and clothing of the female figure create meanings that appear to
depart from official visual norms. These examples suggest that secularization does not
necessarily occur through the removal of religious signs but through changes in their
relationship with every day and worldly meanings.

Family-centeredness is another prominent code. Works such as Ketab-e Khanevadeh-
ye Irani, Khanevadeh-ye Irani dar Saye-ye Khorshid, Hadi va Hoda, and Khanevadeh-
ye Bozorg place family at the center of representation. Family rituals, travel, children’s
play, shared meals, and interpersonal relationships are emphasized through framing
and visual juxtaposition. Family is represented as a desirable space of emotional
security, social cohesion, and ordinary happiness. This code is closely related to
nostalgia and middle-class values because the family often becomes the symbolic
center of an idealized lifestyle.

At the same time, family-centeredness is accompanied by the masculinization of
public space. Although women appear in several works, their identities are frequently
defined through roles such as mother, wife, or family member. Men, by contrast, are
more often represented as independent economic, social, and historical actors. In
works such as Eghtesad-e Ma Mitavanad, Jahad-e Eghtesadi, and Rooh-e Kar Baraye

Kasb-e Roozi-ye Halal, men occupy the center of economic and social action. Public
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space is consequently represented to a considerable degree through masculine agency,
while women remain more strongly associated with the private and familial sphere.
The code of body objectification also appears in works such as Eftekhare Savari,
Golforoosh-e Koochooloo, Eghtesad-e Ma Mitavanad, and Pakan Selfi. Here, the
human body becomes a central visual sign and an object of visual attention. The
increasing prominence of bodily representation, together with local formalism and
everyday experience, indicates the growing importance of tangible human presence in
public space. The body therefore becomes another sign of the movement from
abstract ideological meanings toward physical and material experience.

Alongside these tendencies, national authoritarianism remains a significant
ideological code. Works such as Enerzhi-ye Hastei Hagh-e Mosallam-e Mardom Ast,
Enerzhi-ye Hastei; Tarkib-e Ghodrat va Shekooh-e Irani, Shohadaye Hastei, Aks-e
Yadegari ba Meymoon-e Fazayi, and Enghelabiyoon dar Mian-e Mardom emphasize
science, nuclear technology, martyrdom, revolutionary figures, and national power.
Nuclear energy functions as a signifier of scientific achievement, technological
progress, and national strength. These works demonstrate that official ideological
meanings remained visible in the urban landscape. However, national and
revolutionary discourse existed alongside signs of leisure, family, nostalgia, bodily
presence, and everyday life.

Middle-class values are represented through signs such as the home, automobile,
television, travel, leisure, children’s toys, and family lifestyle. Works including
Khaneh-ye Mandegar-e Doreh-ye 60, Khanevadeh-ye Bozorg ba Chamedan, and
Charkh-e Shadi-ye Koodakaneh construct a desirable image of ordinary life associated
with domestic stability, consumption, mobility, entertainment, and family comfort.
Closely related to this code is the importance of everyday life, expressed through play,
recreation, entertainment, and ordinary happiness. Several works place these activities
at the center rather than relying exclusively on transcendent or explicitly ideological
themes.

The code of local identity is represented through local clothing, traditional
instruments, historical figures, Nowruz symbols, the Haft-Seen table, and cultural
elements associated with Mashhad and Iranian traditions. Local identity is strongly
connected to nostalgia because much of its visual construction depends on images of
the past. Nostalgia therefore functions as an important mechanism through which
belonging, local identity, and cultural continuity are produced.

The most important finding concerns the relationship among these codes. They do

not function as isolated categories but as an interconnected network. Nostalgia, local



identity, and family-centeredness construct an emotionally desirable image of the past
and reinforce belonging and social cohesion. Middle-class values, travel, leisure, and
consumption emphasize worldly and material dimensions of life. Local formalism and
body objectification place tangible objects and physical presence at the center of
representation. The importance of everyday life strengthens this movement toward
ordinary experience. Secularization connects these elements by reducing the symbolic
distance between sacred and everyday life.

At the same time, national authoritarianism and official ideological signs remain
present. This coexistence demonstrates that the urban discourse of 2016 was neither
completely secular nor entirely controlled by official ideology. Rather, it constituted a
hybrid and multilayered formation. Official cultural policy continued to emphasize
national identity, martyrdom, science, revolutionary values, family, and national
power, while artistic representations simultaneously introduced leisure, nostalgia,
bodies, objects, consumption, middle-class lifestyles, and everyday experience into
public space.

The simultaneous emergence of these categories can be understood as the result of
interaction between official cultural policy and everyday cultural practices. On the one
hand, the official framework attempted to reproduce national, revolutionary, and
ideological values. On the other hand, artists and public culture introduced meanings
that could not be completely reduced to institutional objectives. The urban landscape
consequently became a site where official discourse and everyday meanings
overlapped, interacted, and sometimes conflicted.

The study ultimately argues that secularization provides the most comprehensive
explanation for the relationship among the identified codes. The increasing
importance of everyday life, objects, bodies, middle-class aspirations, leisure, and the
reduced distance between sacred and ordinary elements indicate a movement from
transcendence toward tangible and worldly experience. Even nostalgia can participate
in this process. Although it may initially reconstruct a desirable ideological past,
audiences can appropriate it as a source of family memory, childhood experience,
material objects, and ordinary life.

Therefore, the urban elements of Mashhad’s 2016 Nowruz program cannot be
understood merely as instruments for transmitting official ideology. At the explicit
level, many reproduce values related to national power, Iranian identity, martyrdom,
science, family, and revolutionary discourse. At the implicit level, however, they
generate meanings associated with everyday life, leisure, the body, material objects,

middle-class lifestyles, nostalgia, and secularizing tendencies. This gap between
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intended and produced meanings demonstrates the limits of ideological control over
meaning-making in public urban space.

In conclusion, Mashhad’s urban elements in 2016 reflected the coexistence of two
major tendencies: the reproduction of official signs associated with national power,
Iranian identity, family, martyrdom, science, and ideological values, and the
increasing representation of everyday life, leisure, bodily presence, objects, nostalgia,
middle-class values, and worldly lifestyles. Their interaction produced a multilayered
and sometimes contradictory visual discourse. While the explicit meanings of many
elements remained compatible with official cultural discourse, their implicit meanings
pointed toward secularization and a weakening symbolic boundary between the
sacred and the everyday.

Thus, the urban element should be understood not simply as a medium for
communicating institutional messages but as a site of semantic negotiation among
political power, cultural policy, artists, public culture, and everyday life. The
predominance of secularizing meanings does not necessarily indicate the
disappearance of religion; rather, it suggests a shift in the center of meaning from the
transcendent toward the human, body, family, material objects, leisure, memory, and
everyday experience. Nostalgia can consequently operate simultaneously as a vehicle
for ideological reconstruction and as a space for personal memory and ordinary
meaning, revealing the limits of ideological control over the production of meaning in

urban public space.
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