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ABSTRACT

This research, grounded in Beeman's theoretical framework and emphasizing the
importance of interpretation based on cultural context, analyzes the
communicative language of Iranians from the perspective of foreign travel
writers. The methodology is qualitative, relying on thematic content analysis of
travelogues. Thirty Persian-translated foreign travelogues from the Safavid to
Pahlavi periods were selected from 120 available ones, based on criteria of
temporal and geographical diversity and the extent of attention to linguistic
actions. The units of analysis were sentences and paragraphs referring to the
conversational language of Iranians. Data were collected using a structured
checklist based on Beeman's theoretical framework and analyzed through double
coding with peer review to ensure validity and reliability. The data analysis
revealed that Iranian language and communicative behavior can be examined in
two key categories: "internal/external opposition" and "hierarchy of status," and
three concepts: "ta'arof" (polite ritualistic behavior), "respect/politeness,” and
"cleverness." Some travel writers, with deep understanding, accurately reflected
the cultural dimensions and social functions of these behaviors, while others,
unfamiliar with semantic systems and cultural schemas, offered superficial or
stereotypical interpretations. The study underscores the necessity of a culturally
contextual approach in interpreting travelogue narratives and shows that
neglecting cultural and social contexts can lead to incomplete and unrealistic
perceptions of Iranian linguistic behaviors. This research highlights the
importance of understanding cultural structures in analyzing travelogue texts.
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Introduction

The present research is based on the premise that language, beyond merely transmitting
messages, reflects the cultural, social, and cognitive structures of each society. The unwritten
cultural rules that determine appropriate speech and behavior in various situations are often
unconscious and taken for granted by members of the community, becoming prominent only
when confronted with other cultures (Moghadam Kia, 2002). Therefore, the narratives of
foreign observers, especially travel writers, serve as valuable yet challenging sources for
understanding the communicative language of Iranians, as they tend to perceive differences
more quickly and prominently due to their own cultural assumptions and expectations.
However, as Halliday and Hasan (2014) and Malinowski (1923) have pointed out, such
understanding without attention to cultural context can lead to misunderstandings.
Ethnolinguistic research has also shown that language not only shapes ways of thinking but also
reflects social, political, and cultural processes, playing a significant role in forming worldview
and national identity (Solovyova & Davidova, 2021). For example, in Iranian culture, linguistic
meanings and actions are shaped based on shared cultural schemas, the most prominent of
which is "ta'arof"—a form of politeness grounded primarily in respect, humility, and intimacy,
applied in various contexts (Sharifian, 2014; Davari Ardakani et al., 2023). Hence, attention to
cultural context is clearly emphasized in the accurate understanding of speech acts in cross-
cultural comparative studies (Yakuchonité, 2020; Kamekhosh & Larina, 2020; Abdhossein,
2024; Gurbanova & Omurova, 2024; Halliday & Hasan, 201 +; Asadov et al., 2025; Hendriani et
al., 2025; Ying Liu et al., 2025).

Nonetheless, a systematic review of travel literature research indicates that these studies have
not deeply and coherently addressed Iranian linguistic behavior (Jamalzadeh, 1966; 2010;
Fallahi, 2011). Therefore, considering the importance of the subject and the lack of in-depth
research on Iranian linguistic behavior in travelogues, conducting a culturally and contextually
focused study from the perspective of travel writers is essential. This research fills the existing
gap by focusing on fundamental concepts of Iranian culture such as the "inside/outside
dichotomy" and the "hierarchy of status" within Byman’s theoretical framework.

This qualitative study was conducted through content analysis of 30 selected travelogues
out of 120 foreign travel accounts. The unit of analysis consisted of sentences and paragraphs
related to the language of Iranian conversations. The analytical framework included two main
categories: "inside/outside dichotomy" and "hierarchy of status," along with three subcategories:
"ta'arof," "respect,”" and "cleverness." The data were examined using a structured checklist and
thematic content analysis method, and the validity of the analysis was ensured through double
coding and peer review.

Findings

Revealed that Iranian language and communicative behavior can mainly be examined through
two core themes: "inside/outside dichotomy" and "hierarchy of status,” from which three
subthemes—"ta'arof," "respect and politeness," and "cleverness"—emerged. Regarding the first
theme, some travel writers accurately noted the distinction between private and public spheres
in Iranian speech acts, while others misinterpreted this distinction as hypocrisy or behavioral
inconsistency in Iranian culture. In the second theme, many authors recognized Iranians'
sensitivity to social status correctly, but sometimes this sensitivity was reduced to flattery or
insincerity. Thus, many misunderstandings and oversimplifications by travel writers stem from
insufficient familiarity with Iranian cultural schemas, especially in the subthemes of "ta'arof™
and "cleverness," which were frequently observed.

For precise and scientific interpretation of linguistic behavior in Iranian culture, researchers
and analysts must pay special attention to fundamental cultural and social themes. First, the
"inside/outside dichotomy" defines boundaries between private and public interactions, allowing
individuals to maintain personal privacy and manage external relations with proper etiquette and
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formal language. Second, the "hierarchy of status" reflects Iranians' deep sensitivity to social
position, playing a key role in regulating relationships and maintaining social balance. Third,
"ta'arof" serves as a communicative strategy facilitating social interactions, preserving dignity,
and enhancing social status in public settings. Fourth, "respect and politeness" indicate regard
for individuals outside one's in-group, reflecting a status-based cultural context. Finally,
"cleverness" represents intelligence and adaptability to complex social conditions, functioning
as an effective strategy in managing status relations within fluid communicative contexts. These
five intertwined themes collectively shape the complex cultural structure of Iranian language
and communicative behavior, and their accurate understanding is essential for deeper and more
comprehensive analysis of social interactions.

Misinterpretations and oversimplifications by some travel writers arise from inadequate
knowledge of these cultural backgrounds, leading to incorrect judgments about Iranian
communicative behavior. Therefore, intercultural analyses must be based on deep
understanding of these themes to present a realistic and complete picture of language and
communicative behavior in Iranian culture and to prevent misunderstandings. Such an approach
is key to effective interaction in diverse cultural contexts.
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