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Abstract

"Islamic art" is a central concept in Iran's post—Islamic Revolution cultural
discourse and has been systematically institutionalized in the overarching policy
documents of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Despite its prominence, however,
there has not been any systematic analysis of how "Islamic art" is conceptualized
and what functions are attributed to it in these documents. This article examines
this official discourse by addressing the following question: How is "Islamic art"
conceptualized in the Islamic Republic of Iran's overarching policy documents,
and what functions are defined for it? Using a hybrid thematic analysis approach
based on inductive and theoretical frameworks, fifteen key documents—
including laws, general policies, and strategic documents—uwere purposefully
selected and analyzed. The findings show that “Islamic art" in these documents
is a normative and functional "discursive construct” that acquires its identity
within a bipolar semantic framework: positively, through association with
"commitment” to Islamic and revolutionary value foundations; and negatively,
through opposition to a hostile "Other," namely cultural invasion, vulgarity, and
the West. Reflecting a state-centered model of cultural policymaking, this
discourse assigns a set of instrumental functions to art, including ideological and
educational dimensions aimed at promoting values, identity and cultural
dimensions for the preservation of Islamic-Iranian identity, and political and
security dimensions geared toward engaging in soft war and exercising soft
power. Ultimately, through a process of strategic "semantic shift," the concept
of "Islamic art"—by shifting its focal point from purely classical dimensions—
has been redefined as a normative-functional standard aligned with the concept
of "committed art.”
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Extended abstract
Purpose

Following the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the dominant paradigm across Iran's
cultural and artistic spheres underwent a fundamental transformation,
placing the redefinition of art's mission based on Islamic and revolutionary
values at the forefront of the national agenda. Within this new framework,
art evolved from a purely aesthetic activity into a key instrument for human
transcendence, the promotion of moral virtues, and the consolidation of
Islamic-Iranian identity, leading to the institutionalization of "Islamic Art"
as a central concept in official discourse. However, despite the significance
of this issue, a systemic analysis of how this concept is conceptualized and
its functionality within high-level policy documents has been lacking.
Consequently, the primary objective of this article is to explore the official
discourse governing high-level policy documents to answer the question:
"How is Islamic art defined in these texts, and what goals and functions are
envisioned for it?" This research seeks to bridge the gap between purely
theoretical studies and consequentialist analyses by focusing directly on the
"maternal texts" and official policymaking documents.

Design/Methodology/Approach

This study is qualitative in nature, adopting a critical approach that views
policy documents not as neutral texts, but as "discursive actions"
instrumental in the construction of social reality. The method employed is
"Thematic Analysis" using a hybrid (inductive-theoretical) approach,
allowing for a recursive process between the textual data and conceptual
frameworks. The research process consisted of three main stages:

1. Data Collection: Purposive sampling of 15 key policy documents
(spanning from 1982 to 2024), including laws, general policies, and
strategic documents approved by bodies such as the Islamic
Consultative Assembly (Parliament) and the Supreme Council of the
Cultural Revolution.

2. Organization: Utilizing a data extraction matrix to categorize document
provisions based on the approving authority and date.

3. Analysis: Inductive coding of units followed by a thematic re-reading
in relation to theoretical concepts such as "state-centric policymaking,"”
"problem representation,” and “"committed art."

Findings
Document analysis reveals that "Islamic Art" in official discourse is not an
aesthetic concept based on form or historical traditions (such as illumination
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or calligraphy), but rather a normative and functionalist "discursive
construct.” The identity of this concept is formed within a bipolar semantic
network:

1. The Positive Pole (Art as Commitment): The intrinsic essence of
desirable art in these documents is its “commitment" to the value system
of Islam and the Revolution. In these texts, Islamic art becomes
synonymous with concepts such as "committed art," "revolutionary
art," and "authentic art,” deriving its legitimacy from its alignment with
Islamic wisdom and ethics.

2. The Negative Pole (Opposition to the Other): A significant portion of
Islamic art's identity is defined through boundary-marking against a
hostile "Other." This "Other" encompasses "vulgar art," "foreign
cultural influence," and the "Western cultural front," which have
assumed more serious security and political dimensions in more recent
documents.

Furthermore, the findings indicate that the functions defined for Islamic
artare entirely "instrumental™ and are categorized into three levels:

1. Ideological and Educational Function: Utilizing art to explain Islamic
principles, facilitate human transcendence, and refine public taste
toward "sublime art."

2. ldentity and Cultural Function: Art is regarded as the primary tool for
safeguarding Islamic-lranian identity and reinterpreting national
heritage in the face of globalization.

3. Political and Security Function: Redefining art as a weapon in "soft
war," an instrument of "soft power," and a vehicle for public diplomacy
and the exportation of the Islamic Revolution's discourse to the global
community.

Research Limitations/Implications

This research focuses on the analysis of "official discourse" and "written
texts," providing a depiction of "what ought to be"; therefore, its results
should not be directly extrapolated to the current reality on the ground in
Iran's artistic field. The primary limitation is the "implementation gap"
between declared and applied policies; specifically, it remains unclear how
these documents are translated or potentially distorted within administrative
processes and budgetary allocations. Additionally, this study does not
address the "reception process" by audiences and artists, nor does it examine
the reactions (such as resistance or negotiation) they may exhibit toward this
discourse. Future research is encouraged to study the gap between high-level
documents and executive regulations within organizations such as the
Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB) or the Ministry of Culture and
Islamic Guidance, and to explore through field methods how artists interpret
and encounter this official discourse.

Practical Implications

The findings of this research are of significant importance for cultural
policymakers and managers of artistic institutions, as they demonstrate how
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in the realm of policymaking, the focal point of Islamic art shifts from purely
classical and aesthetic dimensions toward social and civilizational
requirements, as well as instrumental and ideological functions. This study
assists managers in understanding how bipolar constructs like the opposition
between committed and vulgar art lead to the "exclusion™ of certain artistic
movements and create security challenges within the cultural space.
Moreover, the results can serve as a basis for revising policy documents with
the aim of establishing a balance between "artistic logic" and "policy logic"
to reduce resistance from the artistic community.

Social Implications

From a social perspective, this research reveals that the state in Iran, through
high-level documents, seeks "cultural engineering” and the purposeful
management of societal taste and identity. Transforming art into a tool for
"soft power" and "ideological education influences public attitudes toward
what is considered "legitimate art." This approach can lead to a polarization
of the societal cultural space between official culture (state-supported) and
unofficial culture. Awareness of this "semantic shift" assists elites and the
artistic community in viewing policy texts with a critical eye and creating
spaces for constructive dialogue regarding the identity of national art.

Originality/Value

The primary innovation of this article lies in identifying the strategic
"semantic shift" within official documents. This research demonstrates for
the first time how the policymaking system strategically combines the
historical and cultural legitimacy of Islamic art's monotheistic core with the
instrumental and ideological efficacy of "Committed Art" to operationalize
and institutionalize these concepts within the bureaucratic structure.
Providing a bipolar model comprising positive and negative poles for
analyzing the artistic discourse of the Islamic Republic offers theoretical
value for researchers in the fields of cultural policy and contemporary
Iranian art history.
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