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Abstract

Drawing on Greimasian narrative semiotics, this study reconsiders the application
of this theoretical framework to analyse folk narratives and argues that reducing it to
purely formal models undermines an adequate understanding of the relationship
between narrative structure and the value systems and discursive formations
embedded in the text. To address this limitation, the article offers a critical rereading
of Greimas’s theoretical propositions, informed by contemporary interpretations,
and proposes an analytical framework that integratively examines three interrelated
levels: the narrative program, the actantial configuration, and the organization of
semantic oppositions within the cultural discourse of the text. This framework is
applied to a close analysis of the complete Kurdish epic poem Khorshid-e Khavar,
authored by Ali Kamal-Agha. The research adopts a qualitative, descriptive-
analytical methodology, with data collected through library-based research. The
findings demonstrate that the epic’s narrative structure, through the systematic
configuration of narrative programs and the protagonist’s gradual progression from
desire to competence, performance, and sanction, culminates in the production and
stabilization of ethical legitimacy and royal authority. In this process, Khorshid, as
the central actant, undergoes a formative trajectory of ethical qualification and
political agency, while the text’s underlying semantic oppositions ultimately
converge in the overarching semiotic square of ethics/power. Accordingly, the study
shows that Greimasian semiotics, when employed in a non-reductionist and
discourse-oriented manner, provides a productive framework for elucidating the
mechanisms through which meaning and ideology are generated in folk narratives.
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1. Introduction

Structural semiotics, by conceiving meaning as arising from relations and differences among
signs, has provided a framework for the systematic analysis of literary texts. In this context,
Algirdas Julien Greimas, drawing on Saussurean linguistics, Lévi-Strauss’s oppositional
analysis, and Propp’s narratology, provides a theoretical framework for explaining the
relationship between narrative structure and the process of meaning production. Within this
framework, the actantial model, narrative program, and semiotic square function as
interrelated tools for examining the organization of actions, the transformation of the object of
value, and the articulation of semantic relations. Integrating these tools enables analysis to
move beyond a description of narrative form and toward an account of the text’s underlying
value system and cultural discourse.

However, a recurring limitation in the application of Greimasian theory to literary research
has been its reduction to the identification of actantial roles or the static representation of
semantic oppositions. In such approaches, the relationship between narrative structure, the
process of meaning production, and the cultural context of the work remains less visible.
Previous studies of the Kurdish narrative poem Khorshid-e Khavar have primarily focused on
plot elements, thematic motifs, comparative approaches, and mythological patterns.
Moreover, in some Greimasian studies of Kurdish literature, the analysis of narrative syntax
has taken precedence over an integrated examination of the narrative, semantic, and cultural
levels.

To address this gap, the present study provides an integrated semiotic analysis of
Khorshid-e Khavar. Its primary objective is to elucidate how narrative programs, actantial
relations, and semantic oppositions are connected to the value system represented in the text.
The research questions concern the organization of the stages of desire, competence,
performance, and sanction; the transformation of the object of value; the role of actantial
relations in narrative progression; and the relationship between fundamental oppositions and
the discourses of ethics and power.

2. Methodology

The study is qualitative in approach and analytical-interpretive in method, with data collected
through library research. The primary text analyzed is the Kurdish narrative poem Khorshid-e
Khavar, based on Ali Kamal-Agha’s critical edition. The theoretical framework draws on the
works of Greimas and Courtés, together with contemporary rereadings of the semiotic square.
The analysis proceeds at three interconnected levels. At the narrative level, the principal
program, secondary programs, pre-narrative program, and stages of the transformation of
action are examined. At the semantic level, actantial relations, the transformation of the object
of value, and fundamental oppositions are analyzed. At the cultural level, the structures
identified through the analysis are interpreted in relation to moral values and the legitimacy of
power. In analyzing the semiotic square, the distinction between the inner and outer squares
serves as a basis for analysis. The inner square clarifies the logical relations between semantic
categories and their contradictions, while the outer square shows how these relations are
realized in concrete actantial, narrative, and cultural situations. Thus, the squares are not
treated as diagrams independent of the text but as analytical tools for explaining the
transformation of meaning throughout the narrative.

3. Discussion

Findings at the narrative level show that the organization of the narrative can be explained
through the four-stage model of desire, competence, performance, and sanction. However,
before the principal program unfolds, the narrative establishes its ethical and ontological
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foundations through a pre-narrative program. This component shapes the narrative’s
axiological horizon and demonstrates that the attainment of the object of value is linked from
the outset to competence and legitimacy. Thus, the love quest unfolds within a context
governed by ethical evaluation.

In the principal program, desire initially appears in the form of an individual desire for
love; however, as the narrative develops, the subject moves from “wanting” toward “being
able” and “having to.” At the competence stage, physical ability alone is insufficient to attain
the object of value and must be accompanied by moral virtue. Narrative trials reveal both
Khorshid’s capacity for action and his moral competence. Competence, therefore, is not
merely individual or martial in nature; it also provides the basis for the subject’s social
acceptance.

The performance stage does not lead to complete and lasting fulfillment. The lovers’
union, in the absence of sanction and social validation, becomes unstable. This crisis is
structurally necessary within the logic of the narrative, as it reveals the gap between the
fulfillment of individual desire and the establishment of collective value. The sanction stage
resolves this gap and redefines the object of value within a broader horizon: love becomes
stable and legitimate only when accompanied by ethical authority and social acceptance.

Analysis of the actantial model shows that Khorshid is the central and constant subject of
the narrative, while the object of value undergoes transformation across its different stages. It
expands from existential and moral legitimacy to individual love, competence for action, and
ultimately sociopolitical legitimacy. Thus, reducing the narrative’s objective to the lover’s
attainment of the beloved overlooks part of the text’s semantic structure. The roles of sender
and receiver also shift across the stages but remain grounded in a shared value system that
connects individual ethics with collective order.

At the semantic level, analysis of the inner and outer squares shows that oppositions are
not merely abstract relations among concepts but are realized through the actions, trials, and
judgments of the narrative. These relations culminate in a macro-semiotic square structured
around the relationship between ethics and power. This structure is not imposed upon the text;
rather, it constitutes an interpretive horizon resulting from the connection between the stages
of the narrative and the transformations of the object of value.

At the cultural level, this organization represents the model of the “ethically grounded ideal
king.” Within the text’s value system, power is not merely the product of military capability
or individual will; rather, its legitimacy derives from ethics, chivalry, the successful passage
through trials, and social sanction. Power detached from ethics generates crisis, while ethics
lacking the capacity for practical realization is insufficient to maintain order. The final
balance emerges from the integration of these two dimensions

4. Conclusion

Ultimately, this study demonstrates that, beyond being merely a romantic or heroic narrative,
the work constitutes a discourse on the legitimacy of power. The subject’s movement through
the stages of the narrative program, the transformation of the object of value, and the
organization of semantic oppositions all demonstrate that power becomes legitimate and stable
only when accompanied by ethical competence and social acceptance. Thus, the lovers’ union
forms part of a broader process that leads to the formation of an ideal model of sovereignty. The
methodological contribution of the study lies in demonstrating the value of integrating
Greimasian analytical tools. The actantial model, narrative program, and semiotic square have
greater explanatory power when used in conjunction and within the cultural context of the text.
This approach, while avoiding mechanical analysis, enables an explanation of the transition
from narrative actions to systems of value and discourse in folk narratives.
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19 . Internal Semiotic Square

20 . Contrary Axis

21 . Contradictory Axis

22 . Neutral Axis

23 . Axis of Substance and Axis of Content
24 . Schema
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