Print ISSN: 3092-7265

Islamic Azad University
Science and Research Branch

The Role of the Persian Language as an Instrument of Iran’s Soft Power in the Islamic World: A
Comparative Analysis of Linguistic, Philosophical, and Literary Approaches in French
Iranology (Focusing on Gilbert Lazard, Henry Corbin, and Charles-Henri de Fouchécour)

Mohadeseh Akbari' "', Leila Shobeiry’

1. Department of French and German Languages, S.R. C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran. (Corresponding Author), Email:

m.akbari4130@iau.ir

2. Department of French and German Languages, S.R. C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran. Email: leilashobeiry@iau.ac.ir

Article Info

Abstract

Avrticle type:
Research Article

Avrticl history:
Received:
2026-02-24

Accepted:
2026-05-04

Keywords:

soft power,

French Iranology,
Gilbert Lazard,
Henry Corbin,
Charles-Henri de
Fouchécour,
cultural diplomacy

Most studies on Iran’s foreign relations during the Islamic period have focused
on military, political, or religious components. In this context, the role of the
Persian language as an instrument of transnational cultural and political
influence has rarely been examined within a coherent theoretical framework.
Adopting an analytical-comparative approach, the present study explores the
status of the Persian language as a vehicle of soft power within the framework
of French Iranology, concentrating on the perspectives of Gilbert Lazard
(linguistic approach), Henry Corbin (philosophical-hermeneutic approach), and
Charles-Henri de Fouchécour (literary-cultural approach). The central question
is how French Iranologists have conceptualized the Persian language as a
component of Iran’s soft power across the geographical expanse of the Islamic
world.

The findings indicate that each of these thinkers has articulated the
civilizational capacity of the Persian language from a distinct vantage point:
Lazard from a structural and historical perspective, Corbin from a spiritual and
ontological standpoint, and de Fouchécour from an ethical-aesthetic
perspective. The synthesis of these three approaches demonstrates that the
Persian language, beyond functioning merely as a system of communication,
has served as a carrier of Iran’s symbolic and cultural capital throughout the
Islamic world.
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Introduction And Methodology

In the contemporary world, the concept of power is no longer confined to hard instruments such as
military or economic capabilities; rather, | ts soft dimensions—including culture, language, and
values—play a fundamental role in international politics. The theory of “soft power,” proposed by Joseph
Nye, emphasizes the ability to attract and persuade others through cultural appeal. Within this framework,
language, as one of the most important carriers of culture, plays a key role in cultural diplomacy.

The Persian language, as one of the oldest and richest languages of the Islamic world, has
historically functioned not only as a means of communication but also as a medium for transmitting
philosophical, mystical, literary, and historical ideas. It has established a profound connection between
Iran’s pre-Islamic heritage and Islamic teachings, thereby becoming a formative element of Iranian-
Islamic cultural identity. From this perspective, Persian can be understood’as a “system of meaning” and
a form of “symbolic capital” that has contributed to shaping cultural and civilizational relations.

This study adopts an analytical-comparative approach. Within this framework, the perspectives of
three French Iranologists from distinct fields—Ilinguistics, philosophy, and literature—are compared and
analyzed. The aim is to provide a comprehensive picture of the multifaceted functions of the Persian
language as an instrument of soft power. Additionally, by drawing on theoretical resources related to soft
power and cultural diplomacy, the study seeks to clarify the position of the Persian language within the
conceptual framework of international relations.

Discussion and Analysis

The analysis is structured around three main approaches, each illuminating a different dimension of the
function of the Persian language:

1- Lazard’s Linguistic Approach

Gilbert Lazard examines the Persian language from both structural and historical perspectives. He argues
that one of the key factors behind the success of Persian is the preservation of its syntactic and
grammatical structure throughout history, even under conditions in which a large number of Arabic
loanwords entered the language. This structural stability has allowed Persian to maintain its independent
identity while simultaneously expanding its expressive capacities.

Lazard introduces the concept of “linguistic coexistence,” suggesting that Persian has been able to
absorb Arabic elements without losing its own identity. This feature enabled Persian to become a suitable
language for expressing complex philosophical, mystical, and scientific concepts. In his view, Persian
evolved into a “shared cultural language” across vast regions of the Islamic world and played a crucial
role in the transmission of knowledge and culture.

Within this framework, the Persian language functions as a cultural institution that shapes the rules
of cultural interaction and generates a form of “institutional power.” This form of power, without relying
on political or military instruments, has been able to expand Iran’s cultural influence.

2- Corbin’s Philosophical Approach

Henry Corbin approaches the Persian language from a philosophical and spiritual perspective. He
maintains that Persian is not merely a communicative tool but also a carrier of a particular spiritual
experience and worldviewlshaped within the Iranian mystical and Shi‘i tradition. According to him, many

\WA



S35 3 67 ] S geilp il 53 ) 5 il ¢ L0 (583,005 ks (551815 1Ml Olgm 13 Ol 3 Syl iliany pen)b 05

key concepts—such as “ta’wil” (esoteric interpretation), “light,” and “spiritual journey”—can only be
fully understood within the context of the Persian language.

Corbin characterizes Persian as a “language of illumination,” one that enables the expressiondf inner
and intuitive experiences. He distinguishes between Arabic and Persian: Arabic as the language of
exoteric law (shari‘a), and Persian as the language of the esoteric and mystical dimension. This linguistic
differentiation has allowed Persian to play a complementary role within Islamic civilization.

From the perspective ofasoft power,~Corbin’s analysis demonstrates that the spiritual and mystical
appeal of the Persian language has been one of the most important sources of Iran’s cultural influence.
This language has attracted not only Muslim audiences but also Western intellectuals, thereby
contributing to a form of “mystical diplomacy”.

3- Fouchécour’s Literary Approach

Charles-Henri de Fouchécour focuses on the ethical and literary dimensions of the Persian language. He
demonstrates that Persian literature, particularly didactic works, has played a significant role in
transmitting moral values such as justice, chivalry, tolerance, and moderation. These values have spread
across various societies in the Islamic world and have become established behavioral patterns.

Fouchécour argues that Persian literature presents a form of “art of living” in which ethics, politics,
and individual cultivation are intertwined. Works such as Sa‘di’s Golestan are not merely literary texts
but also guides to ethical living. This characteristic has transformed the Persian language into a tool for
generating cultural legitimacy.

From his perspective, the influence of the Persian language in the Islamic world has occurred
primarily through its ethical and literary appeal rather than through political power. This type of influence
is more enduring and profound and aligns closely with the concept of soft power.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that the Persian language has historically played a multilayered role in
the production and expansion of Iran’s soft power. A comparative analysis of the perspectives of Lazard,
Corbin, and Fouchécour reveals that this language operates on three main levels:

e Structural level (Lazard): creating a shared linguistic space and facilitating the transmission of

knowledge and culture;
e Spiritual level (Corbin): conveying mystical experiences and a spiritual worldview;

e Literary-ethical level (Fouchécour): promoting moral and normative values.

The integration of these three levels demonstrates that the Persian language is not merely a tool of
communication but a complex mechanism for producing “symbolic capital” and “cultural authority.”
Without relying on hard power, it has transcended cultural boundaries and exerted influence across vast
regions of the Islamic world.

The results of this comparative approach suggest that, in order to revive Iran’s civilizational role
amid the geopolitical complexities of the twenty-first century, a return to—Jdinguistic diplomacy” and a
reinterpretation of the classical capacities of the Persian language within a modern framework are
necessary. Persian must be redefined not merely as an ancient heritage but as a dynamic and living
medium for the production of modern Islamic thought, hermeneutic critique, and intercivilizational
dialogue.
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Only through this reconstruction of linguistic identity can Iran reestablish itself as a center of
meaning production and utilize the Persian language as a primary source of soft power—to attract elites,
persuade public opinion, and consolidate its cultural authority on the international stage. In essence, the
Persian language constitutes Iran’s “vital space” within the Islamic world—a domain of influence that
transcends political borders and extends into the realm of minds and souls.
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