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Abstract

Discourse analysis is regarded as one of the significant topics in the field of linguistics. Various frameworks have been
proposed by theorists for the purpose of analyzing discourse. One of these frameworks is the Laclau—Mouffe theory (1985),
which has proven highly effective in the analysis of political and social discourses. The present study was conducted with
the aim of identifying the mode of articulation in the film Walnut Tree within the framework of Laclau—Mouffe’s theory
(1985). This research is qualitative in nature, and in order to achieve the study’s objective, data were collected through
observation of the film and examined using the content analysis method. The findings indicated that the floating signifiers
“victim,” “resistance,” “hopefulness,” “indifference and silence of international institutions,” “Kurdish identity,” “father,”
“family,” and “media censorship” were all articulated around the central signifier of “the oppression of the Kurds.” In the
film, by challenging the official discourse, elements such as the “hostility” of international institutions toward the Kurds, the
“marginalization” of Kurdish communities, the silence derived from the “power” of international institutions, media
censorship as a form of “deconstruction,” the “otherness” of international institutions, and the “chains of equivalence,”
including the chain of child—pregnant mother—father—Sardasht—chemical bombing, were depicted. In conclusion, an
articulation of the film was presented.

Keywords: critical discourse analysis, Laclau—Mouffe, Walnut Tree film, Sardasht chemical bombing
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The study investigates the political-social
discursive constitution of the film Walnut Tree
by employing the discourse theory of Laclau
and Mouffe, a framework rooted in post-
structuralist linguistics and influential in
analyzing ideological formations in
contemporary societies. The foundational
premise of discourse theory, as articulated in
seminal works such as (1), is that meaning is
not intrinsic to linguistic units but emerges
through discursive practices that reproduce
social realities. Earlier linguistic developments
by Harris in 1952 drew attention to units larger
than the sentence and laid the groundwork for
discourse analysis (2), which later evolved into
critical discourse analysis (CDA) with an
emphasis on exposing power structures
embedded in discourse (3). With significant
contributions by Laclau and Mouffe (4), CDA
expanded beyond linguistic boundaries to
political and social domains, recognizing
discourse as the primary means by which
social agents construct meaning, identities,
and power relations. Cinema, which is widely
considered one of the most influential
mediums for representing socio-political
realities (6), provides a rich terrain for

discursive investigation. Filmmakers often
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embed socio-political narratives  within
cinematic structures, and audiences in turn
respond to these mediated constructions of
reality. The film Walnut Tree exemplifies this
dialectical mediation, depicting the historical
tragedy of the Sardasht chemical bombing and
foregrounding Kurdish suffering as an
discourse  to

oppositional hegemonic

representations. Conceptually, social
identity—defined as a set of collective cultural
and historical attributes that distinguish a
group (7)—underpins the film’s construction of
Kurdish victimhood and marginalization. This
study highlights how Walnut Tree articulates
alternative meanings that challenge official
narratives and renders visible the suppressed
socio-political experiences of Kurds through a
complex network of discursive signifiers.

The theoretical framework is structured around
key Laclau—Mouffean concepts such as nodal
points, floating signifiers, empty signifiers,
antagonism, equivalential chains, hegemony,
and articulation. Discourse is conceptualized
as more than linguistic usage; it encompasses
an entire field of social practices that construct
meaning under particular ideological and
power configurations (5). Critical discourse
analysis positions language as a form of social
action that both reflects and reproduces

relations of domination (8). Meaning-making in
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discourse is shaped by socio-political forces,
and access to reality is always mediated
through language (9). CDA considers
language not merely a tool of communication
but a mechanism of power and ideology (10),
enabling dominant groups to naturalize their
narratives. Fairclough further argues that
discourse analysis reveals how power
circulates within social structures by exposing
the ideological work of language (11). Within
Laclau and Mouffe’s framework, nodal points
function as privileged signifiers that stabilize
meaning, while floating signifiers remain
contested, and empty signifiers highlight the
lack of fixed meaning within a social space
(12). Antagonism emerges when competing
discourses struggle for hegemony,
constructing the “Other” to solidify their identity
(4). Power, viewed as discursively constituted,
is exercised through  strategies of
marginalization and foregrounding (13), and
hegemonic formations depend on temporarily
fixing meaning through discursive articulation
(14). Deconstruction destabilizes dominant
discourses to create openings for alternative
meanings (12). These theoretical components
collectively inform the analytical approach
used to interpret Walnut Tree as a politically
charged cinematic discourse.

The literature review indicates a growing
scholarly interest in applying Laclau and
Mouffe’s framework to cinematic texts. Prior
studies have examined gendered discourses
in Iranian films, revealing how social narratives

position women within shifting ideological

boundaries (21). Research on films dealing
with social issues such as HIV/AIDS
demonstrates the presence of competing
discourses, where medical, moral, and
humanitarian interpretations struggle for
dominance (22). Additional analyses of films
like The Salesman have identified nodal points
such as “assault,” with floating signifiers
including “middle class,” “violence,” and
“betrayal,” structured into distinct traditional
and modern discourses (23). Studies on The
Cow similarly reveal dual discursive
formations—religious and traditional—each
anchored around central signifiers (6).
Research on disability representation has
shown that discursive articulations in cinema
reflect broader ideological assumptions, and
shifts in societal attitudes contribute to
evolving portrayals (24). These preceding
studies demonstrate the analytical power of
Laclau—Mouffean  discourse  theory in
unpacking socio-political meanings within film.
However, despite Walnut Tree’s rich narrative
potential and its relevance to Kurdish history
and lIran-lrag war memory, it has not
previously been analyzed through this lens,
leaving a gap that the present research aims
to address through a systematic articulation of
its discursive structure.

Methodologically, the study adopts a
qualitative approach rooted in critical
discourse analysis and conducted through
content analysis. The film Walnut Tree,
directed by Mohammad-Hossein Mahdavian
and released in 2020, serves as the sole unit
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of analysis. Data were collected through
repeated viewing and detailed scene-based
note-taking, followed by categorization and
interpretation according to Laclau and
Mouffe’s components. The historical narrative
centers on Ghader, a Kurdish villager from
Sardasht whose family is devastated after the
1987 chemical attack. The film portrays the
deaths of his three children, the subsequent
death of his wife after childbirth, and his
protracted struggle to locate his surviving
infant daughter, ultimately leading him to
testify before an international tribunal in 2005.
This narrative situates Kurdish suffering within
a broader political context and foregrounds
themes of injustice, erasure, and international
neglect. Within this discursive space, the film’s
nodal point—‘oppression of the Kurds’—
organizes floating signifiers such as “victim,”
‘resistance,” “hopefulness,” “silence of
international institutions,” “Kurdish identity,”
“father,” “family,” and “media censorship,”
forming a structured articulation around
Kurdish marginalization. Empty signifiers such
as “historical truth,” “humanity,” and “justice”
signify absent ideals whose lack underscores
the depth of the tragedy. Antagonistic relations
depict the Iraqi Ba’ath regime and international
organizations as “Others,” positioned against
the Kurdish community. Power is manifested
not only in military violence but also in global
silence, while equivalential chains link
elements such as “child—pregnant mother—
father—Sardasht—chemical bombing” to
consolidate a shared narrative of suffering.

These findings reveal a coherent discursive
system that frames Kurdish victimhood
through multi-layered symbolic and political
constructs.

The discussion interprets the film as a counter-
hegemonic discourse that challenges official
narratives by re-articulating Kurdish suffering
and exposing the inadequacy of historical
reporting and international response. The film
foregrounds the invisibility of Kurdish civilian
casualties and critiques the normalization of
the Sardasht attack within hegemonic
discourses. Through cinematic strategies of
focalization, selective framing, and emotive
representation, the narrative destabilizes
dominant meanings and constructs an
alternative discourse grounded in human
rights, collective memory, and political dissent.
The film’s articulation operates through
deconstruction of hegemonic silence, using
discursive strategies such as emphasizing the
father's testimony, highlighting scenes of
collective pain, and juxtaposing individual
trauma with institutional indifference. The
equivalential chains discovered in the analysis
demonstrate how personal tragedy is
expanded into a universal discourse of
injustice, linking private memory to collective
experience. The study concludes that Walnut
Tree exemplifies the political potential of
cinema to reshape discursive fields by
revealing submerged histories, amplifying
marginalized voices, and confronting

hegemonic constraints through re-

signification.
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The findings show that the film constructs a
cohesive discursive structure in which Kurdish
suffering becomes the central organizing
principle of meaning. Through its deployment
of Laclau and Mouffe’s theoretical
components, the film portrays a complex
network of signifiers that articulate a powerful
critique of international silence and the erasure
of Kurdish trauma. The analysis demonstrates
that cinematic discourse can effectively
challenge hegemonic narratives by articulating
alternative meanings grounded in lived
experience, historical truth, and collective

identity.
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