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Analyzing the discourse semantics of the Russian play
""The Cherry Orchard™

Ali karimi Firouz Jaei*!, Maryam Haji Mohammad Jafar?

Abstract

The semiotics of discourse method emerges from constructivist
semiotics and semantic narrative studies. This approach examines the
interaction between action and determinism versus non - action and
non - determinism within literary forms. It connects the layers of action
and confusion by linking meaning production with sensory - perceptual
conditions. Additionally, it proposes an ontology for linguistic
outputs. The present study aims to explore the interplay and tension
between active and inactive, as well as deterministic and non -
deterministic meanings in the narrative of "Cherry Orchard." This
research employs a descriptive - analytical method of discourse
semiotics, relying on library studies for information gathering.
Findings indicate that contradictions and interactions between
deterministic and non - deterministic processes contribute to meaning
production, establishing core meanings within the narrative, such as
concepts of "seal and hatred,” "love and hate,” and "poverty and
wealth." Meaning - making in the story reflects a dynamic dialogue
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between the aristocracy and the middle class, characterized by
controversy and struggle. The middle and working classes eventually
usurp the aristocracy through shifts in their economic and social
status. Furthermore, the study reveals that the dynamic world can
engage in dialogue with the inactive world, leading to processes of
overcoming, correcting, and negating established norms.

Keywords: semiotics, discourse systems, action, State, Cherry
Orchard.

Introduction

This study employs the framework of discursive semiotics, conceived
as the outcome of structuralist and post-structuralist semiotics
integrated with narrative studies, to analyze Anton Chekhov's "The
Cherry Orchard." Discursive semiotics investigates the formation and
production of meaning within discursive systems, viewing signs as
dynamic entities whose meaning arises from interaction, conflict, and
tension. This approach links the flow of meaning-production to
sensory-perceptual conditions and establishes a specific ontology for
linguistic productions.

The primary objective of this research is to decipher the interaction
and challenge between deterministic non-deterministic and meanings,
as well as between actantial and non-actantial meanings, within the
narrative discourse of the play. The methodology is qualitative,
utilizing a descriptive-analytical approach based on discursive
semiotics, with data gathered through library research.

The findings reveal that meaning is generated through the
contradiction and interaction between determinate processes/actions
and non-determinate actions. The core meaning-making processes of
the narrative are shaped around fundamental states (Fr. shavesh) such
as "affection and rancor,” "love and hatred,” and "poverty and
wealth." The process of meaning production unfolds such that the
initial system of interaction and dialogue between the two semiotic
spheres of aristocracy and the middle class evolves through stages of
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dispute and contention, then challenge and struggle, and finally
culminates in a system of dominance and subordination.
Consequently, the middle and working classes, through a leap in their
socio-economic status, replace the aristocratic class.

The results further demonstrate that a fluid, event-driven world can
indeed dialogue with a non-actantial world; however, in this case, the
dialogue was oriented towards surpassing, correcting, and negating the
other.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology
The analysis is grounded in the discursive semiotics theory of Eric
Landowski, which classifies discursive systems based on their
governing semiotic features into three main types:
1. The Intelligent (Actantial) System: Meaning emerges based
on cognitive conditions, planning, and predetermined goals.

This includes:
o Prescriptive Discourse: Based on pre-programmed
behavior.

o Inductive Discourse: Involves interaction between an
actant and an actor.

o Ethically-Oriented Discourse: Action is driven by
individual, social, or cultural principles.

2. The Emotional (Tensive) System: Meaning is based on
presence and state (shavesh), not logic or program. This
includes:

o Tensive-Affective Discourse: The subject undergoes
reactions rather than performs actions.

o Sensory-Perceptual  Discourse: Characterized by
dynamic interaction and co-relation.

o Aesthetic Discourse: Meaning IS purely
phenomenological.

3. The Event-Based System: Meaning is the product of an
unexpected, sensory-perceptual flow.
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The study also utilizes Yuri Lotman's concept of the semiosphere to
analyze the text as a holistic cultural system. The interaction between
two conflicting semiospheres—the declining aristocracy (represented
by Madame Ranevskaya and Gayef) and the rising middle class
(represented by Lopakhin)—forms the core of the analysis. The
conflict between the world of action and determinacy (the middle
class's plans) and the world of non-action and indeterminacy (the
aristocracy's nostalgia and passivity) drives the narrative's meaning
production.

Analysis and Findings: The Four-Act Structure

The meaning-making process is traced through the four acts of the
play, illustrating the evolution of the relationship between the two
semiospheres.

Act I: The System of Interaction and Dialogue

The play opens in the nostalgic, aesthetic space of the nursery,
establishing the aristocratic semiosphere. The central lack (financial
ruin) is introduced. Lopakhin, representing the middle-class
semiosphere, proposes a logical, prescriptive solution: cutting down
the cherry orchard to build summer cottages. Ranevskaya and Gayef
reject this due to an emotional, stative-affective attachment to the
orchard as a symbol of their identity and past happiness. The dominant
semiosphere here is still the aristocracy, engaging in a dialogue with
the rising class from a position of perceived strength.

Act I1: The System of Dispute and Contention

The setting becomes a liminal space between tradition (an old chapel)
and modernity (telegraph poles), symbolizing the clash. The dialogue
between the semiospheres intensifies into direct dispute and conflict.
Lopakhin grows frustrated with the aristocracy's inability to act, while
they remain mired in indecision and hope for a miracle. The tension
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escalates, but the aristocratic semiosphere, though weakened, still
maintains a contentious stance.

Act I11: The System of Challenge and Struggle

The setting shifts to a party on the day of the auction, creating a stark
contrast between the aristocracy's frivolous non-action (dancing,
drinking) and the middle class's decisive action. Lopakhin's absence is
significant—nhe is actively participating in the auction. His triumphant
return as the new owner marks the pivotal moment of the struggle.
The actantial world of the middle class achieves a decisive victory
over the non-actantial world of the aristocracy. Lopakhin's boastful
speech is a classic act of challenge and defiance, negating his former
status as a serf's son. His act of purchasing the orchard creates a
powerful shavesh of devastation in Ranevskaya.

Act IV: The System of Dominance and Subordination

The final act returns to the now-empty nursery. The setting is
dominated by packed luggage and the sound of axes cutting down the
orchard. The hierarchy is now clear: the middle-class semiosphere is
dominant, and the aristocratic semiosphere is subordinated and exiled.
The act of departure and the definitive sound of the axes represent the
final, irreversible shift. The dialogue has ended, replaced by the
monologue of the new order. While there are moments of attempted
correction (Anya's shout briefly halting the destruction) and nostalgic
hope for the future, these are ultimately powerless against the
determined action of the victors.

Conclusion

The analysis concludes that the narrative of "The Cherry Orchard"
follows a specific discursive trajectory. Meaning is not generated
solely through action but crucially through shavesh—fundamental
states like love/hate and wealth/poverty that form the core of the
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narrative. The process of meaning-production charts the
transformation of the relationship between two semiospheres:
System of Interaction & Dialogue — System of Dispute &
Contention - System of Challenge & Struggle — System of
Dominance & Subordination

This evolution demonstrates how the fluid, event-driven world of
the rising middle class engaged in a dialogue with the stagnant, non-
actantial world of the aristocracy, which was ultimately oriented
towards negation, surpassing, and correction. The victory of the
actantial, determinate system over the non-actantial, non-determinate
one reflects a broader socio-historical transition, where a new class,
through effort and pragmatism, replaces an old one paralyzed by
nostalgia and an inability to adapt. The cherry orchard itself, as the
central sign, changes its meaning from a symbol of hereditary memory
and beauty to a mere commodity, finalizing the semantic shift enacted
throughout the play.
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Figure 1: The system of interaction and dialogue between two
semiotic spheres
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figure 2: The system of debate and dispute between two semiotic spheres
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Figure 3: The system of challenge and struggle between two semiotic spheres.
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Figure 4: The system of dominant and subordinate semiotic spheres.
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Figure 5: The discursive systems in the story of The Cherry Orchard
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