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ABSTRACT 

The supremacy and marginalization of a discourse are multifaceted processes affected by cultural, sociopolitical and economic domains and also 

large-scale alterations and events. In this sense, the context and grounds for the emergence of the ninth government (or the neo-conservatism 

discourse) in the early 2000s should be studied within a historical process in post-revolutionary Iran. The election of a neo-conservative 

administration from the heart of the reformist government was caused by rivalries within a discourse that had existed among Iranian political 

movements since the dawn of the revolution. In this competition, we witness the hegemonic dominance of a discourse and its final decline within 8 

years of its creation. In this study, the process in which the discourse of the ninth government became hegemonic in 2005 is investigated using the 

method of discourse analysis proposed by Fairclough, Laclau and Mouffe. Based on research findings, cultural, economic, and sociopolitical contexts 

coupled with a discursive challenge against the reformist discourse, specifically in the area of culture, led to the supremacy of the ninth government 

discourse. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The supremacy and marginalization of a discourse are complicated 

processes which are affected by large-scale developments and events 

and influenced by cultural, sociopolitical and economic backgrounds. 

Following this argument, the emergence and marginalization of several 

discourses from different backgrounds have been observed in Iran. 

Ever since the beginning of the Islamic Revolution, this process has 

continued to build more momentum particularly after the demise of 

Ayatollah Khomeini. Hence, discourses such as construction, 

reformism, fundamentalism and moderation have emerged. Between 

2005 and 2013, a discourse called ‘compassion’ was dominant in the 

country which had its roots in the tenets of fundamentalism and neo-

conservatism. This discourse prevailed once the reformist discourse 

was pushed to the margin by the 2005 presidential election. Certainly, 

there were several reasons behind the supremacy of this particular 

discourse and the marginalization of the reformist one. The present 

study is an attempt to investigate the dawn of the fundamentalist 

discourse and the marginalization of the reformist discourse. 

Research background 

Discourse is a paradoxical concept often appearing with different 

meanings followed by different contexts and approaches. There is no 

clear consensus among the combined interdisciplinary approaches to 

discourse analysis when it comes to the precise nature of a discourse 

and how it should be studied (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002: 1). Discourse 

is a space in which the differing meaning is created, sustained, and 

transformed and social reality is made. In simple terms, this refers to 

the space within which humans understand and make sense of the 

material world, and where the representation of the world comes forth 

(Holztster, 2013: 3). Jorgensen and Phillips propose a simple and 

rudimentary definition of discourse as a specific method for expressing 

and understanding the world (or an aspect of it) (Jorgensen & Phillips, 

2002: 1). 

Fairclough (2003: 26) considers two meanings for discourse. One as an 

abstract noun defines language and other processes of semiosis as 

elements of social life. The other is considered as a count noun 

referring to the specific ways of representing a part of the world. 

Moreover, it should be made clear that Fairclough considers a mutual 

relation between the discourses and the social systems which operate 

within them (Howarth, 2000: 4). According to Laclau and Mouffe, the 

theory of discourse examines how the identity of subjects and objects 

take form systematically by bringing together a set of meaningful 

elements in a discursive field (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001: 112). The study 

of discourse is an attempt to determine the socio-political effects of 

using a particular set of words on the one hand and the generative 

impacts of a real structure of reality on the agency and identity of 

individuals and groups. Thus, discourse analysis relies on particular 

discursive strategies to approach achievements. It encompasses the 

dimensions of reality and options for political action while excluding 

specific representations of reality (Holztster, 2013: 3). Discourse 

analysis has gone through a multi-stage developmental process. 

Torfing proposes the classification of discourse analysis in three 

generations. The first generation defines discourse in the limited 

linguistic sense of a textual unit which is larger than a sentence and 

therefore focuses on the semantic facets of the spoken or written text 

(Torfing, 2004: 6). The second generation envisages discourse in a 

broader sense without being limited to written or spoken language, by 

extending the discourse to a variety of social practices. Critical 

discourse analysis characterizes this generation. It has been developed 

mainly by Norman Fairclough who is inspired by the works of Michel 

Foucault. The second generation also approaches and discusses the 

discursive practices as ideological social and ethnic groups to maintain 

their hegemonic power or create anti-hegemony. Power and discourse 

are mutually interconnected which means that one cannot be imagined 

without the other. The discourse regulates actions by shaping the 

social identities, abilities, and the obedient relationships of individuals 

(Torfing, 2004: 8-7). The third generation often expands the concept of 

discourse to cover the whole gamut of social phenomena. Discourse 

does not refer to a specific part of the social system anymore; rather, it 
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borders on society and social meaning which is partially solidified 

within and throughout the discourse. The third generation comes 

together by a general sense of discourse as a system of communication 

consisting of meaningful actions through historical and political 

interventions. The most distinguished scholars of the third generation 

are Laclau and Mouffe. They define discourse as the historical, 

changeable and probable circumstances of what we say, think, imagine, 

and perform. Given the nature of the research, the social grounds for 

the formation of the cultural discourse in the ninth government (i.e. the 

government of compassion) are addressed first and, later, the conflict 

of this discourse with the reformist discourse is examined. Therefore, 

the theoretical foundations of the study are based on Fairclough’s 

theory of discourse analysis (to study the social context) and Laclau 

and Mouffe’s theory (to study the conflict with reformist discourse). 

Fairclough’s Theory of Discourse Analysis 

In line with some social theorists such as Bourdieu and Bhaskar, 

Fairclough also believes that the relationship between social structures 

and social events is caused by a mediator. In his opinion, this 

important task is incumbent on social practices known as the more 

stable forms of social activity that create social contexts, institutions 

and organizations. Semiotic dimensions exist at all of these levels. 

In other words, Fairclough believes that discourse includes texts and 

the social knowledge involving the creation and interpretation of texts. 

This social knowledge is related to three different levels of social 

organization: 

A. Social conditions or the interconnected social environment in which 

the discourse is formed 

B. The level of the social institution that encompasses the discourse in 

a wide context 

C. The level of society as a whole: how social structures determine 

discourse at these levels. 

Power relations in particular social institutions and the society as a 

whole determine how discourse and its inherent ideologies may form 

(Fairclough, 2003). 

Fairclough believes that social change involves changes in social 

practices and their networking. It discusses how social practices 

harmonize with the structure of social contexts, institutions, 

organizations, and interdisciplinary relationships. In this sense, 

institutions and organizations are coordinated. This includes changes 

in the order of discourse and the relationships thereof (and hence the 

change in genres, discourses, styles and the relationships between 

them). Furthermore, changes in the process of signification (i.e. 

discourse order) are a precondition for the broader processes of social 

change. In many cases, broader processes of social change can be 

observed. These processes begin with a change in discourse 

(Fairclough, 1993). Fairclough is of the opinion that discourses involve 

how the existing circumstances are represented. 

Based on Fairclough’s theory, there are three levels of discourse. The 

first level is the social conditions of creation and interpretation that 

includes the social factors that lead to the creation of a text and can 

also affect the interpretation of the text at the same time. The second 

level is the process of creation and interpretation which indicates how 

the text is produced and how it affects its interpretation. The third 

level is the text that is the product of the first two stages. Specific 

discourse analysis involves analysis in each of these three dimensions 

and their links. 

According to Fairclough, social conditions shape the members’ 
resources leading to creation and interpretation which in turn 

determine how the texts are created and interpreted. Therefore, if we 

consider language as a discourse and a social praxis, we must not 

merely pay attention to the analysis of texts and the processes of 

creation and interpretation; rather, the analysis of the relationship 

between texts, processes, their social conditions, direct contextual 

conditions and the distant conditions of institutional and social 

structures ought to be considered as well (Fairclough, 2003: 21). 

Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse analysis theory  

Laclau and Mouffe have proposed a poststructuralist theory of 

discourse whose point of departure is the idea that the discourse of the 

social world creates a meaning that can never be permanently fixed. 

The approach adopted by Laclau and Mouffe can be poststructuralist 

compared to critical discourse analysis developed by Norman 

Fairclough (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002: 6). According to Jorgensen and 

Phillips, all analytical approaches to discourse converge in four points. 

First, language is not the reflection of an antecedent reality. Second, 

language is structured in discourse patterns and then the preservation 

and change in discursive practices. Finally, the preservation and 

evolution of patterns must be examined through the analysis of a 

specific context in which the language is practiced. (Jorgensen & 

Phillips, 2002: 12) 

The point of departure in Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of discourse is 

the idea of post-structuralism which considers the discourse of the 

social world as a concept resulting from the inherent instability of 

language that implies that meaning can never be fixed (Jorgensen and 

Phillips, 2002: 6). Therefore, the operative word for this theory is 

discursive struggle which means that different discourses (each with 

specific ways of speaking and understanding the social world) are in 

constant struggle with each other to maintain hegemonic supremacy 

(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002: 7-6). Laclau and Mouffe do not distinguish 

between the discursive and non-discursive dimensions of society 

(Laclau & Mouffe, 2001: 107). Their theory of discourse encompasses 

the general notion that social phenomena have neither come to an end, 

nor have been completed. Hence, they can never be fixed in this sense. 

This paves the way for ongoing social struggles about the definition of 

society and its identity and the resulting social effects (Jorgensen & 

Phillips, 2002: 24). For Laclau and Mouffe, discourse means the 

consolidation of meaning in a particular field in which the meaning of 

each sign is determined in accordance with its relation to other signs 

(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002: 24). Laclau and Mouffe adapted the 

concept of sign from the linguistic theory of Ferdinand de Saussure. A 

sign is regarded as the relationship between an audio image (signifier) 

and a concept (signified). These signs constitute a system wherein no 

element is defined independently of others (Laclau, 2007: 452). 

Jorgensen and Phillips explain this by using the similarity of the fishing 

net. In this manner, all signs can be considered as nodes in a fishing net 

of thoughts, each of which is defined based on their distinct position in 

the net. Regardless, in contrast to the fishing net, the signs do not 

remain constant – their position can vary and take on new meanings 

(Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002: 25). A discourse is the consolidation of 

meanings within a particular scope and all signs are moments in the 

discourse. Discourses are located around nodal points where other 

signs derive their meaning from their relationship with nodal points 

(i.e. focal points) while these signs are empty within. These nodal 

points are the predominant signs that regulate other signs (Jorgensen 

& Phillips, 2002: 28). A discourse exists in its entirety by which each 

sign is fixed as a moment based on its relation to other signs and by 

eliminating other possible meanings that the sign may be given. 

Following Laclau and Mouffe’s theory, signs having multiple potential 

meanings which have not been proven yet, are defined as elements; 

floated signs are those elements that are particularly open to 

attributing different meanings (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002: 26-27). 

They are signs indicating that different discourses struggle to invest 

meaning in their own way. The nodal points (i.e. focal points) are also 

floating signifiers. While the nodal point sometimes refers to a 

highlighted point in a particular discourse, the term floating signifiers 

is used to describe the constant struggle between different discourses 

in solidifying the meaning of significant signs (Jorgensen & Phillips, 

2002: 28). In a continuous conflict, the discourse aims at consolidating 

the meaning of specific signs. Each discourse tries to create signs, 

provided that they all have fixed and uniform meanings in the 

structure as a whole. Nevertheless, no discourse can be fully 

consolidated and there is a permanent struggle with other discourses 

that define reality in a different sense. This is a struggle to create 

meaning (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002: 47). Key events refer to cases 

where key facts appear in the political agenda or the media. Discourses 

often have different interpretations of events and realities when they 
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try to challenge politics, identity, and logic by participating and 

competing with one other (Hanseen, 2006: 32). Hegemony is the 

spread of a discourse or a set of discourses over the dominant horizon 

of social orientation and action using the expression of non-fixed 

elements at fixed moments (Torfing, 1999: 101). For Laclau and 

Mouffe, “hegemony will point to absent totality and various attempts at 

restructuring and rearrangement”. It has been given an opportunity to 

take on a meaning by overcoming this fundamental loss in the 

struggles, thereby allowing conflicts to find meaning and impart a 

positive understanding to the historical forces (Laclau & Mouffe, 2001: 

7). When discourse becomes hegemonic, the structured social practices 

can reach the level of common sense in that their roots where the 

inherent probabilities are neglected. Nonetheless, no discourse can 

become entirely hegemonic and, therefore, the supremacy of a 

particular discourse is never complete and permanent. Each 

hegemonic order is sensitive and therefore challenged by anti-

hegemonic practices. These anti-hegemonies might occur naturally in 

the form of a daily communicative action challenging the existing 

discourses or might be a strategic action taken by interested parties to 

achieve a dominant discourse (Ryer : 8). 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This is a qualitative study and the methodological framework is based 

on critical discourse analysis developed by two generations of the most 

distinguished theorists, namely Fairclough, Laclau and Mouffe. 

As mentioned earlier, the present study is an attempt to analyze the 

grounds for the formation of the cultural discourse of the ninth 

government. It was also mentioned that the formation and supremacy 

of a discourse is the result of conflicts among dominant and marginal 

discourses. The dominance of the discourse of the ninth government 

came after challenging the reformist discourse, which was the 

dominant discourse in the country’s executive affairs before the ninth 

government. The discursive challenges of these two discourses along 

with the social, economic, cultural and social contexts eventually led to 

the supremacy of the ninth government discourse. Therefore, in order 

to study the process of hegemony, the contexts of the initial formation 

of this discourse should be examined in the first place and the 

challenge of this emerging discourse should be analyzed in the next 

stage by considering the dominant discourse. Following these steps, 

the grounds for the emergence of the discourse of the ninth 

government are studied first. In other words, the discursive contexts of 

the ninth states are examined. To do this, the theory of discourse 

analysis proposed by Fairclough will be used to investigate the 

socioeconomic, cultural, and political contexts of the dominant 

discourse for the ninth government. Finally, the conflict between the 

emerging discourse and the dominant discourse of reformism is 

analyzed using Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of discourse analysis. 

Grounds for the emergence of the cultural discourse of the ninth 

government 

Undoubtedly, the grounds and the context of the emergence of the 

ninth government and the neo-fundamentalist discourse in the early 

2000s must be studied within a historical process in post-

revolutionary Iran. The election of a neo-fundamentalist 

administration from the heart of a reformist government can be 

explained by the intra-discourse rivalries between the political 

movements in Iran since the beginning of the revolution. The climax of 

these rivalries dates back to the era following the demise of Ayatollah 

Khomeini, which ultimately led to the emergence of various discourses 

with economic, political and justice-oriented approaches. In other 

words, with the emergence of a discourse in the form of a new 

government and after eight years of presidency, another discourse 

formed based on the central weakness of the previous government. In 

this way, the marginalized discourse became dominant. Ultimately, 

after another eight-year period, the same pattern repeats itself and the 

emergence of the new discourse is followed by particular economic, 

sociopolitical, and cultural changes. 

Basically, discourses are not shaped in a vacuum; rather, they are 

created in the context of society in relation to socio-political 

conditions. They can be understood and interpreted in connection with 

other discourses and sociopolitical conditions. The emergence of the 

discourse attributed to the ninth government is rooted in macro 

developments since the beginning of the revolution. To know the 

process in which this discourse has become dominant, one must return 

to the discursive changes in Iran after the revolution. Since 1979, the 

most remarkable sociopolitical event in Iran has been the emergence 

of the revolution as a super-discourse in recent decades affecting all 

the classes of Iranian society. Undoubtedly, a society that experiences a 

revolution undergoes changes at the level of agency and structure. One 

of the factors in the victory of a revolution is its struggling social forces 

who agree on challenging the existing political regime despite having a 

different dominant rationale in their relations. However, the coalition 

of revolutionaries fails after the victory of the revolution (Tili, 2006) 

and division grows among them. The Iranian society has been no 

exception as several discourses emerged within the discourse of the 

Islamic Revolution after the revolution. Accordingly, four power blocs 

of the political spectra and parties were present in the country's 

political scene: clerics, intellectuals, socialists and liberals (Bashiriyeh, 

2002: 27-31). In spite of having different positions and views, these 

four power blocs came together in a lateral chain in the Islamic 

discourse and positioned themselves against a greater entity that was 

the imperial regime. In this way, the imperial regime acted as a 

constructive and external factor so that the revolutionaries could gain 

an identity against the imperial regime and form a lateral chain of the 

revolutionary discourse. Although this chain covered the differences in 

the discourse of the revolution, the lateral presence of the 

revolutionary forces did not culminate in a complete elimination of 

differences and these forces gradually abandoned the lateral chain. 

From the first four groups, the liberal and Islamic groups formed a 

coalition and the other two groups disintegrated. Nevertheless, soon 

afterwards, the alliance between the two groups disintegrated over the 

form of government and the nature of domestic and foreign policy. The 

striking difference between the liberal and Islamic groups was 

primarily the contents of the constitution and secondarily the 

occupation of the US embassy (Bashiriyeh, 2002: 31). In the interval 

between the victory of the revolution and the holding of the second 

parliamentary election, a range of political forces backing Ayatollah 

Khomeini and his supporters were marginalized or removed from the 

political arena. The Islamists gained control over the country’s political 

arena before the second parliamentary election. This occurred after the 

resignation of the interim government led by Mehdi Bazargan, the 

disqualification vote of the parliament regarding the presidency of 

Abolhassan Banisadr, confronting the leftist political organizations 

including the armed organization (People's Fedayeen and Mujahedin-

e-Khalq) and the unarmed Tudeh Party and cessation of their political 

activities (Sohrabloo, 2011: 46). The second parliament is considered 

one of the most important parliaments after the revolution. In this 

parliament, following the elimination of opposition groups, the new 

alignment of the country's political forces had taken on a new shape, 

posing new challenges to the parliament. During this period, the 

Islamist movement gradually became divided. They challenged each 

other in the form of two intellectual movements and this dispute 

affected the government and parliament. The differences between the 

two movements first became evident on the matter of the 

government’s economic policies and actions. The dispute gradually 

spread to other fields and created two important intellectual fronts in 

the country. This contrast of views which began in the mid-1980s 

within Mujahidin of the Islamic Revolution Organization, gradually 

challenged the Islamic Republic Party and eventually led to the 

disintegration and separation of Islamists (Fozi, 2005: 108). In 

addition to the events in the second parliament, the conflicting views of 

the clergy between 1980 and 1987 played a significant role in the 

separation of Islamists. These conflicting views brought forth several 

issues such as the role of the state in economy, the discussion on 

dynamic and traditional jurisprudence, and disputes over the 

parliament bills and laws regarding taxes, land reform, mutual 
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companies, labor law, foreign trade, anti-hoarding measures, the 

economic policies of Mousavi’s government, and so on. Thus, two 

independent organizations, the Assembly of Combatant Clerics and the 

Society of Combatant Clergy formed within the clergy and both were 

associated with the Islamic Revolution (Panahi et al., 2013: 162). With 

the division among the Islamists, the political arena witnessed the 

presence of candidates from the Assembly of Combatant Clerics and 

the Combatant Clergy Association before the third parliament. Since 

then, two major political sides, namely the right and left came into 

existence in the country’s political arena. 

In 1987 and 1988, two important events took place that played a key 

role in the evolution of Iran's socio-political system. One was the end of 

the Iran-Iraq war and the other was the demise of Ayatollah Khomeini. 

Ayatollah Khomeini was a charismatic leader and a unique figure 

reflecting the historical requirements of Iranian society. With his 

death, in the first years after the war, the process of transition from 

charismatic to rational and legal authority became evident in society. 

This significant event created a new ground for change in society, 

which was followed by the second decade of the revolution. In the 

early 1990s, the Islamic left (the Assembly of Combatant Clerics, the 

Mujahidin of the Islamic Revolution, and the Office for Consolidating 

Unity) gradually concluded that they should revise their ideological 

positions and accept some principles of religious reform and 

libertarian and democratic considerations.  Their marginal role in 

official politics and their absence from key executive responsibilities 

during the Hashemi’s administration paved the ground for the 

reconstruction and revision in their mentality. A distinctive feature of 

this period is the focus on construction and the modernization project, 

after which the religiousization of society was formally given the 

second priority. After the war, economic development and the 

restoration of the ruins of the war were given priority and the policy of 

economic moderation was raised by emphasizing the participation of 

the private sector in the economy (Panahi et al., 2013: 168-167). The 

consequence of these widespread developments is a phenomenon 

known as the “May 23rd” which is a turning point in the contemporary 

history of Iran. 

The presidential election on May 23rd indicated objective and 

psychological changes in society that demanded the reform of political, 

economic, social and cultural relations. According to Abdi, reformist 

thoughts first sprouted among religious modernists, but always existed 

among a range of left-wing elites. After the demise of Ayatollah 

Khomeini, the context for reform was prepared because with his 

absence, a combination of the right and centrist fronts came to power 

with remarkable changes. 

First, the contradiction between the beliefs of the right wing and the 

realities of society became more visible. Second, their unequaled 

authority and influence which aroused the respect of all factions and 

led to the silence and justification of potential reformists was 

shattered. Third, as a consequence, the leftist reformists were 

marginalized. The disqualification of the left wing nominees in the 

process of the fourth parliamentary elections was the last blow to the 

bloc and they were completely removed from the political scene. This 

faction accepted the failure in the elections and began to evaluate the 

negative response of the public. Therefore, the reformist party tried to 

criticize the past while its modernist elements settled in scientific, 

cultural, academic, analytical and media centers. These elements 

studied, taught, conducted research, and analyzed the situation in 

order to find suitable conditions and the possibility of another 

presence in the socio-political arena. A number of these modernists 

were sent abroad to continue their education. The left wing made the 

most of this opportunity after losing the throne of power and tried to 

evaluate the past critically and make preparations for the future. Thus, 

the context for the critical view of the past and future planning was 

created in this party. According to Armin, accepting the reformist 

approach is predicated on accepting two basic propositions: first, 

accepting the existence of deviation and distance from the primary 

goals and second, accepting the reforms and self-improvement 

capacity to correct wrong trends and deviant relations (Karim Al-Dini, 

2002: 18-17). Thus, the belief in the improvement of the system was 

considered a well-grounded belief in the left wing, without which the 

adoption of a reformist approach would not be relevant. In this 

manner, the reformists adhered to this approach based on the 

intellectual principles of the Islamic Revolution, the legal structure of 

the political system, and the history of political evolution in the regime. 

The degree of homogeneity within the government relied on this 

approach (Alavi Tabar, 2000: 190-189). The relative victory of the 

representatives from the spectra of religious modernists and political 

dissidents in the elections of the fifth term of the parliament gave them 

hope and they tried to participate in the presidential election. Although 

Mir Hossein Mousavi did not respond positively to their call, Khatami 

complied with their request and became the left-wing candidate 

(Kaviani, 2000: 148 and 165). From Hosseinian’s point of view, the 

regime was opposed to Khatami's presence (Rafizadeh, 2000: 56). 

Evidence before and after the election confirmed this view. Khatami 

was also unknown in foreign circles, and his victory was considered 

not only surprising but also astonishing to Western spectators. This 

this astonishing victory was not anticipated and the definitive 

assumption was based on Khatami’s defeat and the defeat of the 

reformists. The shock from the election results ruled out any reaction 

from conservatives who had previously considered themselves 

victorious. This surprising outcome plunged them into a political coma. 

In this way, Khatami’s supporters did not have any preplanned 

strategy or tactics to deal with the victory, manage the society and the 

implement their reform agenda. Thus, they encountered the serious 

and heavy burden of command without having a cohesive social and 

political organization. The amount and composition of Khatami's votes 

expressed the will of the public that was dissatisfied with the status 

quo and demanded socio-political and cultural change. Most experts 

contend that the message of the May 23rd election was a message of 

change and transformation (Razavi, 2000: 73). 

Contrary to the right-wing discourse, which interpreted its structure in 

terms of the Islamism of the system, the features of the reformist 

discourse were organized primarily around the republican aspect of 

the regime or the concept of the people. The other features of this 

discourse included the rule of the law, political development, civil 

society development, religious state instead of state religion, and 

Velayat-e-Faqih (i.e. Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist). The reformist 

discourse also emphasized individual rights and liberties, the rights of 

citizens, justice, spirituality, human dignity, a moderate understanding 

and reading of religion, dynamic jurisprudence, and ethical politics. In 

this discourse, an attempt was made to fulfill the slogan of “Iran for 

Iranians”, create accountable government, organize the economy, and 

show respect for the rights of women and minorities. The belief in the 

activities of the private sector and mutual companies in economy, 

tolerance, rejection of violence, decentralization of power, dialogue of 

civilizations, communication with the world and especially the West, 

freedom of thought, free media, democratic government and 

empowered society was also an integral part of the discourse (Tajik, 

2000: 107-108). The ideal and goal of this discourse was the 

restoration of the Islamic Revolution, modernizing the structure and 

rationalizing its bureaucratic organization, and establishing a more 

accountable system of government.  

However, despite having many supporters, they lacked coherent 

planning and were unable to establish a proper party relationship 

between the people and the president. Moreover, they were not 

considered an effective force in political struggles, negotiations, and 

political dealings with rival groups (Razavi, 2000: 36-35). Thus, their 

coalition lacked any theoretical foundation, a rationale for political 

coalition, internal cohesion and structural coordination. In fact, it was a 

quick, emotional, unwritten, and fatalistic coalition that was formed 

based on the immediate demands and interests of victorious groups 

without the necessary foresight and the conditions of a principled 

coalition. In other words, the terms required for a stable and beneficial 

coalition were not fulfilled among the party members, because the 

formation of any coalition is the result of decision-making among 

actors who calculate and consider their interests rationally and try to 

maximize them (Bashiriyeh, 2004: 77-76). 
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In the coalition of the May 23rd bloc, various homogenous groups had 

come together. Parties and factions such as the Assembly of Combatant 

Clerics, the Participation Front of Islamic Iran, the Mojahedin 

Organization of the Islamic Revolution, the Executives of Construction 

Party, the Office for Consolidating Unity and other factions came 

together to form the coalition. It was a coalition that encompassed 

various political and intellectual groups such as the modern right-wing 

factions, the traditional left, the radical left, religious intellectuals and 

even a group of secular intellectuals. On the other hand, the middle 

class was able to gain political authority in May 1997 and maintain its 

power by winning the first round of elections for city and village 

councils and the sixth parliament. However, the spring of 2000 opened 

a new chapter in the political life of this class. In this period, the 

reformists that represented the middle class faced many problems and 

the middle class became passive and excluded from the political 

authority. This was followed by the inefficiency of the sixth parliament, 

the blocking of the parliament acts, the closure of some newspapers, 

the growth of crackdown on student and intellectual movements, 

widespread disqualifications, and despair and disappointment within 

the movement. This feeling of despair that led to the boycott of the 

second term of the councils election, and the seventh parliamentary 

and to some extent the ninth presidential elections can be considered 

the most significant sign of the decline of reforms that was followed by 

the passivity of the middle class. 

Furthermore, the reformists were divided into two groups during 

Khatami's presidency. One group wanted to expedite structural change 

and another group, like Khatami himself, insisted on the reform 

process within the existing structure. 

While the first group believed that the only way to pursue reforms was 

strengthening social movements through rapid change, Khatami and 

the supporters of the second group, pursued this worldview within the 

framework of existing laws and regulations even though they believed 

in changing the country’s structures. Despite these differences, there 

was a third group in the reform front who cast their ballots in favor of 

the reformist bloc only to oppose the rival group. Therefore, this 

movement was practically made of a few different spectra or a 

multitude of demands. Thus, it seemed difficult to coordinate and 

direct them towards a single goal (Asna Ashari, 2006: 50). Another 

aspect of the failure in the reform front was rooted in the prevailing 

authoritarian culture and the lack of democratic experiences in Iran as 

one of the major obstacles to the growth of political culture. Tajik 

summarizes the pivotal problem of the reformist discourse in this 

historical asymmetry: the contradictions of a new, law-abiding, and 

pluralistic plan for the civil society without cultural experience (Karim 

Al-Dini, 2002: 117). In fact, without a necessary cultural and social 

context for the party, the pursuit of the ideals of civil society, 

partisanship and democracy has always been an exercise in futility in 

Iran. Civic parties and groups in Iran act as a closed system and do not 

tolerate each other. The natural outcome of this process is the 

dominance of a cycle of tyranny and a vicious circle of 

authoritarianism. Theoretical asymmetries and the lack of strategic 

solidarity within the reformist discourse resulted in even more 

heterogeneity. The spread of sentimental atmosphere, causing 

provocative criticisms against the oppositions, and unbridled inner 

conflicts divided society into two groups of conservatives and 

reformists and created an uncontrollable mental, political, and social 

rift. As a result, controlling the radical elements within the reformist 

party was impossible for its leaders and elites. Thus, the lack of a 

coherent theoretical foundation and the concept of unification among 

the reformists widened the scope of the internal conflict of this 

discourse. Accordingly, a gap was created between these sides within 

the reformist movement after coming to power. In other words, the 

transformation was taken from the extra-discourse level to the intra-

discourse level. 

Khatami faced three key problems that he could not overcome. The 

first problem was democracy and civil society and its relationship with 

Velayat-e-Faqih and religiosity. The second challenge was Islam and 

modernity and the third was Islam and the West (Tazmini, 2009: 36). 

Due to its symbolic elitist structure, this discourse could not penetrate 

into the depths of society. The reformist discourse is elitist in terms of 

both its semiotic system and the mixture of discursive elements. The 

shortcomings of the reform movement were evident in the area of 

organization, tactics, strategies and leadership (Kamrava, 2008: 34-33 

and Khalaji, 2009: 97-98). 

Disagreement among reformist groups increased in Khatami's second 

term. Not long before the ninth presidential election and with the end 

of Khatami’s presidency, there was no consensus on any other 

nominee. These differences in the reformist bloc indicated a deep rift 

among a wide spectrum of more radical groups such as the Office for 

Consolidating Unity and moderate groups such as the Assembly of 

Combatant Clerics. Finally, the person representing the new middle 

class, namely Mr. Moein, came in fifth place in the first round of 

elections.  Mahmoud Ahmadinejad became the second nominee in the 

first round of elections and was able to compete in the second round. 

Interestingly, his slogans mentioned nothing of the significant interests 

and tendencies of the new middle class, such as respect for civil society 

and political freedoms, partisanship, and modernity. At the same time, 

Ahmadinejad emphasized that he was not affiliated with any party or 

group. Eventually, he won the presidential election in the second 

round. 

One of the main contributing factors in Ahmadinejad’s victory in this 

election was the encouragement of the poor. The underprivileged 

substrata of society who felt the vacuum that was created due to the 

absence of the middle class, became aware of their identity and social 

dignity and expected a candidate to change the status quo.  The Iranian 

presidential election in 2005 provided them with the opportunity to 

enter the political arena. Meanwhile Ahmadinejad was able to use his 

propaganda slogans to organize these underprivileged classes. 

Although Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was not known in the deprived 

provinces of the country, a review of voter turnout for two candidates 

in the second round of elections demonstrates that Ahmadinejad had 

gained more votes than Hashemi in impoverished provinces (with the 

exception of Sistan and Baluchestan). While most of voters in the poor 

provinces supported Karroubi in the first round of elections because of 

his economic policies, there was a sudden 180-degree turn in the votes 

of these voters in the second round of elections, and the voters’ 
attention was drawn to Ahmadinejad. Ahmadinejad won about 12 

percent of the votes in densely populated rural areas and poor cities in 

the first round, whereas Mr. Hashemi won 22 percent. In the second 

round, these percentages were 62% and 38%, respectively. As 

admitted by both the proponents and opponents of Mahmoud 

Ahmadinejad, the style of his propaganda was innovative, effective, 

unique, and quite different from that of his rivals. He was able to 

communicate his intentions with very simple slogans like “we can”. 
People usually do not reflect on the logical foundations of discourses 

and theories. They do not consider such characteristics and are often 

influenced by exciting speeches and statements. Therefore, 

Ahmadinejad’s simple lifestyle, appearance, and rhetoric along with his 

populist programs on social justice, the fight against corruption, 

aristocracy and bureaucracy, and his approachable character attracted 

the people from the underprivileged classes of society. His slogan and 

propaganda (which was bringing the oil money to the people’s table) 

played a significant role in attracting the deprived classes of society. 

This was due to the fact that more exploitation of oil and other 

resources (i.e. the crisis of economic distribution) has been the root 

cause of all their failures and livelihood constraints in the mentality of 

the deprived masses of society. Simply put, they thought that if oil 

revenues were used properly, poverty could be eliminated in their 

society. Social justice was also an important subject in Ahmadinejad’s 

slogans and propaganda, and this was exactly what the impoverished 

people of the poor classes expected at that time. Ahmadinejad believed 

that justice is the soul of all decisions and there is no room for progress 

without it. Even national security, peace, independence and freedom 

were associated with justice (Mousavi, 2005: 532). In addition to 

economic deprivation, political deprivation was another problem that 

existed in some layers of society before the 2005 election. Despite 

being economically viable as members of the upper strata of society, 

some considered themselves to be politically isolated. These groups 
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generally saw the field of politics in the hands of certain elites who 

prevented the presence of other members of society in this area. 

Therefore, when Ahmadinejad announced that he had entered a 

forbidden zone of power in an interview after the first round of 

elections, this group of politically isolated people who looked for a 

window into politics were attracted to Ahmadinejad. In fact, the main 

incentive for the politically isolated voters to support Ahmadinejad 

was not only his economic and justice-oriented policies, but also the 

creation of an arena for self-expression. Due to the change in the 

structures, notions, rhetoric and political behavior in Iran, 

Ahmadinejad was considered the antithesis of the dominant discourse 

of Khatami and Hashemi as he insisted on the “margins of the text” 
instead of “reading the text” (Darabi, 2009: 316). 

As regards the economy, the central characteristic of this discourse is 

highlighted by the notion of social justice. The other characteristics of 

this discourse, especially in the early years, were notions such as being 

mindful of the lower and underprivileged classes, fighting capitalism, 

presenting the Islamic model of economy, reforming the payment 

system, systematic subsidies, resistive economy and change in the 

economic management of the country. Major economic policies of the 

social justice discourse revolve around ideas and features such as 

justice shares, changes in the structure of the management and 

planning, gasoline quotas, changes in annual budgets, and 

expansionary monetary policies. The expansionary monetary 

measures that led to inflation after the increase in the assets of the 

Central Bank and the economic transformation plan were also among 

the most prominent characteristics of this discourse (Pezhvian et al., 

2008: 188). The most noticeable and socially provocative features of 

this discourse were obedience to the Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist 

(otherwise known as Velayat-e-Faqih), enforcing Islamic rules, social 

justice, focus on the lower classes including the marginalized rural and 

lower middle classes and rural immigrants. Ahmadinejad’s era also 

reflected an endeavor to oversimplify and present concepts based on 

public understanding along with the belief in cultural invasion, 

alienation from the West, the so-called liberal forces in the country, 

and the belief in the demarcation between insiders and outsiders. The 

discourse of social justice is a populist discourse. It attempts to 

encourage direct communication and dialogue between the state and 

the public which makes it very approachable. The composition of 

voters has been varied in elections that gave rise to a fundamentalist 

discourse. This was a transformation based on which the turn of the 

votes from the middle classes to the lower classes took place and, 

consequently, the middle classes stayed away from the ballot boxes 

(Tikai, 2009: 228). 

Ahmadinejad's propaganda and discourse was such that it presented 

Hashemi as a symbol of the system and himself as an anti-system 

(Shargh, June 24th 2014). In fact, the poverty-stricken classes voted for 

what they did not want in the second election, even though they did 

not know much about its rival. There was a belief among the people 

that Hashemi’s policies breed inequalities and discrimination (Kolaei, 

2005: 14). The impoverished classes did not have pleasant memories 

of the Hashemi’s presidency. The runaway inflation (50% inflation) 

during the so-called construction era caused social unrest in Mashhad, 

Islamshahr, Qazvin, Arak and Mobarakeh in 1992. Following the 

unrest, several economic bases of the construction government were 

set on fire, indicating the dissatisfaction of the poor masses of society 

during that period. According to the results of the ninth presidential 

election, it can be concluded that sixteen years of construction and 

reform could not eradicate poverty in the Iranian society. According to 

some sociologists, the democratic or reformist discourse had no 

connection to the lives of ordinary people and neglected the weak 

classes (Soleimani, 2005: 6). In other words, the underprivileged 

substrata of society did not find their demands in the speeches and 

plans of reformists and they failed to propose a coherent plan to 

address the economic problems of the people. Consequently, the ninth 

government seized power in the summer of 2005. 

CONCLUSION  

As mentioned earlier, the dominance of the fundamentalist and the so-

called “Mehrvarzi” (i.e. compassion) government led by Mahmoud 

Ahmadinejad was the outcome of a discursive challenge that occurred 

between reformist and fundamentalist discourses in early 2005 and 

led to the supremacy of a discourse that had been marginalized for 

decades. Consequently, the reformist discourse was marginalized. In 

general, there are two types of major discursive conflicts in Iran. One is 

the conflict with outsiders and the other is a conflict with insiders. 

Since the discourse of fundamentalism is anti-Western in its nature, 

the supremacy of this discourse brings two major discursive 

challenges, namely internal and external challenges. 

As mentioned, the supremacy of the ninth government discourse was 

due to several factors, including the inefficiency of the reform 

discourse in communicating with the lower classes of society, the 

internal contradictions of the reformist discourse, failure to 

institutionalize the reform and partisan tendencies in Iran and the 

elitism of the reformism discourse. Moreover, other factors included 

the popular nature of Ahmadinejad's discourse, challenge against some 

aspects of the dominant discourse, specific attention to the lower 

classes of society, fighting elitism and, in his own words, confronting 

the aristocracy. It appears that the election of the ninth government 

and, consequently, the supremacy of the fundamentalist discourse was 

the outcome of an endeavor to reject Hashemi Rafsanjani as a symbol 

of the over-privileged politician class. Ahmadinejad managed to take 

advantage of the gap between the public and wealthy officials to 

introduce himself as a populist and win the elections. 
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