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Abstract

Since the victory of the Islamic Revolution in 1979, the governance structure
of the Islamic Republic of Iran has facilitated political competition and
participation among various societal groups. Political competition can be
understood as a dynamic phenomenon with multiple functions; under the
condition that it operates within a defined legal framework, it can contribute
to enhancing internal security and political stability by distributing power
across individuals and groups. However, when political competition is not
anchored in legal norms and procedures, it can provide fertile ground for the
emergence of tension, instability, and political violence. Political participation
is a key element of democracy within the context of political competition.
Moreover, diverse models of political participation have the potential to
transform political competition into a space where public opinion is
recognized as the central arbiter, supplanting violent conflict and disputes.
Institutionalizing such participation not only strengthens political
development but also improves the political efficiency of the system.

The presidential election, held every four years, is the most significant
political event in Iran. It can be argued that these elections have a direct and
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indirect impact on nearly all aspects of Iranian life, including the social,
cultural, economic, welfare, and political spheres. On one hand, the active
participation of citizens in these elections enhances their role in the
governance of society; on the other hand, it transfers the power of political
management to representatives from the various political factions who have
contested for the presidency. Elections are a fundamental pillar of
democratic governments, providing an avenue for increased competition and
greater citizen participation in shaping their political future. Consequently,
electoral campaigns and political propaganda, particularly those
disseminated through the media, are crucial elements within any political
system.

Given the central importance of this event to the management of the country,
citizens' demand for awareness and information surrounding it is to be
expected. In practice, the two dominant political currents—principlist
(conservative) and reformist—tend to be the most visible during election
periods, especially in the media, as they vie to influence public opinion. This
study aims to explore how the discourses of these two factions were reflected
in the press during the presidential elections from 1997 to 2021 (1376 to
1400 in the Iranian calendar). The primary research question of this article is:
How was the discourse of the principlist and reformist currents reflected in
the press during these presidential elections ?

The findings of the study reveal that the discourses governing the media of
the principlist and reformist currents are not only distinct but are also rooted
in different perspectives on political participation. These two factions,
competing on political, economic, and other domestic and international
fronts, have reflected their ideologies in the media outlets associated with
them. The reformist discourse, which emphasizes civil society and freedom,
advocates for modernism, whereas the principlist discourse, which focuses
on justice and the Islamic state, champions traditionalism.

The dominant discourse in the principlist media, anchored in the concept of
Velayat-e-Fagqih (the guardianship of the Islamic jurist), is characterized by
the following elements .

Legitimacy is viewed as top-down, with authority emanating from religious
leadership.

The people’s vote is seen not as decisive but rather as a form of endorsement
of the established political trajectory.

Approbation (approval) is deemed necessary for political actions.

There is a greater emphasis on the Islamism of the system as opposed to its
republican nature.
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Political participation is encouraged in a mass, mobilized, and passive form.
Participation is typically limited to voting and attending government-
requested meetings.

Engagement is primarily structured within specific groups, such as religious
bodies and mobilized supporters.

In contrast, the dominant signifier of the reformist discourse is centered on
the concept of "the people." This discourse is marked by the following
indicators:

Legitimacy is considered bottom-up, with government authority deriving
from the will of the people.

Reformists believe that government formation should be based significantly
on the will and votes of the people, and they consider these votes to be of
paramount importance.

They place less emphasis on approbative supervision than do the
conservative media.

The republican nature of the system is emphasized over its Islamic character.
They stress the significance of voluntary, spontaneous, and active
participation.

Political participation is seen in a broader context, encompassing voting,
establishing associations, engaging in the press, and participating in trade
union activities as vital for determining one’s political future.

Reformists are inclined toward participation in political parties, popular
organizations, and trade unions.

This study demonstrates how media discourses surrounding political
participation in Iran diverge according to the ideological inclinations of the
principlist and reformist factions, revealing differing visions of democracy,
legitimacy, and citizen engagement within the political system.

Keywords: Media, Fundamentalist, Reformist, Discourse Analysis,
Presidential Elections
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