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Introduction

In political competitions, religious symbols are often considered as valuable commodities
that are given to individuals, groups, and political factions. This situation in Iran is due to
the religious nature of the 1978 revolution and the integration of religious symbols into
daily life. Two main functions are considered for using religious themes and symbols
during election campaigns. The first is to create a sense of identification and
Consubstantiality (Bruke, 1969:20-22) with supporters of a particular faction or political
figure, which can be a powerful tool for equipping like-minded individuals. The second
function, which contradicts the first, is to create division and animosity toward
competitors. Religious symbols can both inspire loyalty and encourage hatred.
Nonetheless, the impact of using religious symbols on an individual’s electoral and
political faction success cannot be easily determined. While using religious symbols in
political campaigns can increase participation and general excitement among religious
communities, excessive use may lead to disillusionment or misunderstanding of religious
symbols and a reduction in the capacities of faithful individuals in society. Furthermore,
an over-reliance on religious symbols can polarize society and widen the gap between
those who are religious and those who are not. Another damage of this situation can be
seen in institutionalizing rationality in political actions. However, the political campaign’s
environment is always mixed with excitement and emotions, leading the society to a more
rationalist environment that can promote political and economic-social development. This
paper compares the quantity and type of religious symbols used in election campaign sites
between two factions during the 11th legislature election of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Methodology

The quantitative content analysis research method is used for this paper. The statistical
population consists of messages and documents related to election campaigns published
on two websites (Asriran' and Entekhab') which are inclined towards the reformist

1. https://www.asriran.com/
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faction, and two websites (Mashregh® and Tabnak®) which are inclined towards the
fundamentalist faction. These sites were chosen purposefully based on certain criteria,
such as an experience of at least 5 years of activity and political clarity. Then a total
number of 1168 published documents on these sites from the second half of January to the
first half of March in the year 2020, which were related to the 11th legislature election of
the Islamic Republic of Iran were analyzed and coded (Mashregh: 487, Tabnak:229,
Asriran:199, Entekhab:253). These documents included site notes, interviews, reports,
republished speeches, letters, statements, and messages published on social media
platforms like Twitter, Telegram, and Instagram. These documents pertained to the
personalities and organizations of both political factions.

The context unit in this research is the sentence or paragraph within a document, and the
main research units that were examined in this paper are categorized as follows:

¢ Religious symbol: Religious symbols are words, expressions, personalities, events in
the history of Islam religion, holy days and places, images, and objects that represent the
identity elements of Islam. These symbols are an integral part of Islamic culture, and they
are highly respected by believers.

o The direction of symbols: The religious symbols are often depicted in two polarities of good
and evil. In other words, they are in two polarities of holy symbols and satanic symbols.

e The symbols level: in this research, the religious symbols are classified as “immediate
symbols” that directly refer to religious identity, (e.g. Quran verses, the words of
prophets, Imams, and holy names) and “mediate symbols” that evoke religious meanings
through literature and concepts that were formed and popularized in the Islamic
Revolution of Iran. The content or type of the symbols can be classified into six main
groups based on their nature. This classification is based on the definition of religious
symbols and the study and coding of symbols in documents. (Martyrdom, Martyrs,
Martyr, Soleimani, etc.).

e The symbol's content (type): refers to its type or classification. Religious symbols can
be classified into six main groups based on their nature. This categorization is based on
the definition of religious symbols and their study and coding in documents.

Results and Discussions

A total number of 540 religious symbols were used in political campaign documents by
the two factions. The fundamentalist news-analytical sites had significantly higher usage
of religious symbols, with 483 symbols compared to the reformists' usage of 57 symbols.
Indeed, 89.4% of religious symbols belonged to fundamentalist media, while 10.6%
belonged to reformist media.

Tablel: Frequency Distribution of immediate symbols by political

faction and content of symbols

Religious ran Total
Vocabulary Holy Islam ve(rgs:s A Religious | (number
and characters | History TS practices) of
concepts symbols)
Reformist 84.6% 0 0 0 15.4% 26
Principled 77.1% 10.3% 3.1% 8% 1.5% 262
Total
(number) 224 27 8 21 8 288

1. https://www.entekhab.ir/
2. https://www.mashreghnews.ir/
3. https://www.tabnak.ir/

Javad Sadeqi Jafari. et.al., Comparing Different Methods for Using Religious Symbols...




' \)
Research Letter of Political Science \Q‘?)

Spring 2023, Volume XVI11, Number 2, pp.75-108

Table No. 2 reflects the content of religious symbols that consist of 6 clusters. The
vocabulary and religious concepts cluster makes the biggest contribution in both factions.
However, the reformist group does not use holy figures, Islamic history, and Quranic
verses. Here are some examples of phrases that reflect the symbols used.

During a campaign speech posted on the Tabnak Principled website, “Mohammad Bagher
Ghalibaf”, the leader of the fundamentalist group, stated that: “the representatives should
have faith in the divine tradition. He argued that being Westernized and denying this
belief is impossible, as God has promised victory to all of his faithful servants.” (Tabnak,
24th, January 2017). By using religious language, Ghalibaf aimed to connect with
religious groups in the target society and establish his own group as the followers of the
divine tradition and the faithful servants of God who will ultimately triumph.

To encourage the fundamentalists to unity within the group, the Mashregh News website
uses the note of "Hossein Shariatmadari and quotes him: "If the presence of committed
revolutionary and popular forces in the nation's house is a religious and national duty,
every Action and move that harm this presence and prevent the election of worthy
representatives are definitely an illegal and anti-national action.” (Mashreq News,
February 15, 2017). "Religious duty" and "illegal action" are two religious symbols that
have been widely used in the daily life of religious groups, and the sensitivity of the
religious community to these words is usually high.

Table2: Frequency distribution of mediated symbols by political faction

and symbol content

Vocabulary Soleimani Other well- Total (number of
legislature Commander known martyrs symbols)
Reformist 22.6% 38.7% 38.7% 31
Principled 31.2% 64.7% 4.1% 221
Total (number) 76 155 21 252

Among the mediated symbols, the name "Martyr Qasem Soleimani" is considered as the
most commonly used. Fundamentalists have capitalized on the current emotional
atmosphere by associating themselves with martyr commander Soleimani.

In an analysis titled "From the blood of Haj Qasem to the anti-American Parliament" in
Mashregh News website, it is stated, "The future parliament should be able to transform
this important institution of the country with the presence of representatives with
Soleimani manners" (Masregh News website, 5 February 2018).

In the reformist group, the disqualified candidate "Ali Motahari" frequently used the name
"Martyr Motahari". In a letter to the Guardian Council against his disqualification, “Ali
Motahari” referred to the myth of Martyr Morteza Motahari to persuade the audience and
wrote, "The master martyr Ayatollah Motahari also said on the eve of the victory of the
Islamic Revolution that non-Islamic parties have the right to operate in the Islamic
Republic. They can be active under the condition of working with their own board and not
with the board of Islam" (Asriran website, 15 February 2019).

Table3: Frequency distribution of symbols by symbol direction and

political faction

Positive Negative Toftal

Reformist 100% 0% Y4
Principled 94.2% 5.8% 483
Total (number) o517 728 540

The meaning of a symbol determines whether it is considered positive or negative, holy or
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evil. The fundamentalist movement used 94.2% of symbols, and 5.8% of the symbols are
negative symbols, while 100% of the used symbols in the reformist media are only
positive ones. Negative symbols are often utilized to promote negative and aggressive
messaging toward competitors, but it's worth noting that positive and holy symbols have
also been used for negative election campaigns. Here are a few examples.

During a speech, Ali Motahari expressed: “regret for the blood of Martyr Motahari that had
been shed, so I hear these words today” (Entekhab Website, 19th February 2020). In this
expression, He used a positive and sacred religious symbol to criticize his opposing faction.
Similarly, Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf used the techniques of negative and aggressive
election campaigns techniques to eliminate his competitors, and he says: “When some
people choose “chief”, between God and chief, they don’t want to pass the divine path.”
(Tabnak website, 8th February 2020). The speaker utilizes sacred symbols like "God"
and "divine path™ to undermine his rivals.

Conclusion

After analyzing the symbols used in political election campaigns by two factions, it was found
that the reformist movement used minimum religious symbols, and some were used to protest
candidate disqualification. In contrast, the fundamentalist movement utilized religious symbols
more extensively in their campaigns. Out of 540 symbols found in political election campaigns
for both factions, 483 (almost 90%) were related to fundamentalists.

It appears that the use of religious symbols may be influenced by the political factions' beliefs
about the societal and cultural structures, as well as the intellectual systems, of their supporters.
Fundamentalists tend to view their supporters as members of traditional religious groups and
utilize religious symbols to appeal to their emotions. The findings of this paper indicate that
fundamentalist movements often employ negative religious symbols to instill fear among their
supporters and create a sense of impending doom if their faction does not win in parliamentary
elections. They may also use such symbols to intimidate their rivals. Positive religious symbols
may also be used to undermine the opposition.

In conclusion, the fundamentalist election candidates have utilized religious symbols to
gain success in their campaigns and news-analytical websites within this faction highlight
these symbols through various techniques, such as carefully selected headlines and sub-
headlines, to appeal to their audience.

The fundamentalist faction aims to achieve several goals by using religious symbols,
these goals include 1) creating a sense of identification among faithful supporters, 2)
persuading without the need for arguments or citations, 3) manipulating the audience's
psychology, 4) building credibility and trust, 5) negating and destroying competitors and
instilling fear among them. This political group utilizes verses from the Quran, words
from Imam Ali (PBUH) in Nahj al-Balagheh, the story of Karbala and its mythical
figures, the battle of Uhud, and other religious terminology.

Keywords: Religious symbols, political propaganda, political faction, reformist,
fundamentalist
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1. Secondary Symbols
2. Negative Advertising
3. Haddock and Zanna
4. Attack Advertising
5. Finkel and Geer
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