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Introduction

Iran's post-revolution political landscape has been characterized by a continuous struggle for
hegemony between competing discourses. This study analyzes how the Principalist discourse
deconstructs the core signifiers of its rival Reformist discourse—such as freedom, democracy,
and civil society—in its media literature from 2009 to 2023. Following the emergence of
Reformism in 1997, which revived these marginalized concepts, Principalists have
systematically engaged in “othering™ and deconstruction. They frame Reformist ideals not as
complementary to the revolution but as oppositional, leveraging their media outlets to
delegitimize the rival. The 2009 presidential election crisis was a pivotal turning point,
intensifying this discursive confrontation. This research investigates the specific mechanisms
Principalists employ in their media to deconstruct Reformist signifiers, thereby reinforcing their
own hegemony, stabilizing their identity by casting Reformists as a threatening other, and
marginalizing the opposition within Iran's political structure.

Methodology

This study employs Laclau and Mouffe's post-structuralist discourse theory to analyze how
Principalist media deconstructs Reformist discourse. Using purposive sampling, 26 articles
from key outlets like Kayhan and Fars (2009-2023) were selected through maximum variation
and intensity strategies. Data collection involved library research of texts criticizing
Reformism. Analysis focused on concepts like nodal points and antagonism until theoretical
saturation was achieved, examining the deconstruction of key Reformist signifiers.
Results and Discussion

Analysis of 26 Principalist media articles reveals a systematic deconstruction of Reformist
discourse through six key mechanisms:
3.1. Hypocrisy: Reformists are accused of inauthentic, performative activism, instrumentally
using revolutionary values like freedom for public support without genuine commitment,
demonstrating intellectual-political indiscipline.
3.2. Soft Overthrow: The discourse portrays Reformists as a subversive current seeking system
overthrow under reform, citing the 2009 elections as a foreign-directed velvet revolution and
aligning with external pressures.
3.3. Betrayal: Reformists are accused of organized collaboration with foreign enemies (e.g.,
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CIA), receiving support to weaken the system, with actions like post-2009 referendum calls
seen as direct treachery.

3.4. Hidden Secularism: They are framed as agents promoting secularism, gradually eroding
religious foundations by attacking "religious government™ and opposing Velayat-e Fagih, thus
conflicting with political Islam.

3.5. Systemic Elitism: Reformists are depicted as representing bourgeois interests, indifferent to
social justice and the dispossessed, promoting economic liberalism and deepening class
divisions.

3.6. Discursive Anomie: The current is characterized by a lack of coherent identity, constant
positional shifts, and opportunistic behavior, confirming a state of discursive anomie and an
inability to attract public opinion.

In summary, the Principalist discourse frames Reformism as an opportunistic, unstable
phenomenon structurally defined by hypocrisy, subversion, and betrayal.

3.7 Key Discursive Constructs in Principalist Deconstruction

The six mechanisms operate within a broader discursive framework. The following table
summarizes the key theoretical concepts from Laclau and Mouffe and their application in the

Principalist deconstruction of Reformist discourse:

Table 1: Key Discursive Constructs in Principalist Deconstruction of

Reformist Discourse

Theoretical Function in ; i
Concept PEEsiEuEen Concrete Example Analytical Elaboration
; P N Becomes a transcendental
Nodal Point P h interpreted as exiting the
of partial fixation of slogans during the legitimate discursive field
meaning. 2009 events. 9
of the system.
edtiae o
concents like Reformists' concept Meaning is fixed by chain of
Floating freedgm (to of freedom with equivalence linking these
Signifiers liberalism) and moral decadence and signifiers to a
justice (to _Ii_beration fror_n Western/alien discourse.
bourgeois justice). religious constraints. . I |
o : reates an ontologica
construction of an 2?2;2??5%?%2;3? boundary that necessitates
Antagonism impermeable P the rejection of the Other
Us/Them frontier consplra_ue"s and t"he for the self-definition of the
essential "Other". Principalist discourse.
Narrative of Lmklr;g Eg.fggpc;?ts to Places the rival's actions
Revolution in AndpaIquization wi_thi_n a tragic narrative of
potica ytn | DIISET IO MOBIZE | (cuural conquest or | YEHTho0d nd petreve
a foreign- by i
creatﬁntietzmporal orchestrated "soft dlfflculér?]r;gig;gblllzmg
Y. overthrow". |
Velayat-e Faqgih s .
Mobilizing diverse
bec<t)rr1m§s a_?_ymbol supporters under the . AIIow_s f?_r thef 0
Empty differ:ntugérlr?:nds banner of defending discggresrgobnylzfe;;?gs%ntineg a
Signifier ] e the System and h
anﬁiggﬁ‘nglhtées Revolution against umversal,ighec;LIlgh empty,
A the Reformist threat. ’
Principalist camp.
Conclusion

This research demonstrated that the Principalist discourse in the Islamic Republic of Iran, from
2009 to 2023, utilized discursive mechanisms such as the deconstruction of Reformist
discourse signifiers to establish its hegemony in the political sphere. This process occurred
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through the negative redefinition of core Reformist concepts like freedom, democracy, civil
society, and human rights in Principalist media literature. The data analysis indicates that
Principalists, by employing discursive deconstruction and truth-determination mechanisms
within their own discourse, including the nodal point, floating signifiers, antagonism,
hegemony, and political myth, represented the Reformist discourse as a threat to revolutionary
identity and national security. One of the most important findings of this research is the
identification of six key themes in the deconstruction of the Reformist discourse by
Principalists: Hypocrisy, Soft Overthrow, Betrayal of the Political System, Hidden Secularism,
Systemic Elitism, and Discursive Anomie. By highlighting these themes, Principalists
attempted to introduce Reformists as a current lacking independent identity, dependent on
foreign powers, and opposed to revolutionary values. From a political perspective, the
deconstruction of Reformist discursive signifiers in Principalist media literature has led to the
systematic marginalization of this discourse within the political structure of the Islamic
Republic of Iran. This process has weakened the position of Reformists as a legitimate
alternative, restricted the space for critique and dialogue, and strengthened the exclusive
Principalist discourse. Consequently, not only has the possibility of constructive interaction
between the two discourses diminished, but the political rift in society has deepened, and the
capacities for intra-systemic reform have been weakened. This research also shows that
analyzing the discourse of political media can lead to a better understanding of political
conflicts and the formation of hegemony in societies. The theoretical framework of Laclau and
Mouffe provided a robust tool for deconstructing the complex layers of meaning production,
identity boundary drawing, and the relentless struggle for hegemony in the competitive political
space of Iran

Keywords: Reformists, Principalists, Media Representation, Discourse Analysis,
Deconstruction, Laclau and Mouffe
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