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Introduction

The challenge of economic development in the modern order is no longer about how to
initiate the process of economic development. Rather, the most critical challenge today is
how to sustain it over the long term. Consequently, development theorists have identified
numerous instances of countries’ unsuccessful transitions to development. However, one
issue that has garnered increasing attention in recent decades is the role of political
interactions and their impact on the rules of the game in economics and development.
Like many other countries, Iran has undertaken numerous efforts to achieve a successful
transition to development. One such effort, which this article focuses on due to temporal
constraints, pertains to the industrial policy during the Second Pahlavi era in the 1960s.
The industrial policy, initiated by some technocrats in the 1960s, achieved considerable
success but, like other attempts in Iran’s economic development history, failed to maintain
its continuity into the 1970s. Regarding studies on Iran’s economic development,
extensive research has been conducted on the failure of the Second Pahlavi’s economic
development programs. These studies emphasize factors such as the rentier state, uneven
development, authoritarianism, cultural fragmentation, state-society conflicts, fiscal and
monetary policies, investment, elites, and the role of great powers in the failure to achieve
economic development. However, what has received less attention in many of these
studies is the role of institutions and interactions that organize transactions in political
markets and their long-term impact on the economic development process. The closest
works adopting an institutional approach include Qarakhani et al. (2021), whose findings,
emphasizing institutional quality, investigate the reasons for the lack of sustained
economic development during the Second Pahlavi era. They conclude that power
struggles, unproductive rent distribution, the dominance of personal relationships, and
similar factors hindered the creation of a process of creative destruction in political and
economic markets. Another study by Taleb and Anbari (2006) suggests that the planning
institution during the Second Pahlavi era failed to succeed due to its alignment with power
holders and global system interests, as well as its inability to find a place among Iran’s
traditional strata. All these points indicate that the impact of transaction costs in political
markets on achieving economic development during the Second Pahlavi era has not been
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adequately addressed. In another study, Radmard et al. (2021), by examining political and
economic institutions in the 1970s, demonstrate that the extractive nature of institutions
was a key factor in the failure of the Second Pahlavi’s economic development programs.
Thus, this article seeks to adopt an institutional approach, prioritizing the dynamics of
political markets, to investigate the reasons for the instability of economic development in
the 1970s. In this regard, the present study raises the question: Despite Iran’s initial steps
toward economic development in the 1960s, why did economic development programs
ultimately fail? In response, the hypothesis proposed is that the high transaction costs of
politics in the final years of the Second Pahlavi era were among the most significant
reasons for the long-term failure of economic development programs. In this study, we
will first elaborate on the theory of political transaction costs and its relationship with
economic performance using the literature of new institutionalism. Subsequently, we will
apply this approach to analyze the reasons for the success of industrial policy in Iran
during the 1960s. Finally, we will explain why, despite the success of industrial policy,
economic development could not remain sustainable in the 1970s and ultimately faced
failure.

Methodology

Process tracing is a qualitative method that enables the identification or refutation of
causal mechanisms within a specific case (Ylikoski, 2015:635). In other words, process
tracing links the independent variable to the dependent variable by uncovering causal
mechanisms and tracing sequences. Process analysis is currently widely utilized in
historical, sociological, political science, and international relations research. In political
science, where the aim of case studies is to investigate causes and effects, the relationship
between different elements of an action is causal, and its primary focus is shaped by the
discovery of causal mechanisms (Crasnow, 2022: 230). Consequently, the significance
and function of research based on process tracing lie in identifying the causal mechanisms
that produce historical and social events.

Data for this study were collected through a documentary method, drawing on a diverse
range of primary and secondary sources to enhance the credibility of the findings. An
integrated analytical approach was employed, combining both qualitative and quantitative
data to provide a comprehensive understanding of the research problem. Qualitative
evidence sourced from memoirs, archival documents, and historical records was analyzed
using the process tracing method to identify decision-making patterns, explain shifts in
policy orientations, and uncover underlying causal mechanisms. In parallel, statistical data
obtained from official sources were normalized to ensure comparability and then
presented in graphical formats. This quantitative analysis served as a complementary layer
of evidence, supporting the empirical testing of hypotheses derived from the qualitative
analysis and reinforcing the overall validity and objectivity of the study.

Discussion and Results

Economic development in Iran during the Second Pahlavi era can be divided into two
markedly distinct periods. In the 1960s, economic development achieved significant
success. During this period, under the premiership of Alam, leadership of the Third
Development Plan was entrusted to a group of technocrats, the most prominent among
them being Ali Naghi Alikhani. Alikhani believed that without state support and without
persistent and sustained governmental intervention, industrial development would not be
attainable (Alikhani, 2015: 161). Accordingly, an industrial policy was pursued with the
support of the state. However, the implementation of such a policy would not have been
feasible without efficient political markets capable of enforcing property rights, since it is
these political markets that determine the rules of the game in the economy. It must be

Ali Azarimoghadam et.al, Industrial Development Policy and the Political Transaction Costs in...




@ Research Letter of Political Science
|

noted that political markets are efficient only when they enable cooperation among wealth
holders at the lowest possible cost. The findings of this article indicate that these costs
included mental models, the enforcement of agreements, and information-related costs.
During the 1960s, with a decline in these costs and greater alignment of mental models
among decision-makers, a foundation for collaboration between them and the private
sector was formed. As a result, according to Figure 1, Iran’s economy experienced an
average annual GDP growth rate of nearly 12 percent between 1341 and 1349. For
instance, in 1347, the GDP growth rate reached 14.3 percent, and in 1348 it climbed to
16.7 percent.

Figure (1). Growth GDP in the Iran, Second Pahlavi (1962-1979)
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Source: Statistical Center of Iran

With the onset of the 1970s and the sharp rise in oil prices, the rapid momentum of
economic development in Iran came to a halt. Notably, the industrial sector accounted for
only 1.3 percent and the agricultural sector merely 0.5 percent of the average economic
growth during those years (Nili & Karimi, 2017: 191). During this decade, under the Fifth
Development Plan, government support for the private sector declined significantly.
Within the framework of this plan, only 179.6 billion rials were allocated to the private
sector, representing merely around 11 percent of the total investment made in that domain
(Majlis Research Center, 1974). This stands in stark contrast to the 1960s, when
specialized banks provided between 60 to 70 percent of the financial resources required
for gross capital formation by large private firms. The reduction in state support,
compounded by growing political and economic instability, eroded confidence in the
future and led to a dramatic decline in investment. In fact, the growth rate of gross fixed
capital formation fell to minus 14.2 percent in 1977—just one year before the Islamic
Revolution—indicating a complete breakdown of the economic growth engine (Statistical
Center of Iran, 2024).

This outcome was largely due to the fact that political markets no longer functioned as
efficiently as they had in the 1960s. In other words, they failed to reduce the costs of
political transactions. The findings of this study suggest that a growing cognitive
dissonance between the Shah and his technocrats led to asymmetric information and the
failure to implement agreements with the private sector. Consequently, many investors
who had entered the industrial sector during the 1960s came to realize that continued
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cooperation with the state would only result in the loss of their capital. As a result, they
withdrew their investments and moved their assets abroad during this period (Lajvardi,
1983: Vol. 2). Thus, the history of economic development in Iran once again witnessed
yet another failed and unsustainable transition.

Conclusion

The investigations regarding economic development during the Second Pahlavi era
indicate that the primary reason for the lack of sustained economic development in the
1970s was the high transaction costs in political markets. In the 1960s, political markets
successfully reduced political transaction costs, thereby establishing rules of the game that
facilitated cooperation between political elites and economic entrepreneurs. This
cooperation resulted in Iran experiencing unprecedented economic growth. However, with
the onset of the 1970s, political markets became increasingly inefficient. This inefficiency
was such that transaction costs in political markets rose sharply, leading to a lack of
necessary consensus among political elites regarding industrial policy. Consequently, the
increased political transaction costs dismantled the cooperation between political elites
and economic entrepreneurs, ultimately resulting in the failure to sustain industrial
development during the Second Pahlavi era.

Keywords: Economic Development, Political Exchange Cost, Pahlavi Il, Political Elites,

Industrial Policy-making, Process Tracking
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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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Introduction

In contemporary Iranian history, three waves of democratization have been identified,
each of which subsequently reverted to authoritarianism. This research posits that in the
fourth wave, the democratic transition during the Principalist era also became problematic
and regressed to authoritarianism.

Guided by a critical rationality framework, this study first explains this issue within the
democratic transition process. The central research question is: "Why was the fourth wave
of democratization in Iran halted during its transition phase and reversed to
authoritarianism”?

To answer this, prioritizing *agency-oriented transition theories*, a theoretical framework
was formulated and hypotheses were deduced. This framework and its hypotheses were
then evaluated within the historical context based on empirical findings. The research
employs a comparative-historical and case-oriented methodology. The studied cases—the
Reformist and Principalist eras—underwent historical interpretation and causal
explanation, utilizing narrative analysis and conjuncture analysis techniques, respectively.
Data collection was conducted through documentary and library research. The causal
analysis reveals that two factors—the state of elites and the presence of crisis—are
conjunctural with the regression to authoritarianism in the Principalist period. The
democratization process stalled following the dominance of ideologically unified elites
and reverted to authoritarianism due to the absence of an institutionalized party system
and low democratic legitimacy. These findings confirm the explanations derived from the
theoretical framework and hypotheses but indicate that the role of crisis in the transition
process contrary to the theoretical expectations.

The subject of this article is an analysis of a segment of Iran's fourth wave of
democratization, beginning in 1997. Drawing on Huntington's (1991) framework of the
"third wave" and transition theory, the democratic transition is defined as a three-stage
process (collapse of authoritarianism , transition, and consolidation) that, in Iran, has
consistently failed to reach the consolidation phase (Huntington, 1991; Saei, 2013;
Bashiriyeh, 2008). Empirical evidence—such as the violent suppression of protests,
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increasingly stringent guardian council oversight, and mass disqualifications of candidates
and sitting MPs—indicates that a **return to authoritarianism** occurred during the
Principalist era (2005-2013) (Saei, 2018). This paper seeks to explain the causality behind
this reversal.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
Empirical Literature

Existing scholarship on democracy in Iran has often focused on cultural obstacles (Imani
Booshehri, 2013; Tavassoli, 2010), the role of individualism in reproducing
authoritarianism (Mousavi & Tavassoli Rokanabadi, 2016), or the electoral system
(Etemad, 2004). The most systematic research effort is the program led by Ali Saei at
Tarbiat Modares University, which has spawned numerous studies on various aspects of
Iran's democratization waves (Moghaddas, 2015; Abouzari Lotf, 2019; Kushafar, 2010).
Other studies cite factors like the dominance of a single faction, disorganization of
reformers, and the absence of a threatening crisis as reasons for the failure to consolidate
democracy (Mohammad Nia Bahabadi, 2006; Paknia, 2009). This study distinguishes
itself by focusing on a causal explanation for the authoritarian reversal using a
comparative method.

Theoretical Foundations

Democratic theory is divided into two main strands:

Structural theories: Emphasize socioeconomic and cultural preconditions for democracy
(e.g., Economic development, urbanization) but often fail to explain the how of transition
(Bashiriyeh, 2008; Saei & Kushafar, 2010).

Agency-Centered (Transition) Theories: Focus on the role of agents, elites, strategic
choices, and struggles during the transition process. This research aligns with this
approach. Key theorists include:

Rustow (1970) Posits democracy as a product of conflict.

Huntington (1991): Highlights the role of both "causes" (preconditions) and "causers"
(actors)

Przeworski (1991): Framed democracy as a rational elite bargain to overcome stalemate.
O’Donnell & Schmitter (1986): Identify the "pact" as the key mechanism for a peaceful
transition.

Higley & Burton (1987): Stress the pivotal role of elites and their configuration
(“disunited”, “ideologically unified” or “democratically consolidated”) An ldiologically
unified elite structure is seen as inimical to democratic pacing.

Linz & Stepan (1996): Emphasize elite consensus and agreement.

Morlino (2012): Argues democratic consolidation requires either high “legitimacy” or a
strong “party system”.

Research Methodology

This study utilizes a comparative-historical research method, employing both historical
interpretation techniques and co-occurrence analysis. Research data has been collected
from various sources including official documents (laws, regulations, and declarations),
speeches and political statements by key actors, periodicals and media from the study
period, as well as expert analyses. The examined periods include two historical phases:
the Reformist government (1997-2005) and the Principalist government (2005-2013).

Research Findings

During the Reformist period, although the political atmosphere became more open
compared to previous eras and democratic discourse expanded, fundamental
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disagreements among political elites and resistance from traditional, non-elected
institutions prevented democratic consolidation. In contrast, the Principalist period
witnessed a return to authoritarian policies, extensive restrictions on civil and political
liberties, and the closure of public space. The post-2009 presidential election crisis
marked a turning point in intensifying this trend. Overall, the crisis played a significant
role in consolidating the ideological cohesion of elites, which explains the return of
authoritarianism.

Discussion and Analysis

The findings of this research indicate that the most important factors contributing to the
failure of Iran's fourth democratization wave include: 1) Lack of consensus and mutual
trust among political elites, 2) Structural resistance from non-elected governing
institutions, 3) Duality in the constitutional structure, and 4) Relative weakness of civil
society and independent political institutions. Conventional democratic transition theories
face limitations in explaining this situation as they insufficiently account for the unique
role of official ideology and dual power structures.

Table (1). Valuation of Democratization Status in the Fourth Wave-

Cases

Causal Conditions / Case (A): Case (B): Benchmark Indicator:
Effective Factors on Reformists Period Principlists Period Democratic
Transition (1997-2005) (2005-2013) Consolidation (Theory)
C3: Existence of a
unified ideological elite
status
C2: Existence of a | |
fragmented elite status
al: Stalemate of
conflicts
a2: Presence of an |
effective crisis
a3: Independence from
anti-compromise mass
pressure
a4: Existence of party | |
organization
G: Formation of a
democratic pact

b1: Existence of a
powerful party system

b2: Existence of |
democratic legitimacy

Democratization F1 F3 F2
Status: F

Symbols:

[] = Present / Positive

[1 = Absent / Negative

F1 = Democratic Opening

F2 = Democratic Consolidation (Theoretical Ideal)
F3 = Return to Authoritarianism

Conclusions and Recommendations

Iran's fourth democratization wave failed due to multiple structural and agency-related
factors. Structurally, the existence of parallel, unaccountable institutions, and at the
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agency level, the lack of elite consensus and strategic weaknesses of the reform
movement were among these factors. For democratization in Iran, the following
recommendations are proposed:

Constitutional reforms to reduce institutional tensions

Strengthening civil society and independent institutions

Establishing trust-building mechanisms among political elites

Developing democratic discourse at the public level

Key Findings

The research theory demonstrates that during the Reform period (1997-2005), despite
party organization, elite fragmentation and absence of acute crisis prevented the formation
of a democratic pact.

In the Principalist period (2005-2013), despite the existence of crisis, the lack of an
institutionalized party system and democratic legitimacy led to authoritarian regression.
Findings confirm that the complete absence of democratic conditions in the Principalist
period (ideologically cohesive elites, no democratic pact) caused the return of
authoritarianism.

Co-occurrence analysis shows that crisis, rather than facilitating transition, intensified
authoritarian regression by transforming fragmented elites into ideological ones.

Key conclusion: In Iran, crisis in the absence of a democratic pact makes elites
ideological and leads to authoritarianism.

Keywords: Democratization, Fourth Wave of Democratization, Democracy,
Authoritarianism, Reversion to Authoritarianism, Democratic Transition, Democratic
Consolidation, Principalist, Reformists
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Introduction

In today’s world, media are not mere information channels but crucial agents shaping
public perception and constructing social realities. By producing and circulating
meaningful discourses, media influence how political, social, and cultural phenomena are
understood. Storytelling thus serves as a strategic tool to sway public opinion and
mobilize collective action. Media platforms become contested arenas where various actors
compete to assert dominant narratives. Since 2017, internal developments in the Islamic
Republic of Iran have intensified these narrative struggles. Protests in December 2017,
November 2019, and July 2021 revealed compounded crises across economic, social,
cultural, and political spheres. This trajectory culminated in an "omni-crisis" in fall 2022,
affecting multiple dimensions of collective life. This period became a focal point of
intense narrative conflict, with transnational Persian-language media significantly shaping
the framing and representation of unrest. Iran International TV was prominent in this
regard, leveraging substantial financial resources and diverse formats—especially
roundtables and talk shows—to produce ideologically driven representations of events.
Through selective guest choices, question framing, topic emphasis, and omission of
opposing views, it constructed a mediated "reality" that influenced public opinion. This
process aligns with concepts of simulation and hyperreality, where media create
autonomous realities that no longer mirror but replace actual events, turning political
conflicts into mediated spectacles.

Methodology: This study employs critical discourse analysis (CDA) to investigate how
Iran International discursively constructed the 2022 unrest in Iran. Central to this
approach is the concept of "representation” as an active, meaning-making process rather
than a passive reflection of reality. Media use language and discourse to reshape audience
perceptions, creating ideologically charged narratives. The analysis is based on Teun A.
van Dijk’s CDA framework, emphasizing the link between language, power, and
ideology. Van Dijk’s "ideological square" highlights how media promote positive self-
images while delegitimizing the other. Iran International portrays the state as a "repressive
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other" and protesters as the "victimized self." Methodologically, the study uses a
qualitative approach, analyzing six purposively selected roundtable programs from
October to December 2022. Selection criteria included relevance to the unrest, audience
reach, expert participation, and format diversity. Data collection combined direct
observation of audio-visual elements, full transcription of dialogue, and analysis of non-
verbal features. Analysis occurred on three levels: micro (linguistic), meso (discursive
strategies), and macro (ideological framing). At the macro level, dominant themes such as
regime change, state-opposition conflict, and Iran as a global threat emerged. These were
linked to linguistic and rhetorical strategies and interpreted through van Dijk’s ideological
square and Hall’s representation theory.

Discussion

1. Macro-Level Analysis: ran International’s programming presented a coherent
discursive formation linking calls for regime change with depictions of domestic
oppression and international threat. Central was the regime change discourse, portraying
the Islamic Republic as inherently dysfunctional and beyond reform. The 2022 protests
were framed not as isolated events but as a historic rupture signaling the system’s
irreversible collapse. Phrases like “the Islamic Republic has reached a dead end” anchored
this rhetoric, emphasizing the impossibility of reform within the current structure. This
narrative reinforced a persistent state-versus-people binary, depicting the government as a
brutal dictatorship opposing a morally righteous and heroic citizenry. Protesters were
valorized as courageous and principled, while state actors were labeled “oppressive
forces,” “dictatorship,” and “brutality.” This moral dichotomy legitimized resistance as
ethically justified. On a broader scale, the Iranian state was framed as an international
threat. Frequent references to nuclear ambitions, regional military interventions, and
human rights abuses positioned the regime as a source of global instability. This discourse
implicitly and explicitly justified international scrutiny and intervention as moral
necessities against a rogue and dangerous state.

2. Meso level: At the meso-level, analysis of linguistic strategies shows that Iran
International used specific media techniques to reinforce the broader discourses. These
strategies acted as intermediaries linking macro-level ideological frames with micro-level
rhetorical choices. Table 4 summarizes these techniques with representative examples,
demonstrating how language was employed to sustain the overall narrative framework.

Table (1). Linguistic Strategies and Discursive Examples in Iran

International's Programming

Linguistic : - L
Strategy Discursive Examples Definition Purpose
“Signs of the Islamic Republic’s i ;
collapse?”; “Iran faces political, social, Emphaa'SSIGfL?sganne(?atlve To instill hopelessness,
Negative and economic crises.” (Under the d sfuncptions without undermine trust in the
Framing Microscope); “The regime relies on re¥emn to contextual system, and weaken
distortion, censorship, and concealment.” or osi%ive elements domestic legitimacy.
(Special News Dialogue) P )
PI?.“"flOthes forceﬁ’ with university Repeated focus on and To increase public anger,
Emphasis Se;umy Sh(e]]_%’ ijrleir? )OOT% sltqlétiegtzon exaggeration of attract international
P (cffi hgtlgﬁsc or otzgts—fh’e longlést irel lraiy’z specific events (e.g., sympathy, and demonstrate
history.” (Under the Microscope) violence or protests). the scale of protests.
“Students at 100 universities have left Providing false or To create distrust,
Distortion classes in protest.” (Special News selective information undermine official
Dialogue); “Even sending a single to reinforce an anti- information, and induce a
message online is impossible.” (Outlook) regime narrative. sense of crisis.
Inducing “The Islamic Republic is at a dead end Repetition of phrases To encourage overthrow,
Hopelessness with no choice but to yield.” (Under the conveying to the eliminate hope for internal
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Microscope); “Despite full repression,
protesters remain fearless.” (Outlook)

audience that there is
no solution except
fundamental change.

reforms, and intensify civil
disobedience.

Generalization

“All Iranians have united against
oppression.” (Outlook); “Headscarf-
burning celebrations have occurred across
cities and villages.” (Under the
Microscope)

Extending a specific
event or behavior of a
small group to the
entire society or
regime.

To demonstrate the
widespread nature of
protests, increase pressure
on the regime, and attract
international support.

Polarization

“Politicians call for a global shift in
relations with Iran.” (Front Page); “Streets
have become battlefields between people
and security forces.” (Outlook)

Creating and
emphasizing bipolar
divisions between
groups, such as the
people versus the

To increase division, incite
confrontation, and
delegitimize the regime.

regime.

3. Micro-Level Analysis: At the micro-level, the media discourse analyzed demonstrates a
structured and ideologically charged use of rhetorical and stylistic strategies that reinforce
broader discourses. A key technique is the use of loaded, value-laden vocabulary. Terms
like “tyrannical regime,” “freedom-loving youth,” and “bloody crackdown” do more than
describe events; they morally position actors, creating a stark dichotomy between a
repressive state and virtuous protesters. This lexical polarization establishes an implicit
moral framework directing audience interpretation. Tonal modulation further supports this
framing. Presenters adopt a sympathetic, emotionally resonant tone toward protesters
while using aggressive, accusatory, or mocking tones for authorities, signaling who merits
empathy or condemnation. Metaphorical and figurative language dramatizes events, with
expressions such as “the flames of revolution” or likening Iran to “another Syria” evoking
crisis and instability, thus heightening urgency and emotional engagement. Hyperbolic
claims like “the longest protest in Iran’s history” amplify the events’ scale and
significance, often without empirical basis, serving to intensify perceptions of rupture and
systemic collapse. Hyperbole here functions as ideological intensification rather than
mere dramatization. Directive speech acts, including explicit mobilization calls such as
“gather at universities on Saturday,” shift media from neutral reporting to active
intervention, positioning it as a political actor shaping behavior. Selective quotation
practices reinforce discursive uniformity by privileging opposition voices and excluding
dissent, constructing a monologist narrative that suppresses internal contestation and
alternative perspectives. Together, these micro-discursive strategies reflect and reproduce
the media’s macro-level ideological stance. Drawing on critical discourse analysis
insights, language is not just information but a tool for ideological reproduction. Through
lexical choice, tone, figurative language, exaggeration, directives, and selective citations,
the media constructs a discursive reality aligned with a specific political agenda. This
reveals media discourse as a site where power, ideology, and representation intersect to
shape public perception and political engagement.

Conclusion

This study examined Iran International’s discursive framing of Iran’s 2022 unrest,
revealing a multi-layered, ideologically driven media narrative. Using critical discourse
analysis, it showed how linguistic choices, rhetorical strategies, and framing techniques
combined to create a hyperreal representation aligned with soft power goals and
ideological persuasion. At the macro level, dominant discourses included regime change,
binary opposition, and international threat, enacted through meso-level strategies such as
demonization, distortion, and polarization. Micro-level rhetorical tools—loaded language,
metaphor, tone, and hyperbole—further reinforced this constructed narrative. Findings
highlight Iran International’s role beyond broadcasting, acting as an active participant in
narrative warfare. Its programming exemplifies soft power dynamics within hybrid
conflicts, where media discourse serves as a contested space for meaning production. The
research contributes to debates on media representation, propaganda, and public opinion
during political crises. The study also supports key theories: Hall’s concept of media as
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meaning-makers, van Dijk’s ideological discourse model, and theories of agenda-setting,
cultivation, and media dependency. In contexts of domestic media voids, outlets like Iran
International gain strategic influence by shaping public interpretation of reality.
Ultimately, Iran International’s 2022 programming represented a deliberate soft power
intervention, employing discourse to challenge the Iranian state’s legitimacy and advocate
systemic change. These findings carry implications for media literacy, policy, and
understanding global media’s impact on national sovereignty.

Keywords: Critical Discourse Analysis, Iran International Television, Media
Representation, 2022 Unrest, Soft Warfare.
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