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Abstract

f[ections, a cornerstone of the IRI, significantly shape policymaking and governance, thus

consistently drawing attention from both pro- and anti-regime factions and media. Actors in elections
strive to promote their preferred ideas, intersubjectively embedding them among subjects to render
their discourse hegemonic. The 39.92% participation rate in the first round of the 2024 presidential
election of Iran, the lowest across all election cycles, underscores the need to examine active electoral
discourses. This study aims to identify the discourses of the IRIB News Agency and Iran-International
websites during the 14th presidential election. To this end, 35 news items from Iran-International’s
website and 45 from the IRIB News Agency were analyzed using MAXQDA software, based on
Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory and van Dijk’s critical approach. Findings reveal that
“maximum participation in elections” and “election boycott” serve as the nodal points of the IRIB
News Agency and Iran-International discourses, respectively. Notably, Reformists and moderate
mediators advocating participation faced greater criticism from Iran-International than Principlists.
The low participation rate indicates that Iran-International strategically capitalized on events such as
the autumn 2022 unrest and economic hardships, opportunistically appropriating these issues to
establish discursive dominance.
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1. Introduction
In democratic systems, elections are not only mechanisms for redistributing

political power but also discursive arenas for representing public will and
legitimizing political order. According to Article 6 of the Constitution of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, the administration of the country is based on public
votes through elections and referenda—a principle officially interpreted as
"religious democracy".

Recent developments in Iran, however, have led to a notable decline in
voter turnout. Discursively, this trend reflects a conflict between two
semantic orders: participation and boycott. Domestic official media
emphasize the discourse of participation by highlighting structural
legitimacy and framing voting as a religious and national duty. In contrast,
some foreign-based media attempt to delegitimize the electoral process and
promote the discourse of election boycott. These outlets, often influenced by
their sponsors’ political and economic interests, provide critical
representations of Iran’s elections.

This study examines two representative cases—the IRIB News Agency
and Iran International websites—to identify the mechanisms through which
they construct meaning around Iran’s 14th presidential election. The primary
objective is to explore how these discourses relate to political participation,
regime legitimacy, and media competition for hegemony.

2. Theoretical/Conceptual Framework and Research Method

This study employs critical discourse analysis based on Van Dijk’s approach
and Laclau and Mouffe’s theory. A purposive sample of 80 news items
published between June 10 and June 29, 2024, was analyzed: 45 from IRIB
News Agency and 35 from Iran International. Texts were coded and
examined using MAXQDA software.

This study is grounded in Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory and Van
Dijk’s critical discourse analysis. Discourse, in this framework, is
understood as a socially constructed meaning of reality that organizes power
relations through language. Identities are stabilized through distinctions
between self and other, and media participate in the hegemonization of
discourses using tools such as lexical selection, framing, emphasis, and
conceptualization. Hegemonization relies on stabilizing a semantic system
and persuading subjects within it. Therefore, analyzing media linguistic
practices provides insights into power relations within political society.

3. Discourse

The findings indicate a confrontation between two antagonistic discourses
during Iran’s 14th presidential election. IRIB News Agency’s discourse
centers on the signifier “maximum participation,” whereas Iran
International’s discourse revolves around “election boycott”.
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In IRIB’s discourse, the Islamic Republic is depicted as a religious,
democratic, efficient, and anti-imperialist system, while citizens are
portrayed as active, vigilant, and duty-oriented. Participation is framed as
contributing to “defeating the enemy,” ensuring national security,
independence, and regime legitimacy. Electoral integrity, competitiveness,
and freedom are emphasized.

Conversely, Iran International portrays the Islamic Republic as
authoritarian, corrupt, monopolistic, and repressive. Citizens are represented
as reluctant to participate due to poverty, repression, governmental
inefficiency, and distrust in electoral institutions. Election boycott is
emphasized through framing devices such as “show elections,” “systematic
disqualifications,” “the gap between people and government,” and
“suppression of protests.” Terms like protest, despair, corruption, tyranny,
and lies are associated with the regime, while IRIB uses expressions such as
strong government, loyalty to the Supreme Leader, insightfulness, choosing
the best candidate, and enemy recognition.

Discursive polarization is also evident in the media’s portrayal of
institutions like the Guardian Council, the United States, and the Supreme
Leader. Iran International seeks to hegemonize the discourse of election
boycott by undermining legitimacy, amplifying collective anger, and
marginalizing reformists as intermediaries.

4. Conclusion and Suggestions

The findings reveal that during the 14th election, domestic and foreign media
operated within opposing narratives about the regime, citizens, and elections.
The discourse of election boycott presents a crisis-driven, fragmented view
of the state-citizen relationship, consolidating hegemonic elements through
extensive coverage of protests and diverse sourcing.

IRIB News Agency emphasizes participation, electoral integrity, and
competitiveness, highlighting regime cohesion and citizen alignment.
However, its limited attention to social realities and lack of balanced
representation of rival groups reduce its persuasive power.

Strategically, countering foreign media hegemony and reversing
declining voter participation requires strengthening social cohesion,
reforming domestic media policies, and redefining the semantic system of
“religious democracy” in official media. Future research should investigate
the impact of social media on perceptions of electoral participation and
compare electoral discourses across different periods to better understand
discursive developments in Iranian politics.
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