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Abstract

The first decade of the Islamic Revolution in Iran was a period marked
simultaneously by discursive plurality, ideological conflicts, and efforts to stabilize
a new order of meaning. During this period, numerous intellectual schools and
currents, each offering different interpretations of the Revolution, Islam, and
politics, were actively present in the public sphere, making the issue of discursive
unity one of the fundamental challenges of the nascent Islamic Republic. In this
context, Friday prayer sermons, as a public-religious medium, and the sermons of
Ayatollah Khamenei, as one of the most important discursive actors of the 1980s,
played a central role in managing plurality and producing discursive unity. Using a
qualitative discourse analysis method and the MAXQDA software, the present
study examines all of Ayatollah Khamenei’s Friday prayer sermons during the first
decade of the Islamic Revolution. The theoretical framework of the research is
based on a synthesis of Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of hegemony and van Dijk’s
critical discourse analysis. The findings show that the discursive unity of the 1980s
was formed and consolidated through mechanisms such as the foregrounding of
wilayat al-faqih as the central signifier, revolutionary rationality, people-
centeredness, the discursive demarcation of insider/outsider, and identity-based
enemy construction. The results of this study can contribute to a deeper
understanding of the internal logic of the discourse of the Islamic Revolution and of
its unifying mechanisms under conditions of plurality and crisis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The first decade of the Islamic Revolution in Iran constitutes one of the most complex
and critical periods in the country’s contemporary history. This period witnessed the
simultaneous collapse of the previous order, the establishment of a new political
system, the Iran—lraq War, organized terrorist attacks, the extensive activities of
political parties and groups representing diverse intellectual and ideological
orientations, and mounting international pressures. Under such circumstances,
Iranian society encountered a significant plurality of political and intellectual
currents—a plurality that, in the absence of a shared framework of meaning, could
have led to social divergence and the weakening of national cohesion.

During this period, numerous political parties and organizations were established or
became active in Iran, including the Islamic Republican Party, the Combatant Clergy
Association of Tehran, the Mojahedin of the Islamic Revolution Organization, the
Freedom Movement of Iran, the Society of Combatant Clergy, and the Association
of Combatant Clerics.

Within this critical context, “discourse,” as an arena for the production of meaning
and the organization of social understanding, played a decisive role in directing
collective behavior. According to theories of discourse analysis, political power is
not exercised exclusively through coercive instruments; rather, it also operates
through the production and stabilization of meaning, the demarcation of concepts,
and the construction of collective identities. From this perspective, examining how
“discursive unity” was formed and consolidated during the first decade of the
Revolution is essential to understanding the resilience of the political system and
Iranian society’s ability to overcome the multilayered crises of that period.

The central question is whether, despite the plurality of the aforementioned parties
and intellectual currents, it was possible for a unifying discourse to emerge and, if so,
through what mechanisms such unity was produced and sustained.

Friday prayer sermons, particularly during the early years of the Revolution, were
among the most important religious-political media of the Islamic Republic. Their
function extended beyond religious preaching, as they served as an influential
platform for explaining major political, social, and ideological issues. In this regard,
Ayatollah Khamenei’s Friday prayer sermons during the 1980s are of particular
significance. These sermons were delivered amid profound security, political, and
intellectual crises and consistently addressed such concepts as the unity of the
Muslim community, the demarcation between truth and falsehood, the common
enemy, the role of the people, rationality, and obedience to the doctrine of velayat-e
fagih—the guardianship of the Islamic jurist.

Research Questions
Main Research Question
How was the discourse of unity formulated in Ayatollah Khamenei’s Friday prayer
sermons, and through what discursive mechanisms did it organize the diverse
intellectual currents of the first decade of the Islamic Revolution within a shared
framework of meaning?
Sub-questions
e What were the central signifiers of the discourse of unity, and how did their
articulation contribute to the consolidation of the hegemony of the Islamic
Revolution’s discourse?



e What cognitive strategies and identity demarcations between the in-group
and out-group were employed by the discourse of unity to construct shared
mental models and manage intellectual plurality?

e How was the discourse of unity transformed from the level of meaning and
cognition into social action and mass mobilization, thereby consolidating
unity as an objective social reality?

Methodology

The present study employed qualitative discourse analysis, an integrated theoretical
framework combining the approaches of Laclau and Mouffe and Teun A. van Dijk,
MAXQDA software, and a three-stage coding process consisting of open, axial, and
selective coding. On this basis, all of Ayatollah Khamenei’s Friday prayer sermons
delivered during the first decade of the Islamic Revolution were analyzed.

This comprehensive methodology made it possible to examine discursive unity at
three interrelated levels: the hegemonic-structural, cognitive-strategic, and action-
oriented social levels. It also facilitated the development of a conceptual model for
explaining the process through which unity was produced and consolidated under
conditions characterized by intellectual plurality and crisis.

Results and Findings

The analysis of the data extracted from Ayatollah Khamenei’s Friday prayer sermons
during the 1980s indicates that the discourse of unity was articulated around two
central signifiers: “velayat-e faqih” and “Pure Muhammadan Islam.”

The quantitative findings demonstrate that the category of “unity around velayat-e
faqih and leadership,” with 83 occurrences, had the highest frequency among all axial
codes. This finding indicates the role of this concept as the principal nodal point and
the ultimate criterion for managing disagreements and establishing cohesion. In
addition, the categories of “managing plurality and excluding divergent discourses”
with 79 occurrences, “the construction of an Islamic-revolutionary identity” with 72
occurrences, and “the discourse of resistance to global arrogance” with 71
occurrences demonstrate that the construction of in-group/out-group identity
boundaries and the representation of a common enemy constituted principal
strategies for producing internal cohesion.

Furthermore, the categories of “people-centeredness” with 68 occurrences and
“revolutionary rationality” with 61 occurrences functioned as complementary
strategies. These mechanisms transferred unity from the cognitive level to the domain
of social action and enhanced the audience’s resilience against the enemy’s
psychological warfare.

At the qualitative level, three principal discursive mechanisms were identified.
First, identity boundaries were constructed through van Dijk’s ideological square.
This mechanism involved the positive representation of “us”—as faithful, discerning,
and resistant—and the negative representation of “them”—as treacherous, corrupt,
and conspiratorial. In this manner, binary mental models based on the opposition
between truth and falsehood were constructed among the audience.

Second, internal plurality was managed by reducing disagreements between left- and
right-wing political factions to “differences of opinion or preference” and prioritizing
confrontation with a common enemy. This strategy provided the basis for achieving
“unity amid disagreement.”

Third, social mobilization was achieved through a people-centered discourse that
represented popular participation in the war fronts, demonstrations, and elections as
the most important means of neutralizing the enemy’s conspiracies. At the same time,



obedience to velayat-e fagih was consolidated as the ultimate course of action for
preserving unity at critical junctures.

Taken together, these findings demonstrate that the discursive unity of the 1980s did
not emerge through the complete elimination of differences. Rather, it was formed as
an active, dynamic, and multilevel process. Through the consolidation of semantic
hegemony, the cognitive direction of society, and the orientation of collective action,
this process made it possible to manage intellectual plurality and produce social
cohesion during one of the most critical periods in the history of the Islamic Republic.

Conclusion

This study sought to provide an in-depth analysis of the mechanisms through which
“discursive unity” was produced during the first decade of the Islamic Revolution by
examining Ayatollah Khamenei’s Friday prayer sermons as one of the period’s most
significant sites and instruments of discursive intervention.

The findings indicate that the unity established during this critical period was neither
accidental nor based exclusively on the physical elimination of political rivals.
Rather, it resulted from a coherent, systematic, and multilayered discursive process
developed to manage crises, consolidate power, and produce cohesion during one of
the most turbulent periods in contemporary Iranian history.

An integrated analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data revealed a three-level
model of the process through which unity was produced:

1. The Hegemonic-Structural Level

At the hegemonic-structural level, the discourse of unity brought stability and
centrality to the diverse field of meaning prevalent during that period by
consolidating two central signifiers: “velayat-e faqih,” as the axis of political
cohesion, and “Pure Muhammadan Islam,” as the foundation of ideological identity.
The frequency of the codes empirically demonstrated that “unity around velayat-e
faqih” with 83 occurrences and “managing plurality and excluding divergent
discourses” with 79 occurrences represented the two principal priorities of this
discourse. Through the construction of an antagonistic boundary against a clearly
defined “Other”—represented by global arrogance, hypocrisy, and liberalism—this
structure created a chain of equivalence among the forces regarded as belonging to
the revolutionary in-group.

2. The Cognitive-Strategic Level

At the cognitive-strategic level, this overarching structure was translated into the
audience’s mental frameworks through cognitive mechanisms. The principal strategy
was the systematic use of the ideological square to represent “us”—the faithful and
discerning—in positive terms and to demonize “them”—the treacherous and
conspiratorial.

In addition, the repeated emphasis on “rationality” and “insight” with 61 occurrences
constituted a deliberate strategy aimed at protecting society against psychological
warfare and producing a conscious and informed form of unity.

3. The Action-Oriented Social Level

At the action-oriented social level, the mental models generated by the discourse
ultimately resulted in concrete forms of action. Mass mobilization—including
participation on the war fronts and in public demonstrations—cohesion through
exclusion, involving the marginalization of opposing groups, and obedience to the
leadership as the ultimate mechanism for resolving disagreements constituted the
three principal practical outcomes of this discourse. These mechanisms transferred
unity from the cognitive sphere into the objective reality of society.

Overall, the unity produced through this process may be described as “unity within
managed plurality.” This model entailed the conditional recognition of different



intellectual currents, provided that they observed the principles and boundaries
defined by the central signifiers of the discourse of the Islamic Revolution.

Keywords: Discursive unity; the 1980s; Friday prayers; Ayatollah Khamenei;
discourse analysis.
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