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This article seeks to examine the impact of political participation on political stability
and instability during the presidencies of Hassan Rouhani and Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad. The main research question of the article is: What is the relationship
between political participation and political stability or instability within the
framework of the Islamic Republic of Iran, which is based on democratic principles,
and how can this relationship be analyzed? The hypothesis of the article is that political
participation can play a role in increasing or decreasing political stability or instability.
The research method employed in this study is based on Norman Fairclough’s Critical
Discourse Analysis. This study demonstrates that the issue of political stability or
instability is of great significance in political science, as it directly affects the
continuity or discontinuity of a political system. Political systems have always been
confronted with this issue. In this research, the concept of "religious democracy" refers
to considering the votes, demands, and aspirations of the people within the value-based
foundations of Islam. "Political stability" is defined as a state in which a relative
balance exists among the three strata of elites—intellectual, instrumental, and
political—across various domains. When this balance is disrupted due to increasing
divergence, political instability will afflict society. In such a situation, the primary duty
of the political system is to preserve this balance among the elites, which can facilitate
the modernization of society without severe ruptures in policymaking and
implementation.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The present study investigates the intricate relationship between political participation and political
stability or instability within the framework of Iran’s political system during the presidencies of Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad and Hassan Rouhani. Drawing from the theoretical perspective of critical discourse analysis
(CDA), particularly Norman Fairclough’s model, the research aims to unravel the latent ideological
structures embedded in political texts and media narratives that shaped public perceptions and elite
interactions in these two periods. The core hypothesis driving the study is that political participation—
whether stimulated by government-led incentives or generated through civil-society initiatives—plays a
dual role: it can foster political stability when it aligns with institutional structures and public legitimacy,
or it can aggravate instability when participatory demands exceed institutional capacities or are met with
repression. The study aligns with conceptual distinctions made by scholars such as Lerner, who
emphasized the communicative foundations of political modernization (Lerner, 1964), and Smith, who
viewed stability in normative behavioral alignment (Smith, 2000). Through a rigorous discourse-analytical
review of newspapers such as Kayhan, Shargh, Etemad Melli, and Iran, the research decodes the
competing discursive formations employed by political actors to either legitimize or delegitimize claims
of participatory representation and regime continuity.

The research opens with a comprehensive overview of the Islamic Republic’s political
architecture, highlighting its unique fusion of theocratic and republican elements—what is termed as
"religious democracy." This system, according to theorists such as Ahmadi, encapsulates a participatory
framework rooted in Islamic values while simultaneously upholding the republican principle of popular
vote (Ahmadi, 2022). The study also considers broader scholarly debates on the role of political competition
and party development in shaping democratic outcomes. For example, Abtahi and Heydari argue that
while political parties in Iran exist as formal entities, their functional roles remain severely restricted,
limiting their capacity to channel political participation meaningfully (Abtahi & Heydari, 2013). Similarly,
Eftekhari and Tajik outline five prerequisites—pluralism, freedom, institutionalization, authoritative
governance, and a competitive culture—as essential conditions for meaningful political competition, many
of which are absent or inconsistently implemented in Iran (Eftekhari & Tajik, 2002). Within this contested
terrain, political participation in Iran oscillates between two paradigms: a reactive, state-induced
engagement that seeks to preserve elite control and an organic, often oppositional movement that demands
institutional responsiveness and reform.

The presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (2005-2013) is marked in this study as a period of
populist mobilization framed within a conservative ideological discourse. Ahmadinejad’s campaign
strategies, particularly his provincial tours and distribution of state resources, were designed to galvanize
support among the economically marginalized, thereby constructing a participatory image based on
economic populism rather than political pluralism (Akbari & Amini, 2010). However, as poverty indices
later revealed, these interventions failed to create sustainable development and instead contributed to
broader socioeconomic instability. The 2009 post-election protests, also known as the Green Movement,
became a focal point for analyzing political instability born from contested political participation.
Reformist candidates such as Mir-Hossein Mousavi mobilized significant portions of the electorate under
the banner of “free elections,” only to be met with violent repression and rhetorical delegitimization. The
discourse deployed by Ahmadinejad’s allies, especially through media outlets like Kayhan, sought to
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monopolize the meaning of “the people” and dismiss critics as foreign agents or internal saboteurs. These
dynamics highlight Sanders’ theory that political instability is best measured not by the occurrence of
regime change but by the system’s inability to respond to challenges within its normative framework
(Sanders, 2002).

In contrast, Hassan Rouhani’s presidencies (2013—-2021) represented a discursive shift toward
moderation and institutional engagement, as reflected in his slogans of “prudence and hope” and
“government of moderation.” Rouhani’s campaign managed to secure endorsements from both moderate
conservatives and reformists, including previously marginalized figures such as Mousavi and Karroubi.
Media analysis of outlets such as Shargh and Etemad reveals a strategic emphasis on technocratic
governance, international engagement, and civil liberties. Notably, Rouhani’s self-characterization as a
"lawyer, not a general™ in televised debates symbolically distanced him from militarized or authoritarian
governance models and resonated with urban middle-class voters seeking political normalization. The
study finds that while the first term of Rouhani witnessed high levels of political participation and a boost
in public trust, the second term failed to maintain this momentum, largely due to economic hardship,
international sanctions, and unmet campaign promises. This trajectory corresponds with Khajeh Sarvi’s
assertion that political stability depends on the system’s ability to maintain a balance among elite strata—
intellectual, instrumental, and political—and that disruption in this balance, either through repression or
exclusion, fosters systemic instability (Khajeh Sarvi, 2003).

The study also revisits historical and comparative frameworks for understanding participation and
stability. Drawing on Huntington’s theory of political development, the analysis highlights the risks
associated with rapid political mobilization in the absence of robust institutional mechanisms. Huntington
argued that instability arises in societies undergoing modernization where the rate of social mobilization
exceeds the institutional capacity to manage new demands (Huntington, 1996). In the Iranian context, this
is evident in the failure to institutionalize reformist movements post-2009 and the state’s reliance on
security mechanisms over participatory responses. Furthermore, the research evaluates the typologies of
political participation proposed by Almond and Verba, particularly the distinction between conventional
and unconventional forms of engagement. The Green Movement, characterized by mass protests and civil
disobedience, exemplifies a shift from institutionalized participation (e.g., voting) to confrontational and
symbolic acts of dissent, raising questions about the role of electoral legitimacy in political stability.
Shirazi and Sahraei underscore this tension, arguing that Iran’s political parties, due to legal and structural
limitations, often fail to channel societal demands, thereby contributing to political volatility (Shirazi &
Sahraei, 2018).

Ultimately, the findings suggest that political participation in Iran does not follow a linear path
toward stability. Rather, its effects are mediated by the nature of elite consensus, the responsiveness of
institutions, and the openness of political discourse. Participation without representation, or engagement
met with repression, creates the conditions for political alienation and crisis. The Rouhani administration's
initial success in fostering inclusive participation proved fragile in the face of structural economic
problems and elite fragmentation. Conversely, Ahmadinejad’s populist mobilization succeeded in short-
term participation boosts but lacked institutional follow-through, leading to heightened instability. The
study proposes that for participation to serve as a stabilizing force, it must be rooted in institutional
legitimacy and not merely electoral engineering. In the Iranian context, where the boundaries between




republican representation and theocratic guardianship remain contested, the role of political participation
in fostering stability will continue to oscillate between promise and peril, contingent on elite strategies
and citizen engagement. The implications of this study extend beyond Iran, offering insights into how
hybrid political systems negotiate the tensions between authority and participation, and how discourse
shapes the possibilities and limits of democratic engagement.
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