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Abstract

Education in the Islamic Republic of Iran has functioned as a central arena for the production and reproduction of meaning, identity, and
social order, and has been continuously shaped by dominant political discourses. Within this context, the student is not merely an
educational learner but a discursive subject whose position, role, and expectations are constantly reconstructed through shifting ideological
frameworks. This article employs a discourse-analytic approach to comparatively examine the position of the student within two dominant
post-revolutionary discourses: the justice-oriented government discourse and the moderation-oriented government discourse. The study
is theoretically grounded in an understanding of the Islamic Revolution as a foundational discourse that established the overarching
normative and educational framework of the Iranian education system. Using a qualitative and critical discourse analysis method, the
research analyzes official educational documents, policy texts, and key governmental statements. The findings indicate that within the
justice-oriented discourse, the student is primarily constructed as a revolutionary, committed, and ideal-oriented subject whose agency is
expressed through ethical, ideological, and service-based forms of action. In contrast, the moderation-oriented discourse defines the
student as a rights-aware, participatory, and development-oriented citizen in formation, emphasizing civic skills, rational engagement,
and social participation. The comparative analysis reveals significant educational contradictions, including tensions between ideological
justice and merit-based justice, jihadi activism and civic participation, and mission-oriented education versus development-oriented
education. These contradictions contribute to identity instability within students’ educational experiences and highlight the need for a
more coherent discursive framework in educational policy-making.
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Extended Abstract

This article examines the position of the student within Iranian educational discourses after the Islamic
Revolution by conceptualizing education as a fundamentally discursive and political field rather than a neutral
technical system. Drawing on discourse theory, the study starts from the assumption that education functions
as a key mechanism for the reproduction of social order, political legitimacy, and collective identity. In post-
revolutionary Iran, education has been deeply embedded in the revolutionary project and has continuously
reflected shifts in dominant political discourses. The Islamic Revolution itself is understood as a foundational
discourse that restructured meanings related to politics, culture, and subjectivity by articulating Islam and
republicanism as its two core signifiers, thereby redefining the relationship between state, society, and
education (Imam, 2006; Khamenei, 2011). Within this framework, the student is not merely an educational
actor but a discursive subject whose identity, rights, duties, and modes of agency are constructed through
changing articulations of power and meaning (Bagheri, 2019). Existing studies have often addressed Iranian
education from philosophical, sociological, or policy-oriented perspectives, yet they have largely neglected a
systematic comparative discourse analysis of how different governments redefine the student’s position. This
gap is particularly evident in analyses comparing justice-oriented and moderation-oriented governments,
which represent two distinct yet influential discursive formations in post-revolutionary Iran (Ahmadvand et
al., 2023; Ghorishi et al., 2017).

The theoretical framework of the article is grounded in the discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe, which conceptualizes discourse as a contingent system of meaning produced through articulatory
practices rather than as a reflection of fixed social realities (Laclau & Mouffe, 1980, 2001). Central concepts

such as signifier, nodal point, floating signifier, articulation, and hegemony provide the analytical tools for



examining how meanings are temporarily stabilized and how subjects are constituted within specific discursive
orders (Howarth et al., 2000; Jorgensen & Phillips, 2010). From this perspective, power operates not only
through institutions and coercion but through the production of “truths” and subject positions that appear
natural and self-evident (Foucault, 1997, 2008). Applying discourse theory to education allows the study to
treat educational policies, official documents, and political speeches as sites where hegemonic meanings about
the student are constructed and contested (Rogers, 2011). Education is thus analyzed as a hegemonic field in
which the state seeks to shape future citizens by defining desirable forms of identity, morality, and participation
(Shahripour, 2008; Sharifpour, 2008). Within this framework, the student emerges as a discursive subject
whose position is continuously renegotiated in response to political and ideological shifts.

Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative and critical discourse analysis approach. The corpus consists
of official educational policy documents, key speeches by political leaders, governmental programs, and major
policy statements related to education during the justice-oriented government of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and
the moderation-oriented government of Hassan Rouhani. These texts are treated as discursive artifacts that
articulate specific meanings of justice, development, participation, and citizenship (Phillips, 2002). The
selection of these two governments is based on their distinct discursive logics: the justice-oriented government
emphasized revolutionary ideals, ideological justice, and resistance, whereas the moderation-oriented
government foregrounded rationality, development, interaction, and civil rights (Akhavan Kazemi, 20009;
Beshiri, 2014). Through close textual analysis, dominant signifiers were identified, their relationships mapped,
and their role in constructing the student’s position analyzed. This process enabled the identification of nodal
points around which meanings of education and student identity were temporarily fixed, as well as points of
tension and instability within each discourse (Soltani, 2004).

The analysis of the justice-oriented discourse reveals that “justice” operates as the central nodal signifier,
articulated with concepts such as revolutionary commitment, guardianship, jihad, and civilizational mission.
Within this discursive formation, the student is constructed as a revolutionary and morally committed subject
whose primary role is to contribute to the realization of Islamic and revolutionary ideals (Khajesarvi, 2007;
Khurmashad, 2013). Educational practices emphasize ethical formation, ideological loyalty, and service-
oriented activism, often manifested in forms of social and “jihadi” engagement such as voluntary service and
mobilization for social justice (Radfar, 2016). Political agency is framed less in terms of procedural
participation or critical deliberation and more as ethical action aligned with revolutionary values (Motahari,
1984). While this discourse strengthens collective identity, social responsibility, and moral commitment, it
also tends to marginalize pluralism and critical skills, as ideological coherence and loyalty take precedence
over dialogical and civic competencies (Beshirieh, 2002). The student’s position is thus strongly normatively
defined, with limited space for alternative subjectivities.

In contrast, the moderation-oriented discourse articulates development, rationality, interaction, and citizenship

as its core signifiers. Here, education is framed as a means of fostering human development, social



participation, and integration into a globalized world (Rouhani, 2013, 2017). The student is constructed as a
rights-aware citizen in formation, capable of dialogue, participation, and rational engagement in social and
political life (Yousofi, 2004). Educational discourse emphasizes civic skills, communication, tolerance, and
institutional participation, such as student councils and structured forms of engagement (Harji, 2013). This
rearticulation reflects a shift from ideological justice toward merit-based and capability-oriented
understandings of equality and opportunity (Ghorishi et al., 2017). While this discourse expands the space for
pluralism and civic participation, it also risks weakening the emotional and ideological bonds that connect
students to revolutionary ideals, potentially producing a more fragmented sense of collective identity
(Khorramshad, 2009). The student, in this context, becomes a more individualized and reflexive subject,
oriented toward personal and social development rather than revolutionary mission.

The comparative analysis highlights significant discursive tensions and educational contradictions between
these two formations. Ideological justice is opposed to merit-based justice, jihadi activism to civic
participation, and mission-oriented education to development-oriented education. These tensions do not
merely reflect policy differences but reveal deeper struggles over the meaning of education, citizenship, and
the ideal subject of the Islamic Republic (Manafi Sharif Abad & Zamani, 2012). The continual redefinition
of the student across changing political discourses produces instability in educational identity formation, as
students are exposed to shifting and sometimes conflicting expectations regarding their role, responsibilities,
and modes of agency. The study concludes that one of the central challenges of post-revolutionary Iranian
education lies in the lack of discursive continuity in defining the student’s position. Without a more integrated
articulation that reconciles revolutionary values with developmental and civic competencies, educational
policy risks perpetuating identity fragmentation and normative ambiguity. By demonstrating the analytical
value of discourse theory for educational research, this article contributes to a deeper understanding of how
power, ideology, and meaning intersect in shaping the student as a key subject of post-revolutionary Iranian

society.
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