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Abstract

Political leaders of pariah authoritarian states communi-

cate their political discourse unilaterally, in a closed

environment without free and open media access or the

space for public scrutiny or debate. They use their

speeches for various aims such as to respond to external

shocks, justify hardship, appeal to domestic and interna-

tional sympathy, assert autonomy and power, and

influence policy and governance. This research uses Iran

as a case study and offers an in‐depth analysis of 10 years

of speeches by the country's Supreme Leader. In a case

study of unilateral political communication method in an

authoritarian environment, it sheds light on various

aspects of the discourse generated by the country's

Supreme Leader over a decade. It also analyzes the

Leader's effort to influence policymaking and governance

structure through practical official guidelines. Building

upon existing theories of populism, the study seeks to

unpack an understudied approach in populist politics

that is based on a political discourse by the leadership

which defines the populist dichotomy of people versus

elite at the global level.
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1 | RESEARCH AGENDA

In 2011, Iran's Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, used the term “resistance economy”
for the first time. He has since used the term frequently, and it has been incorporated into
various aspect of the government policies in Iran. Khamenei uses the term “resistance”
alongside words with strong religious connotations, such as “jihad,” “Islam,” and “holy,”
attaching the concept of economic resistance to divine qualities that are ideologically sacred.
He predominantly communicates through political speeches, a unilateral political communi-
cation method to convey his, and the regime's, vision to the public in an environment where
public debate is heavily suppressed. This research examines 10 years of Khamenei's speeches as
a case study of a unilateral political communication method in an authoritarian environment.
It also analyzes the ways in which Khamenei seeks to both influence policymaking and
advance the regime agenda—to maintain regime stability, uphold “strategic autonomy” (Kutlay
& Öniş, 2021; Taş, 2022) and claim economic and political strength.

Speeches of political leaders are an important method for communicating political agendas and
influencing policy. In democratic systems, the media enjoys greater freedom in facilitating
engagement between the leadership and the public. Free media provides an opportunity to
scrutinize political messages, hold leadership accountable, and express public demands. In
authoritarian systems, however, the media is tightly controlled by the state, and objection to the
leadership is suppressed. In the absence of freedom of speech and media, authoritarian leaders can
communicate unilaterally without any pushback from the media or the public. Studying political
speeches in authoritarian systems, then, is critical, as it can help to provide a deeper understanding
of the overall political discourse and policy direction. Saddam Hussein, Muammar Ghaddafi, Fidel
Castro, Hugo Chavez, and Ali Khamenei have all used speeches as their main political
communication strategy to share their visions and propagate their respective regime's discourse.
Each authoritarian system has its own traits defined by the vision, worldview, and ideology of its
leaders. However, studying one example, that is Iran in the case of this research, can provide
grounds for drawing conclusions that can be linked with a larger group of countries.

Since 2011, Khamenei has actively led a discourse around the concept of “economic
resistance,” which has been incorporated into practical guidelines. While maintaining the old
claim for political autonomy, Khamenei's guideline is a declaration of aspiration for becoming
an autonomous economic power. He also acknowledged that the path to such a goal requires
individuals' and entities' dedication and sacrifice to overcome the hardship. He defines such
dedication as a jihadi attitude.

The findings of this study indicate that economic resistance discourse is aimed at
influencing the country's economic policies by (a) responding to sanctions escalation, (b)
justifying economic hardship, and (c) asserting Iran's strategic autonomy by enhancing its
economic power.

This research is informed by studies on populism. Populism has been on the rise globally in both
democratic and authoritarian systems. Academic research indicates that the binary of the “elite”
versus the “people,” (Judis & Teixeria, 2002; Mudde, 2004) is often combined with factors such as
national identity, collective political views, ideology, a common enemy, or a shared fear, to bind
people and bolster effort toward achieving a common goal. Populist narratives create a binary of
“us” versus “them,” which is used to portray the leadership's discourse as driven by the will of the
people (Kock et al., 2022). By adopting a discourse based on the common beliefs or perceptions,
populist politicians appeal to the audience across various norms and interest groups
(Hatzisavvidou, 2022) to advance their political agendas and preserve their own power
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(Bos et al., 2020). This study adopts the ideational approach to populism, that assumes a shared trait
among populist politicians is their effort to influence policy by presenting own ethos and worldviews
as a “morally good” force (Hawkins, 2009, 2010; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012; Stanley, 2008).

In the case of this study, Khamenei's claim for holiness of his economic resistance vision, is
understood as an indicator of his populist approach. Iran's Supreme Leader has adopted a
prime religious concept of the Shi،a faith—jihad—to embolden a populist division of “people”
(i.e., the believers of this religious value system) versus the “elite” (those who reject this value
system). This paper demonstrates a case study in which adoption of populist narrative of “us”
versus “them” goes beyond the traditional theoretical understanding of populism. Khamenei
seeks to present the concept of resistance in his speeches as the collective will of the people,
defined as those who believe in his interpretation of core religious value system worldwide,
which is against that of the Western elite.

This study seeks to bridge the existing work on Iran, populist politics, and political
discourse analysis by analyzing the ways in which Khamenei, through adopting a unilateral
communication method, has adopted a populist approach. Moreover, the study investigates the
ways in which, by employing ideological and religious concepts as part of his bid, Khamenei
aims to justify economic hardship in Iran caused by sanctions. By appealing to the public
through association of economic hardship caused by sanctions with jihad, Khamenei seeks to
dissuade the public from holding the country's governance model accountable. While sanctions
are prompted by foreign and nuclear policy choices that are guided by his own vision,
Khamenei uses the binary of “people” versus “elite” to portray the country's hardship as a
collective punishment of the “people” imposed by the morally wrong “elite” of the West.

The content of the Supreme Leader's speeches is analyzed here to identify the key elements
of his political discourse, his vision for the ideal governance model in Iran, and the aspirations
reflected in his speeches for strategic and economic autonomy. The analysis also reveals the use
of Shi،a ideology in Khamenei's economic resistance discourse as his populist position.

The findings of this study are not exclusively relevant to the political discourse in Iran.
Given the shared pattern of unilateral political communication in authoritarian systems, the
study will shed light on how the discourse is formulated in senior political offices, and how it
influences policy, in a large group of authoritarian states, specifically the pariah states that are
subject to international sanctions.

The structure of the paper is as follows: First, it reviews the role of ideology in Iran's
postrevolution politics. It highlights the importance of the concept of jihad in the country's political
discourse and puts forward three propositions, the validity of which are tested in the following
sections. Second, it elaborates on the importance of political speeches of the Supreme Leader in
understanding the strategies and visions of the Islamic Republic of Iran. A brief review of the
country's media law highlights the importance of this study, considering the limitations in Iran for
public debate around the Supreme Leader's views. Third, it provides details of data collection and
data analysis strategies of the study. Fourth, it ends with some final conclusions on communication
strategies applied by political leaders in pariah authoritarian states.

2 | POPULISM, AND JIHADI GOVERNANCE IN IRAN

The 1979 Islamic Revolution, which, in Abbas Milani's words, was a replay of Iran's
Constitutional Revolution (1905–1911) (Milani, 2009), gave the country's Shi،a clergy the
opportunity to develop an ideology‐driven discourse. The post‐Islamic Revolution political
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discourse then became one of the most influential factors shaping the country's governance
model. A substantial body of academic literature that deals with the postrevolutionary Iran is
unsurprisingly focused on the most influential Shi،a clergy in the country's politics, the founder
of the revolution, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (Adib‐Moghaddam, 2014; Dabashi, 1993;
Kimmel & Tavakol, 1986). This is mainly due to his important role in forming the discourse in
the early years after the Revolution.

Scholars have previously investigated populism in Iranian politics through various lenses.
Abrahamian investigates Khomeini's fundamental role in post‐1979 Iran. He examines various
aspects of Khomeini's politics and suggests that he had demonstrated characteristics of a
populist leader (Abrahamian, 1992). Scholarly work has also examined Iran's presidential
elections' results to show that in the country's authoritarian political landscape, complex and
uncertain components and preferences determine voting behavior in relation to populist
candidates (Raisi, 2019).

Academic research on Iran has also dealt with the discourse that was created around
reforming the Islamic Republic by former President Mohammad Khatami and the broader
successes and failures of the reformist camp (Tazmini, 2009; Wastnidge, 2016). Khatami is
considered as the most influential reformist political figure, who brought a new narrative into
the postrevolutionary Iranian politics.

In addition, there has been a body of scholarly work on Iran's political economy and
economic history that unpacks the economic structure in postrevolutionary Iran, elaborates on
the impact of the ideology on economic policies, and analyzes the consequences of such policies
(Bayat, 1998; Harris, 2017). A few scholars, including Sadjapour (2008) and Hovsepian‐Bearce
(2017), have provided deep insight on Khamenei independent of his predecessor and outside of
the debate around reform of the Islamic Republic. This paper seeks to contribute to the existing
scholarly work by offering an analysis of Khamenei's resistance discourse, vision, and preferred
governance model. Against that backdrop, this research seeks to fill the gap in scholarly work
on post‐Khomeini Iranian politics by providing a deeper understanding of the vision, discourse,
and world views of Khomeini. It also sheds light on his role in formulating the country's
political, social, and economic strategies.

There is a scholarly debate over defining populism. This study uses a definition based on the
constructs of “people” and “elite” (Destradi et al., 2022) that incorporates Mudde and Rovira
Kaltwasser's (2013) minimal definition of populism. In this definition populism is described it
as “a thin‐centered ideology” that divides the society into two equal and opposing camps of
“pure people” and “corrupt elite.” In this definition, politics should be a manifestation of the
common will of the people. In Islamic populism, like populist politics elsewhere, the main
claim is to address the issue of inequality across the society (Hadiz, 2019). The Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt, Muhammadiyah in Indonesia, and the Islamic Revolutionary
government in Iran have all had an expressed common goal to establish an Islamic rule that
can deliver social equality. The debate over Islamic populism has been exploring two
contrasting views. While some believe that Islamic populism seeks to mobilize the
economically underprivileged, but ideologically righteous, Muslim communities against their
corrupt elites (Hadiz, 2014), others argue that by adopting a populist approach, Islamist
political groups are purposely constructing populist dichotomies, polarizing their societies, and
exploiting their constituencies for their personal electoral benefit (Yilmaz, 2018, 2022).

Studying Khamenei's speeches indicates that, within the construct of Mudde and
Kaltwasser's definition, the leader of the Islamic Republic (similar to his predecessor,
Khomeini) has used Shi،a theological concepts to define the “pure people” and the “corrupt
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elite” to create a dichotomy that binds the people together based on their religious ideology.
The “pure people” in Khamenei's populist discourse are the pious Shi،a community who are
assumed to be supportive of the Islamic Revolutionary government in Iran, notwithstanding
their geographic location, and have pledged allegiance to the vali e‐faqih (i.e., the living
supreme leader).

Khamenei's populist position is apparent in his choice of language. The speeches indicate
that he assumes much of the Iranian people adhere to his interpretation of Shi،a Islam in which
individuals are motivated by the concept of jihad that requires the willingness for self‐sacrifice
for the betterment of society (i.e., overcoming economic problems through policies that are
influenced by the discourse of resistance). The elite, according to this interpretation, is
comprised of the West and its supporters, including those within the Shi،a and broader Muslim
community. The elite are presented as being driven by materialistic values that exploit the
underprivileged globally, and specifically Muslims. In this discourse, jihad is a response aimed
at pushing back against the elite's values. It captures all aspects of Muslims' lives and is
manifested in the commitment of the people to selfless and collective efforts aimed at political,
social, and economic resistance of the community.

The term “jihad” has been a major element of Iran's revolutionary discourse and
incorporated into the governance structure of the country since the early years after the Islamic
Revolution. Khomeini ordered the establishment of Construction jihad (Jahad‐I Sazandegi), a
voluntary organization to help with the 1979 harvest. Over time, it was developed into the
Ministry of Jihad, which has built transnational links with Shi،a political groups around the
world (Lob, 2018).

In the aftermath of the war, Tehran was determined to resolve economic challenges caused
by the war by attracting foreign investors and normalizing foreign relations; hence, jihad was
less frequently used in the official discourse of that period to avoid giving foreign investors the
perception that the country was an unreceptive state. In 2001, the War on Terror started, and
due to its association of term jihad with operations carried out by Islamist terrorist and
extremist groups, Iranian officials consciously held back in using the term. In the same year,
Iran's former president, Khatami, proposed the “Dialogues of Civilization” to the United
Nations (UN) that called for the Eastern and Western civilizations to put their differences aside
and cooperate with each other toward building a better world for everyone (Khatami, 2001).

Under Khatami's successor, former President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Iran escalated its
nuclear program. This prompted an international dispute over Iran's nuclear ambitions, and
economic pressure coming from US‐led sanctions increased. The term jihad was quickly
brought back into the country's political discourse.

In a speech in March 2011, Khamenei used the term “economic jihad” for the first time. In
his speech he stated:

Our government pursues Islamic and Quranic goals—the goals that have been
specified in “and to Allah belongs the might and to His Messenger and to the
believers.” [The Holy Quran, 63: 8] It relies on the kind of belief that cannot be
shaken by any pressure. It is an Islamic system. This resistance against the greed of
foreigners is enough to enrage the centers of global power. It is 30 years that they
have been expressing their anger in one way or another, but the willpower of the
Iranian people—which depends on the will of Allah the Exalted and on their faith
in the divine promise of victory—has disappointed the enemies, and the Iranian
nation has been treading the path of progress, growth, and transcendence every

BAZOOBANDI | 325

 19493606, 2023, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dom

e.12303, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [10/07/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



day. I named this year as “The Year of Economic Jihad”. This means that this year
the Iranian nation should focus the major portion of its efforts on the economic
arena. (Khamenei, 2011a)

In another speech in August 2011, he stated:
… the Revolution had clear goals. Demanding Islam, fighting the arrogant powers,

demanding independence for the country, bringing about dignity for humanity, defending
the oppressed, bringing about scientific, technological, and economic progress for the country
(Khamenei, 2011b).

In these speeches, he calls on the people to resist against the greedy foreigners and outlines
the goals of the Islamic Revolution as bringing dignity to “humanity” and fighting for the rights
of the “oppressed.” Such a narrative reveals his populist tendencies, fitting well into the
dichotomy of pure people versus evil elite put forward by Mudde and Kaltwasser.

The political discourse of Iran's Supreme Leader has evolved over time. As noted above,
post‐2001, Iran's official rhetoric was to distance the state from the notion of jihad as it was
adopted by Islamic radicalized groups. The chronology of events related to the US‐led sanctions
indicates a link between the discourse formed around the concept of economic jihad and the
tightening of sanctions. In June 2011, the US Treasury Department adopted a law that allowed
the administration of President Barack Obama to penalize foreign banks that handled financial
transactions linked to Iranian hydrocarbon exports. Consequently, Noor Islamic Bank in the
United Arab Emirates, which has reportedly been handling 60% of such transactions, stopped
all business links with Iranian entities (Reuters, 2012). The timing of Khamenei's speech on
economic jihad implies his intention to preempt Noor Islamic Bank's decision, which was
perceived in Tehran as the start of an economic war with the United States. As reflected in the
above‐mentioned speeches, he called on the people to adopt a jihadi attitude that was needed to
withstand the economic pressure caused by the US‐led sanctions. Moreover, the timing, shortly
after the 2008–2009 global financial crisis, can be interpreted as a signal of Khamenei's effort to
assert Iran's economic strength in the post‐2008 global economic system. Despite the sanctions,
in the aftermath of the global financial crisis that marked the decline of Western economies,
Khamenei has been seeking to create a discourse that presents Iran as a strategically
autonomous and significant global player.

Khamenei has advanced several official initiatives to forward this vision that is presented in
his discourse. In 2014, the Office of the Supreme Leader issued a communique titled “General
Policies of Economic Resistance” to which all government entities are required to comply
(Official Portal of the Government, 2014). The document sets broad guidelines for all
government entities. It requires all individuals and entities to formulate necessary regulations
and mechanisms to play a role in what Khamenei defines as the country's “Holy Jihad”
(Khamenei, 2014). In this document, Khamenei states that compliance with the guideline helps
“the economic epoch of the great Iranian nation—like its political epoch—to shine in front of
all eyes around the world” (Khamenei, 2014). Two official documents, the Islamic Iranian
Progress Model (Markaze Olgouye Islami Irani‐ie Pishraft, 2011) and the Second Phase of the
Revolution (Khamenei, 2019) have also been compiled and launched over the past decade to
disseminate the Supreme Leader's long‐term vision for Iran. The Second Phase of the
Revolution identifies the priorities and aspirations of the regime, addressing a wide range of
issues such as the formation of independent foreign and economic policies, and the code of
conduct for lifestyle of the Iranian citizens in accordance with the government's interpretation
of Shi،a Islam. The guideline puts a strong emphasis on the concept of jihad. For example, the
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term “intelligent jihad” is used to define the effort that is required, by both the citizens and the
state, to undermine cultural influence of the West. Implementation of the guideline appears to
heavily rely on a group of policymakers and government executives that Khamenei refers to as
“jihadi managers,” whose appointment to senior offices is based on their ideological and
political loyalty and commitment to implementation of his vision (Bazoobandi, 2022).

The empirical analysis of this research yields various findings. It observes a strong link
between the escalation of sanctions on Iran and Khamenei's economic resistance discourse. It
highlights populist rhetoric with a heavy reliance on Shi،a Islamic religious concepts in his
speeches. Finally, the analysis identifies the economic sectors and governance model that are
critical to Khamenei's economic resistance discourse.

This study considers three propositions:

P1: Authoritarian leaders use unilateral communication methods (i.e., speeches) to respond
to hardship caused by external factors. As a normative justification, they tend to attribute
the hardship to the hostility of adversaries, rather than internal governance failure.

P2: In response to isolation, leaders in pariah states are likely to incorporate ideological
concepts (like jihad and Islam in the case of Iran) into their discourse to appeal to a global
sympathetic public.

P3: The unilateral communication method of authoritarian leaders does not offer space for
public scrutiny. In the absence of a public debate, they seek to influence policies, and
governance models that are compatible with their own vision.

To test the validity of these propositions, the study applies a social network analysis (Brewer
& Webster, 2000) method to investigate Khamenei's speeches. Network analysis is extensively
used to understand the relationships among various elements of a network and examine their
behavior (Christakis & Fowler, 2007, 2008; Fowler et al., 2011; Hanneman, 1998). In political
science, the method has been used to study a wide range of topics, including political
partisanship (Fowler, 2006), political coalition building (Grossmann & Dominguez, 2009), and
how policymakers form networks (based on their belief systems) to engage with one another
and generate discourses and narratives (Leifeld, 2020).

The research is also informed by existing literature and theories in linguistic studies
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; van Dijk, 1995; Wignell et al., 2017). Existing scholarly works
have employed computational linguistic tools and content analysis in various contexts, such as
providing insights into persuasion strategies of radicalized Islamist groups (Windsor, 2020).
This study uses the framework of the Sussex School of discourse analysis and is inspired by the
studies conducted by Leifeld and his colleagues (Leifeld, 2017, 2020; Leifeld et al., 2021; Malang
& Leifeld, 2021) in which network analysis is used as a method to examine content of political
communication to identify links between verbal content and normative claims or policy
formation.

The analysis in this study indicates that, in his speeches, Khamenei uses religious concepts
to attract, unify, and persuade his audience in a populist manner. Political actors tend to apply
normative justifications to be accepted by a sympathetic and unsympathetic audience
(Sundaram, 2021). The evidence found in this research indicates that Iran's Supreme Leader
uses methods of strategic (dis)association to filter audience types, adjust justifications, and
provide reasoning to supporters and opponents. Both in terms of content and context, he
heavily relies on the ideologic value system of the state to strengthen the populist binary that is
manifested in his speeches.
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3 | THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE SUPREME LEADER'S
SPEECHES

The chronology of events indicates that as sanctions' pressure mounted on Iran, the Supreme
Leader sought (in his speeches) to generate a populist discourse built on the state's ideological
structure as a normative justification for the economic decline in Iran and resulting hardship
experienced by the population. In June 2010, the UN imposed a new round of nuclear‐related
sanctions on Iran. UN Security Council Resolution 1929 was passed to force Iran to comply
with international regulations that required transparency and limitation of the country's
nuclear activities. In September 2010, Khamenei used the term “economic resistance” for the
first time. In that speech, he described the US‐led economic sanctions as a tool to apply
pressure on the Iranian people to sour state‐citizen relations and claimed that the nuclear
program was merely an excuse for the West to impose pressure on the nation, aiming to force
Iran to give up on its revolutionary ideals (Khamenei, 2010). In his speech he clearly stated that
through his vision for “economy of resistance,” “the people of Iran and the officials of the
country will sidestep sanctions and thus, they will frustrate those who impose sanctions.”
Timing, context, and content of this speech corroborate the first proposition of the paper.

He gradually sought to translate his resistance discourse into practical guidelines. In
February 2014, in consultation with the Council of Expediency, Khamenei issued a
communique on the policies of the resistance economy. Through this, economic resistance
discourse became an integral element of the government's economic strategies. The
communique outlined several aspects of the country's economic strategies and demanded full
compliance by all government bodies. One of the most significant elements of the document
was its strong emphasis on the role of knowledge‐based economy in economic resistance
(ISNA, 2012). The significance of knowledge‐based economy in Khamenei's resistance
discourse will be discussed further in the following section. It is important to note that
highlighting the importance of a specific sector is an indicator for his effort to influence the
country's economic strategy—supporting the third proposition of this paper.

Khamenei, who formerly served as Iran's president, has been one of very few world leaders
to refrain from traveling abroad, giving access to domestic media, and engaging with the
international media. Beyond his social media activities in recent years (mostly on Twitter and
Instagram) Khamenei has not engaged with any international media outlets throughout his
political career. In addition, there are severe restrictions for domestic media engagement with
the Supreme Leader in Iran. To highlight the extent of those restrictions, this study conducted
thorough research on Iran's media law. All aspects of the law are written to protect the
country's supreme leader from domestic media scrutiny. For example, according to Article 24 of
Iran's Constitution, any media content deemed offensive to the Islamic faith or Iranian
government officials (especially the supreme leader) or encouraging disunity and prodigality is
forbidden (Media Law, 1989). Moreover, Article 514 of Iran's Islamic Penal Code lists insulting
the country's supreme leader as a punishable crime. The penal code, however, does not clearly
explain what constitutes an “insult.” As such, any scrutinizing or criticism of the supreme
leader could be interpreted as an insult and therefore is banned.

Able to operate without scrutiny from the media, Khamenei has employed a unilateral
political communication strategy that plays an important role in the dominance of his discourse
and ultimately enables him to influence the policies of all political entities in Iran. Considering
Khamenei survived an assassination attempt in 1981, such limited access to media is widely
perceived as a security precaution. Since his inauguration, Khamenei has occasionally given
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one‐on‐one interviews to state‐sponsored broadcast media. These interviews are pre‐staged on
politically important occasions, such as election days. The videos of his interviews are available
on his official website and were reviewed as part of this study. Two patterns are apparent with
all his interviews: first, interviews are arranged as opportunities for Khamenei to give a
statement rather than being questioned; second, interviews are only given to the Islamic
Republic of Iran Broadcasting—no other media outlet has ever been granted close contact with
him. Additionally, Khamenei has held infrequent question‐and‐answer sessions with select
groups, such industrial labor groups, or students (from schools, universities, and seminaries).
The questions raised in those meetings never scrutinize his or the government's performance.
The sessions are treated as an opportunity for the students to seek guidance on ideological
issues that are in line with his world views, such as how the universities can become fully
compliant with Islam. Thus, the initial stage of this research concluded that Khamenei's
speeches are his most frequently used communication method. They capture a wide range of
issues and are the most important channels for sharing his views with the public and
policymakers.

In authoritarian systems, political leaders often rely on state‐controlled media to perpetuate
their discourse, endorse state propaganda, and communicate their vision. For example, Chinese
President Xi Jinping has made more intensive use of the official newspaper of the Central
Committee of the Chinese Communist Party, People's Daily, than almost any of his predecessors
(Esarey, 2021). Former Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez hosted an unscripted talk show, “Alo
Presidente,” (Nolan, 2014) that was broadcast live by state‐owned television, on which he discussed
a range of issues, spontaneously announced major decisions, and publicized his foreign policy
vision. Similarly, state‐controlled media has played an important role in delivering Khamenei's
economic resistance discourse by providing extensive coverage of his speeches.

Khamenei has used his speeches over the last decade as the main communication method
to convey his discourse of economic resistance. He has been seeking not only to justify
the hardships of sanctions pressure and offer alternative strategies for economic survival of the
regime, but he also aims to project his own authority as vali e‐faqih, or guardian, within the
country's political and ideological structure (Aarabi, 2019). Vali e‐faqih, a Shi،a Islamic concept
that is incorporated into Iran's postrevolution political system, grants the country's supreme
leader unlimited power and control over all decisions concerning the society during Gheibat
(the time until the 12th Shi،a Imam, who according to Shi،a theology is the ultimate leader of
the world, returns). The analysis of his speeches indicates that, by relying on his position as the
vali e‐faqih, Khamenei has also been seeking to pursue his vision for Iran's strategic autonomy
and economic strength in a global system. In this vision, only those who comply with his
religious philosophy are ultimately the righteous winners. They are the ones who comply with
his call for economic jihad and are ready to implement his desired jihadi governance model. He
seeks to justify the country's hardship, as a part of this battle between the “pure people” and the
“evil Western elite,” and claims that by adhering to his guidelines and through self‐sacrifice
and jihad, pious Iranian Shi،as will eventually triumph over the West.

4 | DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

This study adopted a mixed method in two steps. First, as outlined above, it qualitatively
analyzed three sets of qualitatively collected data: transcripts of the Supreme Leader's speeches,
recorded footage of his televised interviews, and recorded footage of his question‐and‐answer
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meetings with select groups. Second, a quantitative network analysis was conducted to examine
qualitatively collected data.

The unit of analysis in this research is Iran, the case study is economic resistance discourse
of the country's Supreme Leader, and the period is the decade starting from 2010, when
Khamenei first used the term “economic resistance,” to 2020. The choice of case in this study is
valuable as it offers insight into an aspect of the Iranian political system that has not been
studied before. Through its foreign and nuclear policies, Iran has threatened regional
destabilization and jeopardized global efforts toward nonproliferation. Therefore, under-
standing the vision and world view of the highest‐ranking politician in Iran is of value both for
academic and policymakers.

The method of analysis is based on two components:

1. Dynamic network and text mining: The dynamic network analysis provides a quantitative
analysis of the Supreme Leader's speeches. This technique analyzes the transcripts of his
speeches to (a) identify the significant ideological concepts in Khamenei's discourse that are
used to influence the public and policymakers in Iran, (b) shed light on his desired
governance model; (c) provide insight into his vision for the country's strategic autonomy
and economic strength.

2. Populist discourse analysis: The findings of the network analysis are reviewed in the context
of populist political theory to advance the scholarly conversation on populist discourse
analysis on Iran. This segment of the research offers a theoretical contribution to the field of
populist politics that is applicable to authoritarian systems beyond Iran, where collective
ideologies, like religion, are used by populist leaders to manage public expectations,
influence state institutions, manipulate government policies, and assert the leadership's
vision for the respective country's global position.

As noted, qualitative data was collected for both qualitative and quantitative segments of
the research method in this study. The transcripts of Khamenei's speeches, available publicly in
Persian on his personal website (www.khamenei.ir), were the primary source of data for this
study's network analysis. The data collection was conducted in three steps to identify the top 50
most frequently used words in Khamenei's speeches between 2010 and 2020. A key assumption
in this method is that the frequency of use of a word is an indicator of the importance of that
word to the speaker.

First, all speech transcripts (texts) were scraped with the web‐scraping tool beautifulsoup4
in Python to pool those related to “resistance economy” as one text corpus. Second, a list of
most frequently used key words in the corpus was created to be then used to create the
network. This was done through adopting a term frequency‐inverse document frequency
(TF‐IDF) algorithm. TF‐IDF is an information‐retrieval method that can quantify the importance
and relevance of terms (words and other string representations) in a collection of texts. The
TF‐IDF algorithm is designed in a way in which two metrics are measured regarding; (1) how
many times a word appears in one document, (2) what is the inverse document frequency of the
word across several documents. For this research, TF‐IDF has, therefore, identified the most
frequently used words in each single speech, and across all speeches. In other words, a word's
importance is decided based on frequency of use of that word by Khamenei not only in one
speech, but also in all his speeches over the period of this study (2010–2020). To strengthen the
validity of the keyword list, the TF‐IDF process was repeated three times to identify 50 most
frequently used words. The lists were then compared and collated to limit the list of keywords to
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the most frequently used keywords that are most relevant to economic resistance strategies.
Connector and irrelevant words were deducted from the lists of keywords. A final list of key
words formed of 46 words were created that is demonstrated in Table 1.

Fourth, the keywords were then translated into English and defined as nodes of a network
to analyze the importance of each keyword for the speaker (Khamenei). Fifth, an undirected
(asymmetrical) and binary network was created, and the edges of the network (the lines that
connect two key words) were defined by a simple relationship between the nodes (key words).
Each edge was created between two nodes when two keywords appeared in the same speech at
least once. The weight of each edge (thickness of the lines in the network presented in Figure 1)
reflects how often the two keywords were repeated together in the same speech. Heavier edges
are, therefore, created between two nodes (keywords) that have been repeated together a
greater number of times in the same speech. Figure 1 shows the results of the network analysis.

TABLE 1 List of keywords extracted by TF‐IDF.

Keywords

1 Future هدنیآ 24 Technology یروانف

2 Endurance یگداتسیا 25 Security تینما

3 Decision Making یریگمیمصت 26 Stability تابث

4 Knowledge‐based ناینبشناد 27 Austerity تضایر

5 Growth دشر 28 Capacity تیفرظ

6 Industry تعنص 29 Strong مکحتسم

7 Resistance یتمواقم 30 Dependence یگتسباو

8 Need جایتحا 31 Jihadi یداهج

9 Resilience ماکحتسا 32 Monopoly صرحنم

10 Islamic یملاسا 33 Self‐sufficiency ییافکدوخ

11 Research قیقتح 34 Food اذغ

12 Capitalism یرادهیامسر 35 Expectation راظتنا

13 Problems تلاکشم 36 Export تارداص

14 Strengthening یزاسمکمح 37 Contingency تفرنورب

15 Oil تفن 38 Efficient رثوم

16 Robust مواقم 39 Development هعسوت

17 Steadfast رادیاپ 40 Comprehensiveness تیعماج

18 Islam ملاسا 41 Inclusion یریگارف

19 Holy یلها 42 Sacrifice تدهامج

20 Role model وگلا 43 Flourishment ییافوکش

21 Crisis ناربح 44 Healthcare نامرد

22 Effectiveness یراذگریثات 45 Inward looking ارگنورد

23 Dialogue creation یزاسناتمفگ 46 Popular یمدرم
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4.1 | Network‐level analysis findings

As it is demonstrated in Table 2:

• The heaviest edge in the network is formed between the words “resistance” and “problems.”
This indicates a strong link between the discourse of resistance and hardship (presumably
economic hardship caused by the sanctions) and corroborates P1. In other words,
Khamenei's economic resistance discourse is a response to the challenges that Iran faces
caused by escalation of US‐led sanctions on Iran's nuclear development program.

• The edge between “Islamic” and “resistance” is the second heaviest in the network. This
indicates a heavy reliance on religious concepts in the resistance narrative. Moreover, the
term “jihadi” has one of the top 10 heaviest edges in the network. Both points highlight the
reliance on religious concepts in the resistance discourse and supports P2. The result of
the network level analysis helps to triangulate above‐mentioned findings with regards his
effort to translate the concept of economic resistance and jihad into practical guidelines. It
sheds light on Khamenei's vision for the future of Iran, in which hardship is justified by
religious values and decision making is delegated to those who possess ultimate loyalty to
this narrative.

• The knowledge‐based economic sector is the only economic sector in the top 10 heaviest
edges of the network with word resistance. In other words, it is one of the most frequently
used terms appearing in the same speeches with the word resistance. Other terms, such as

FIGURE 1 Semantic network of economic resistance discourse.
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“industry,” “export,” “food,” “development,” “oil,” and “technology,” which are also related
to economic policies, are on the list of 46 most frequently used keywords in all the speeches
(Table 1). However, none of them are in the list of top ten heaviest edges of the network. The
weight of the edge between “knowledge‐based” and “resistance” indicates a stronger
emphasis on the knowledge‐based sector in comparison with the others in Khamenei's
resistance discourse. Such emphasis on this sector corresponds with P3 and indicates
Khamenei's strong effort, made in his speeches, to influence economic policymaking and
emphasis on a specific economic sector to implement his own economic vision.

• The weight of the edge between “resistance” and “knowledge‐based” is the same as between
“resistance” and “jihadi.” This validates P3 and sheds light on Khamenei's desired
governance model for how economic policies related to resistance, particularly those
associated with knowledge‐based sector, in Iran should be developed. In developed
economies, the knowledge‐based sector is developed through innovation and transparent
competition and with the help of intellectual property rights. In Khamenei's vision, however,
development of this sector in Iran is heavily driven by ideology and through what he refers to
as a “jihadi management” (Bazoobandi, 2022) style of governance.

• As indicated in Table 1, “jihad,” “sacrifice,” and “holy” (i.e., terms that signify divinity and
association with God) are among the most frequently used terms in the speeches during the
period between 2010 and 2020. Such linguistic choices indicate his populist position through
a heavy reliance on Shi،a religious concepts that divide the world into “us” and “them.” At
the same time, they define characteristics of his desired governance model in which the
power and legitimacy to govern are delegated from God, economic hardship is justified as a
holy war, and policy is quickly shifted toward newly emerging fields such as knowledge‐
based economy. These observations corroborate P2 and P3. Over time, the notion of jihad in
Khamenei's views has evolved. The qualitative data collected for this study helps triangulate
the finding of network analysis and confirms such evolvement. In the first two decades after
the Revolution jihad was defined by the war with Iraq, aimed at post‐war reconstruction, and
focused on defending the country against external influence. However, in the last two
decades it is defined as efforts to achieve scientific and intellectual advancement. Economic
hardship and isolation caused by the international sanctions, have clearly prompted

TABLE 2 Top ten heaviest edges of the network.

Rank

Network edges

Source Target Weight

1 Problems Resistance 48

2 Islamic Resistance 38

3 Growth Resistance 32

5 Robust Resistance 24

6 Jihadi Resistance 22

7 Knowledge‐based Resistance 22

8 Need Resistance 20

9 Role model Resistance 20

10 Endurance Resistance 16
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Khamenei to redefine this concept. In his view that is disseminate in his discourse,
development of knowledge requires a jihadi approach, in which jihadi managers, loyalists
and those who identify with his populist binary of “people” versus “corrupt foreign elite” are
in control of resources and decision making in Iran.

4.2 | Node‐level analysis results

A two‐level analysis of the network was used to confirm the findings (i.e., at the network level
and node‐level). Analyzing the position of the nodes also, provides an in‐depth understanding
of the network (Bloch, Dutta, et al., 2019; Jackson, 2010; Mesgari et al., 2015). Below some
features of the network at the node level are highlighted. Table 3 shows nodes with the top 15
heaviest centralities in the network of this study.

4.2.1 | Degree centrality

Measuring degree centrality is a method to assess the importance of each node by the number
of nodes connected to it (Bloch, Jackson, et al., 2019; Pachayappan & Venkatesakumar, 2018).

TABLE 3 Top 15 network centralities of the network.

Rank

Degree
centrality

Betweenness
centrality

Closeness
centrality

Eigenvector
centrality

Keyword Value Keyword Value Keyword Value Keyword Value

1 Resistance 45 Resistance 0.578501 Resistance 1 Resistance 1

2 Problems 24 Problems 0.068244 Problems 0.681818 Problems 0.704947

3 Knowledge‐
based

22 Knowledge‐
based

0.059151 Knowledge‐
based

0.661765 Islamic 0.649632

4 Islamic 20 Islamic 0.036839 Islamic 0.642857 Oil 0.649584

5 Oil 19 Oil 0.026125 Oil 0.633803 Knowledge‐
based

0.6372

6 Robust 16 Robust 0.017655 Robust 0.608108 Role model 0.575605

7 Role model 16 Role model 0.017508 Role model 0.608108 Robust 0.550154

8 Growth 15 Growth 0.015487 Growth 0.6 Growth 0.532589

9 Endurance 10 Endurance 0.00463 Endurance 0.5625 Endurance 0.423923

10 Islam 10 Islam 0.00447 Crisis 0.5625 Crisis 0.408633

11 Crisis 10 Crisis 0.004129 Islam 0.5625 Islam 0.401915

12 Effectiveness 9 Effectiveness 0.003572 Jihadi 0.555556 Capacity 0.39332

13 Capacity 9 Capacity 0.003149 Effectiveness 0.555556 Dependence 0.378616

14 Jihadi 9 Jihadi 0.002898 Capacity 0.555556 Effectiveness 0.371431

15 Need 8 Need 0.002367 Need 0.54878 Jihadi 0.371079
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Studying degree centrality provides insight into the popularity of nodes and in this analysis is
used to assess the importance of certain keywords and concepts in Khamenei's discourse. As
shown in Table 3, “resistance” and “problems” have the highest degree centralities in the
network (i.e., these two words have been the keywords most frequently used together in the
speeches), which supports both P1 and the above‐mentioned network‐level analysis findings.
“Jihadi,” “Islam,” and “Islamic” are also among the highest degree centralities of the network—
corroborating P2. “Knowledge‐based,” “oil,” and “growth” are, respectively, ranked as third, fifth,
and eighth regarding degree centrality in the network. This indicates that, in his discourse, the
Supreme Leader perceives the oil and knowledge‐based sectors are significance to economic
growth and indeed policies that are aimed at building the country's economic resistance.

4.2.2 | Betweenness centrality

Betweenness centrality is a characteristic of the nodes that measures the importance of each
node based on its role in connecting two other nodes in the network. Betweenness captures the
role of a node as an intermediary between other nodes. It quantifies the significance of the
nodes based on the number of times that each node falls on the shortest path between other
nodes (Bloch, Jackson, et al., 2019). “Knowledge‐based,” “oil,” and “jihadi” ranked the same as
they did in degree centrality. Therefore, these three keywords are not only among the most
connected keywords, but they have also been used to connect other keywords to one another.
This demonstrates the significance of these three words in Khamenei's vision for formulating
policies and indicates his governance model that is heavily relying on populist ideologically
driven discourse of jihad. These corroborate P2 and P3.

4.2.3 | Closeness centrality

Closeness centrality measures the distance between a node and other nodes, showing the importance
of nodes based on their closeness to other nodes (Pachayappan & Venkatesakumar, 2018). After
“problems,” “oil,” “knowledge‐based,” and “growth” rank high in closeness centrality. These three
words also rank the same in all other centralities, which confirms the importance of these keywords
in the discourse presented through the speeches. Moreover, “jihadi,” “Islam,” and “Islamic” also rank
high in closeness centrality, indicating the significance of religion in Khamenei's populist position in
resistance discourse. These validate P1, P2, and P3.

4.2.4 | Eigenvector centrality

Eigenvector centrality measures the influence of the nodes in the network. A node with a
higher eigenvector centrality has greater influence on the other nodes. Unsurprisingly,
“resistance” had the highest eigenvector centrality, which indicates the primacy of this concept.
“Problems,” “Islamic,” “oil,” and “knowledge‐based” are also among the top eigenvector
centralities, demonstrating their importance in Khamenei's resistance discourse and supporting
P1, P2, and P3.

Among the degree centralities that are measured in this network (shown in Table 3)
“Problems,” “oil,” “knowledge‐based,” and “Islamic” ranked the highest. This is a clear
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indication of the link between the discourse of economic resistance and existing problems
(mostly economic) in Iran. It can also be interpreted as the significant role of religion in
Khamenei's discourse. The country has fallen behind other regional oil exporters in economic
diversification efforts. The US sanctions that targeted the government's oil export income, have
highlighted the degree of state's reliance on petrodollars. The finding of the network analysis
reflects the importance of economic challenges in Khamenei's speeches. Lastly, in the above‐
mentioned quotes from his speeches, he indicates that the solution to address the challenges, is
development of knowledge that helps the government to sidestep sanctions. The findings of the
network confirm the interpretation of the verbal content of his speech.

5 | CONCLUSION

Authoritarian leaders communicate their political discourse unilaterally (through speeches)
and in a closed environment without free media access or the space for public scrutiny or
debate. By adopting such a communication method, they respond to external shocks, justify
hardship, appeal to domestic and international sympathy, assert autonomy and power, and
influence policy and governance. This research sheds light on various aspects of the discourse
generated by Iran's most influential political figure over a decade. It has sought to advance
scholarly work on one of the world's most difficult environments to conduct scholarly research.

Tightened economic sanctions on Iran have prompted Khamenei to adopt his populist
discourse of economic resistance, which defines the “people” and “elite” according to Shi،a
ideology. Through this discourse he aims to justify economic hardship by promoting religious
virtues, such as self‐sacrifice and jihad. By generating such discourse, he has also gained
influence over the country's governance model. He has formulated a new governance model,
through various official guidelines, that relies on what he defines as a jihadi approach. An
integral element of the model is the appointment of loyal forces who support and promulgate
his discourse. By adopting such a model, he seeks to influence policies that assert political
autonomy and economic power. He divides the world into a populist binary of us versus them
according to his interpretation of Shi،a Islam and presents economic hardship as a spiritually
motivated jihad against the corrupt elite in the West. Studying the case of Iran demonstrates
how external pressure may be instrumentalized to influence statecraft in authoritarian systems.
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