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The present study aims to investigate the environmental
discourse of Iran newspaper regarding the topic of micro-dust
and based on 14 articles published in this newspaper in the
first half of 1401. The research methodology is descriptive-
analytical, and the data are analyzed within the framework of
Laclau and Mouffe's (1985). The results reveal that the
"foreign origin of micro-dust" as nodal point, plays a pivotal
role in the articulation of the discourse. Other key signifiers
include  “cooperation with  neighboring  countries’,
"international collaborations,” "lack of domestic and intra-
national solutions," "strengthening the role of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs," "weakening the role of the environmental
organization,” and "non-cooperation of neighboring
countries," all of which are dependent on the nodal point. The
empty signifiers are "practical solutions" and "environmental
justice" while the floating signifier is "physical and mental
health of people”. In this discourse, Saudi Arabia, Iraq,
Turkey and Syria are represented as “other”.

Cite this article: Basati, N., Badakhshan, E, & Korani, A.. (2024). “Analyzing the
environmental discourse in the Iranian press within the framework of Laclau and
Mouffe's approach (Case study: The Micro-dust crisis in ‘lran’ newspaper)”.

Journal of Linguistic Studies: Theory and Practice, 3 (1), 55-84

© The Author(s).

Publisher: University of Kurdistan.

DOI: 10.22034/j1s.2024.140829.1078



https://orcid.org/0009-0001-6455-8893
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6874-743X
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-3862-5834
https://jls.uok.ac.ir/

56

Noosheen Basati et al. Analyzing the environmental discourse in...

1. Introduction
In recent decades, due to changes in lifestyle, industry, and technology, many parts of the world have
faced environmental crises and issues such as air pollution and drought. Iran has also been affected
by these problems during the same period, leading the environment to become a primary concern for
both the public and, to some extent, officials. In all countries, various discourses regarding the
environment have emerged. How to address environmental issues is heavily influenced by the
discourse that shapes societal and decision-makers' mindsets. Iran is no exception, as numerous
discourses regarding the environment, particularly concerning environmental crises, have emerged.
Analyzing these discourses through the lens of critical discourse analysis can enhance our
understanding of their perspectives on the environment and the ensuing crises. This research aims to
examine the discourse surrounding one of Iran's primary environmental crises, specifically Micro-
dust, as presented in the ‘Iran’ Newspaper. To achieve this, a case study of the discourse in ‘iran’,
one of Iran's daily newspapers, has been conducted.
2. A brief note of previous works
At the same pace as global studies on environmental discourses, several studies have been conducted
over the last decade focusing on the critical analysis of these discourses. Salehi and colleagues (2014)
analyzed the environmental discourses present in Iran's economic and social development plans using
a critical approach. They found that the main sections of the plans, particularly the first and third
parts, incorporated environmental discourses. Conversely, the design and content of the fourth and
fifth parts of the plan were dominated by ecological discourses. Yazarlou (2016) examined the
environmental regulations approved by the first to seventh Islamic Consultative Assembly from a
critical perspective based on Fairclough, Laclau, and Mouffe's Discourse Theory. They concluded
that four discourse patterns prevailed during this period: environmental justice, environmental
protection, risk, and modernization discourses. Mosalmanzadeh (2019) studied selected texts from
the Environmental Protection Organization of Iran, as well as environmental campaigns and activists.
He concluded that human-centered and irresponsible behaviors towards the environment were the
main focus in the majority of the discourses examined. He also found that these discourses failed to
foster a correct culture and mindset among the public.
3. Theoretical framework

The present research is conducted based on the framework of discourse analysis and semiotics by
Laclau and Mouffe (1985, 2001). In this framework, which has its roots in two major theoretical
schools including structuralism and Marxism, it is believed that all social phenomena are shaped by
discursive processes, and consequently, they can be analyzed through discourse analysis tools
(Jergensen and Phillips, 2002: 24). According to Laclau and Mouffe, discourse is defined as the

relative stabilization of meaning around one or more specific central signifiers (Laclau and Mouffe,
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1985: 112). A central signifier is a distinct and prominent signifier around which other signifiers find
order and organization. In other words, the meanings of other signifiers present in the discourse derive
from their relationship with the central signifier. The starting point in Laclau and Mouffe's discourse
theory is the Saussurean view that language is a system of signs, each meaning of which is determined
solely based on its relationship with other signs (Haworth, 2000: 18-23). Accordingly, Laclau and
Mouffe introduce the concept of articulation, defined as any act or process that establishes a relation
between different elements in such a way that their identities are altered and modified as a result of
that articulation. In addition to the central signifier, the floating signifier also plays a key role in
Laclau and Mouffe's discourse theory. In this theory, floating signifiers refer to signs that various
discourses strive to ascribe meanings to in their own specific ways (Jargensen and Phillips, 2002:
28). The empty signifier is another important concept in Laclau and Mouffe's discourse theory.
Laclau, in a brief definition, considers the empty signifier to be a signifier with no fixed signified
(1996: 36). For example, in a disordered society, disorder (lack of order) appears as an empty
signifier; that is, a signifier that denotes this "absence” and "lack" (Stavrakakis, 2018: 90). Othering,
as one of the key concepts and terms in critical discourse analysis, also plays an important role in the
approach of Laclau and Mouffe. Othering is defined as the creation of difference and distinction
between self and the other (or the non-self). This act can be manifested through the establishment of
dualities, such as the duality of "us" and "them" (Pandi, 2004). Additionally, othering can happen by
emphasizing one's own strengths while downplaying others' strengths, or by sidelining one's own
weaknesses and highlighting others' weaknesses.

4. Research methodology
The data for this survey were obtained from articles in the 'Iran' Newspaper, published in the first
half of 2022, concerning the Micro-dust crisis. To gather data, the environment-related content on
the 'lIran' Newspaper website was examined, and its discourse components were identified and
analyzed according to the discourse analysis framework established by Laclau and Mouffe (1985).
'Iran' Newspaper was chosen because it is affiliated with the government and largely reflects the
official views of government officials. This newspaper features a dedicated page for ecology, titled
'Zist-boom' (ECOLOGY), which addresses and explores environmental issues. Among the content
in this newspaper, the articles related to the Micro-dust crisis were studied and analyzed.

5. Conclusion

The research results indicate that the "foreign origin of dust particles" is the central signifier in this
discourse, playing a fundamental and pivotal role in framing the discourse. In addition to this signifier,
other key elements include "cooperation with neighboring countries," "international collaborations,"
"lack of domestic and internal solutions," "strengthening the role of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,"

"weakening the role of the Environmental Protection Organization," and "lack of cooperation from
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neighboring countries." All of these are main signifiers that are interconnected with the central signifier

and collectively shape the overall discourse of the Iran newspaper. "The physical and mental health of
the people" is a floating signifier that this discourse has attempted to frame in relation to dust particles.
The empty signifiers in this discourse are "practical solutions" and "environmental justice," for which
no specific meaning can be found in the discussed discourse. Despite the fact that the government, as
the main custodian of the country's environment, should accept the highest responsibility and plan to
address or prevent environmental crises while providing practical and effective solutions, the existence
of these empty signifiers indicates that the government is more focused on evading its responsibilities
by emphasizing and highlighting the central signifier of "foreign origin of dust particles," shifting the
blame for the crisis onto neighboring countries. This discourse also creates an "othering" effect
regarding neighboring countries, including Saudi Arabia, Iraqg, Turkey, and Syria, portraying them as

the sources of the dust crisis.
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