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Abstract

In people-based political systems, a strategic and persistent challenge is engaging a
segment of society known in political discourse as the “gray stratum.” This stratum
comprises citizens who neither possess full ideological loyalty to the ruling structure nor
belong to the ranks of radical opponents; rather, they adjust their political and social
positioning at various junctures on the basis of rational assessment and cost-benefit
calculation. In the Islamic Republic of Iran—whose legitimacy rests on a dynamic bond
between state and people—the gray stratum plays a decisive role in political developments,
electoral participation, and the balance of forces at critical moments. Despite this group’s
importance, there exists a notable gap in precise knowledge of strategies for engaging it,
especially within the framework of Islamic governance. Four decades of Ayatollah
Khamenei’s leadership show that, to preserve the bond with this stratum, he has employed
patterns beyond traditional mobilization and one-way propaganda, proceeding on the basis
of dialogue-oriented rationality. The central problem of this research is to identify the
components of these strategies, trace how they have evolved within the country’s social
and political transformations, and assess their impact on the continuity of legitimacy and
the effectiveness of Islamic governance. The main objective is to identify, classify, and
explain Ayatollah Khamenei’s strategies for political engagement with the gray stratum and
to analyze their role in realizing Islamic governance. This objective is pursued along four
subsidiary axes: redefining the concept of the gray stratum within the context of the Islamic
Republic’s social and discursive transformations; examining the trajectory of the Leader’s
strategies from the 1990s to the 2020s in response to changes within this stratum; extracting
overarching principles and patterns of engagement—including features such as gradual
persuasion, soft boundary-drawing, and dialogue with diverse groups; and, finally,
evaluating the capacity of this pattern to serve as an indigenous model in comparative
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studies of religious governance in plural societies. The method is descriptive—analytical,
employing Jirgen Habermas’s framework of “communicative action,” which rests on
the logic of understanding, communicative rationality, and the legitimacy of political
discourse. Data were collected through library research by studying Ayatollah Khamenei’s
statements, speeches, stances, and communicative practices from 1989 to 2023. Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) was used to probe semantic layers and to reveal communicative
mechanisms, clarifying how these strategies have been formed and evolved at discursive,
institutional, symbolic, and behavioral levels. During analysis, time periods were delineated
according to major political and social shifts (such as the end of the war, the reform era, the
rise of cyberspace, and post-2021 developments), and each period was examined with
indicators such as mode of societal communication, message-delivery tools, and the level
of public participation. The results show the following trajectory of strategic evolution: in
the 1990s—a transition from rhetorical mobilization to rational persuasion, as the growing
middle class and changing social expectations prompted a shift from affective/ideological
mobilization to rational dialogue that interpreted political and religious concepts in terms
accessible to the hesitant; in the 2000s—managing cleavages and preserving a space for
mutual understanding amid polarization, with emphasis on national unity, rearticulation of
foundational revolutionary concepts, and creating venues for dialogue among diverse
currents so that boundary-drawing would not bar critics from participation; in the 2010s—
responding to the transformations of cyberspace by re-creating the message in digital
environments, promoting media literacy, and practicing multilayer persuasion; and in the
2020s—rebuilding social capital at the micro scale by prioritizing face-to-face dialogues
with elites, youth, and small social groups over macro-oriented approaches amid declining
political participation and public trust. Ultimately, the study identifies six overarching
strategies as the foundation of the Leader’s thought in Islamic governance: (1) gradual
persuasion and staged interpretation of political concepts—adjusting the meaning and
narrative of key notions (such as independence, progress, and resistance) to social
conditions and mental horizons to preserve value-based linkage; (2) soft boundary-drawing
and minimal exclusion—distinguishing critique from subversion to preserve the broadest
possible circle of belonging and to prevent the exclusion of the hesitant; (3) attention to
audience agency—recognizing the gray stratum as analytical and meaning-making,
to be addressed with a language of respect and reasoning; (4) conceptual flexibility—
reproducing concepts commensurate with socio-political transformations without departing
from foundational principles; (5) message management in a plural media environment—
using diverse tools and formats to convey meaning effectively; and (6) maximal inclusion
and minimal rejection in line with the moral-political logic of the ‘Alawi tradition—
emphasizing engagement, listening, and mutual understanding as the basis of legitimacy-
building. Comparative examination indicates that these are not temporary tactics but
elements of a systematic communicative logic for reconstructing a shared language with
Iran’s multilayered, evolving society—a logic that locates the continuity of legitimacy and
social stability in meaningful, dialogue-centered engagement with the gray stratum and
offers a model with potential for indigenization in other plural Islamic societies.

Keywords: Gray Stratum, Ayatollah Khamenei, Soft Legitimacy, Communicative
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https://jislamicgov.isca.ac.ir



VEE Yol o) 090« el oS Silalllas YYY

33 g3 il S abuom| S1 el (0 55 Ll S o (6510355 oo ol 2ol S ) il
(i (§ S0 LdS 3 ply s Aalz JLol) s gals (§xSelS o5 slrs w5l i o Ll
Lol 8 534Sl oS o (6 Sl T o 31 s & (g eSS LSS ) 3 i ponnsts b

Sl o b Ll (SLAOISE s 5 olaz| DS S (ol 03Il avin 4 ]y Lol )y

] . . . . . & . . . .

olow =3 Calyy (Sl yjo,4 9 Casg o (ibj s5lwl £-E

e il 3 Ly 5 SU 25 L gl AT s Lol slaeY (st 3l LS
S Ol O Slamel 93,8 o i s = 3 el alss DTk 5 Cos e 0L
S asly o)l c.;ajﬂjlb\j\ O OB Sl folas s elel glaaY 3 g5 LB oo
i Ly Colbl (o V5 997 (99 Jool potls 4 gl bl 3aS Slapl; das e
L g 6 il oo 4y canalm i3 i L agarse 53 gy poB4 i gy gy )8 Jusl
L B el oy (gl ol Gl 8l 5l (S5 ancnl ) - olodds ks s tidls e g
s b o35 L a3 S5 s 1 0 T 31 oY 3 o ool hamal L olins
034 (o melize Ca s L Ol 53 40 (6,8 (S s 3l edBdll 5l Rl )l s
plosl e 53 95 53 3kl cpl el 42ls S5 Sulsy DL 5 eenlie iy 53 o) (ol
(8 i )l Sal) s SN (g2 ol 355 oo 5 45 ¢ g0 gho prbann )3 (s 25,8
g V_@_U_a.c oo 2B Slae 4 ¢ 05 5 s G 500 3 (g ske CIlen b (0o Lg)\]l..ﬂr;f»
elj_) rbT Y e QL:) cdwbﬁ CJL:’J‘ )‘ ]:AJ.; L: SR oS ‘U’"J ch.u)b c(s)) ‘Juéjfjb dwﬂf
23 el 3o s (S I ol Sl 03,8 Ssaza b 520 Slagad 30l | by
Lj:-).) d‘a.k..jw:ﬁ u:,.i., c.ﬁul} JJLEI.A ASJ.)} W GC,:Q‘M‘U &Yb WL«?- 45‘5;.“5&
&'i)\))"& 6‘;-) UL‘)’G QS'L‘"‘:))‘}*pd‘j:@ ‘))f’h‘)u'.’.‘ ‘&uwb}m)\ NG a};LLL‘ LLS)\
63, Ses 5 b)) Casg i 3 oS5 (6o S ¢ 03 B e ¢ tiw g yon (55
o 5 Lane Ll cdsle o 3L eyl (918 55 Gliean d‘.p‘,.:.aude ‘&)ﬂ\&«gg—)s Cdls
Gt L (gl STl 31l oS B ali oS Wle3 S IS &S -l bl e sl
Ol aS Sl A 53 e 0 A 00 amalm (G010 355 5 (58 Jilows 43 Grnly 3 50l )l
PP T T SO U U VYO S PR RICHRIS S IS TP W

1. Reconstruction of Legitimation Language & Updating Religious-Political Narratives

https://jislamicgov.isca.ac.ir



yyyY w8 23 (cliols Ay b ol glooyunl,

S aolg aS Sl g e oy b 013 45 AS 0 AST b ol sl Coedl 5l 35 DL
L ool 53 (5 ool (o 8L xBls ST oy T 5355 2 0350 a3 (5% 25 039
RS D e S J)))b('.:ﬁw‘} b S alolb olysl oL 3 dledyesS (6 S 03
L e i L agaloe 3 sl S bad lgeas a S (olga 8 Olpea € (I (Jle gl
L Sl s et 153l a1 Gl (e Ol 4 el (Saslion Lo & (laey
LB S e S8 Sytie o 331 (solanib 4 s e 05 (3Ll 5 (63,51 ke
S Al s LR Wl oo O 534S A o 3 bl S5 L (L)l

' Sloinl gain b Ngw (gl bawly slasles 5l adliiul 0—£

3 tion (6 Sopts (S AmSIE S ol Jalad 3 Sleials Il S (sl aly 51 (S
33, sl s oS- gl Lso BEY TS sl byl bl sl Lauly slaslg 3l diadan
ol b OV 550 gabaulgay slaiml g 3 ola s oS ol & 55 .ol 035 ansl>
5L"i\ c&‘oMquwj@bmw&ﬁﬂééL&&\dQ&L&M}l{} ‘g;‘Af’Ll
- S glaslg 5« o il Sl K& pde Slia (il LaalKeils oo goe satilu,
(el a Il (Ol ol s am el iy el Ole (B3I sla s oS 55— 2
oler 3w ls a st wﬁjsdui@.}ﬂ@QQ)JSQ)ﬁ{s\;M;\ﬁBﬂAS&LM)Q))JM}ﬁ
Sl 3 aiy Gl 5 3S e b o o030 Slasly S o s o s (S ) el sladls
O ot 5 Se gaas s 15 IS ol LN Lo AFA0 (Kl s b)) Blails AST elazs
oo sl as gLl tils e 5 5o VPR YIYITY (lasials) ad e Agn Lai (gl Sl
j&\ﬁ?h—:’m)‘)c‘hn&dﬂ &Uﬁ)bl_,.»c,_i}:ﬁ);j cJ&.M L;.Jhﬁ LSUAJL@;J C,.ﬂ.«?)) cjl.ob\
B o 45 ol Tl (5,00 S50 £ olgs (il 5 S o eckalin BB (5,20 slaail
o.,\_&m_)d.&'u&w‘g;_l)ybu@j_ﬁj cjgjsl,\_éf ‘-’L“:‘“ﬂ@%“&lﬁ ‘ngm‘ﬁbj\gdjju;
oS S 53 (Bl (65 Jegmd) fj—@—i“bx):-;)-’b‘):@‘)b:ﬁ‘)(ﬁ‘ (ol e 5l
3 U plee Sloe slaliad saslion slanl Glaslg as Lo 0,5 Llos ule b bL3))
UJL»O P E 69‘9’)6‘“‘0)&?“‘”0\’«“ lalixs o LA(’L:i ‘LAOT&.JJ’)‘) .L.SL;a J.AF OLPC""""U

1. Utilization of Intermediary Institutions for Social Reconnection

https://jislamicgov.isca.ac.ir



VP Y ojload o 0)90 ¢ oDl JlpeSs ilalllas YYY

(Siige s AN o il Y1355 s Il 5 0L 5 (Lol 3 ool i ST o5 o
Laslgs ol b ool 53 (6 S Sl uilion S e Sl Ll g o ) o] ol
OIS line el st 0T 28 15 S ks sl By LagT ST sl
G 53,50 e 53l il oy 40 oy e 331 0 T30 53 (S0n 5 LG50 5 Sl
Sl S 2ol 5 ¢ Jolie Gdbod il (1 (§3lmaines aply 81 Il GISGl Lasly slaolgs
(S e Jamnsie DLk cldor gla oo L agrlpe 3 o3 54 1 Llod S 0l 31y SlaniS (gla oS
g A o QLS (i STy Dpd B Sl s Slaply 4 S o5 Sy HLLL
Gl 2alS 53 ez 0B s QLS cpl @0 5 S5 (Son el 5 all Ly L ool
(3 S T (5l ot 55 il Gy A ab (g S 3l L
S (6,58 glaadl 3okl y (San b 5 (558 aasl p S o b elKils o s Sl

B E S (T I IV Y3 Ly g S

Gl b a5 g b lud g A8 Ol S -8
(S 23 s Joals s (glacels a I (6L o 5 St lacsyf slas aly de )
5345 (5 el (il Syl L o jlne 5 (55l Ly g 50 i (e oo sgn 5 385 (5 1ASles
Ol 53 5035 )13y 5 5 (Sl 1l 5 Gl (55 (Sla Sy 3l ojlsen Olal Conslows (lbse
o ml olal 8l 5 =y 55 93 5 S 93 = 0lkee Sme 33 53 B3I sl iy kel ol
oS (385 5 S AL asly b mioge 51 calins ol L agrlpe 53 (oDl (55500
R T BECTCEyvIR) ol gad e gl gzl 5345 (A8 Ol B
P ko 53 S e iasn b S slaaly 5050 B s 00,5 e Ba )y il
3 ool 3,508 Ay ¢ npgie 3 SHLS o s 8l el (ol 45 L 0l 5 e 0Ll slayliiS
S B Sy e (- Liiams s Ly LS dilod 88 (6 oy 5 S 3l ol 55 Lo
O s Gl 6 S L84S S Lad gl S |y ol el 5 sS5S gliab (gl lagys
Sass ESlhe gllas 5 (gl 5 Bles Sl (50 Llgn ¢ G5B g bsiu b § g 0l Sager
Lo (gl oLyl a8 303 0T 5l ol SKeslilu plioslas b oydigy (sl o 5K AST o3 (55
o Lol 0l SLaniS e 3 bglas ol (gl 51 58U esnlgs S 3l (S5l 5 ol (il 3
SIS 5 ol (s el (sl (Bl saslinn aSly w555 (Sl (sohow (Stoliats 45 0 3 b glas-
Slib wol 3 CIlie gLl ol gL 3l b 545 U3 345 (g S L85 50 o Ly

1. Differentiation Between Internal Critique and Structural Subversion

https://jislamicgov.isca.ac.ir



YYo w8 23 (cliols Ay b ol glooyunl,

Sl Csenl dly el ol Ly S ol gl |y oo (S L8315 (56 Jaune
S s ol Sy iz Yol g Dl LB 0,5 ol 5l g B B iy o
CnS 5 35 Ol 3,0 30 g0 gM@&M@g&Q&\S;L@! S5 Jodsa Lol csyls el
T 4 Ot (9 4 A oo OISl T fas 53 calojlas 5 A s SSTS 3 paly L5l )3
o3 580 = 1o ol 3] e S Al el e 53 5 S S DMl TS 3 ok s e (S0l
(V2 5o QY Lo OYVA (s e) 5ls Jlisas (s )kl pladals = ol ula (526l 5
P35 ooty plo pla ool Coaal 5l 50 (B3 1S s B e 5l (e spde leS )
A5 50 b bl plls JS S lalill s sla iS5 slalins slaplls 55 B ole SIS
W (Go39d e 3 IS 5 Sie i a5 b ol oS (G ey ezl ol 3 A e ASTS
23 e dealoiy ol o e 5 Line 8L 5 3 4SOl g )03 4K 3L Dl (g1 1, Liad
ol s i 3 bapllas 15 oS s ASTT &S ol 55 3o ol Sy 00 slaay
(Syom 53 D5 o 0 DS (5 ) Ol 53 48 (g1asSS canlagl (bl CsMas gl
S 3 eSOl (953 el il (gaio jlne 5 (5ol Lndy 35 B e ST 3 ol S
IS8 e 5 3l el Gl Seen sl SIS 5 (B CiDis gLy sal L (g k0

Do o Dguien oDl (65 sge LS Hle 3 (6 SIS 55 Lads Sl sl o S AS

S Shg yely 358 Syl
peplie pudil U8l 03 (o) | x5 (b pudlie Culgde 1| (slalsye juuds g ()5 gL
sl g b cline olize 8l ol puplio

Liv o claipe J) jmn| g ono)lee de @ i) 3 ol . -
(B3, g 5 (ginjpe Y

sl sl Sl S8 gy Lo
b iy qpuitins (Slaly Sl | oao s b aible glogb
9 Jld Ot et ) o Py 9 ) .) 5330 531 s 58S ¥
003400 (55590 slon! cladigy
B Slujly sl Calgy 5 020 (Glgs | (R 5 dnsly (amd CNgS & fuoly | Sy 5 Casgptio by bl ¥
Slxo §)laS BIS oo = >
bl gl lawly slaolys 51 oolawl | > 655céS sl Ly g8 yil38l
S Gl by LSA s 5l o . P Feess el g ply 358 il Ly slosls 5 S
F50 g ellimopd leislp by
38 (e ogpde 5 (M| bl | 5 lsloggy ol Gl ot 5l lslugyy 8 SSE F

(S 5 4ol L0
el 03,8 s 5 288 (ams Jlgr (b 0lal (oDl (S50 53S9 Seml S (SIS 5
S Sl 0 5608l dl 08 53 5 0 Sl ) S olged S 2B L CoaSl>

https://jislamicgov.isca.ac.ir



VEE Yol o) 090« el oS Silalllas \Avd

CL;BI Qp;jcﬁpb_:wop_;&uc{é)l;q ‘,\,;Lfg:,.;w;)),\écbéj;\u:ﬁégl%ﬂ sl 0343
w@&aﬂﬁ;ﬂjgﬂbﬁu?uﬂﬁéqﬁﬂ 6ﬂ§°)€"b cﬂb-é&]uu éw‘;;lo
s boa> Lagl Jool Gus a8 iles S 361 olas sl ¢ slaz] Jlilu 53 s (sla 535S S5
T)_: S 0 o ok CL\;‘ Qo= &Lﬁsfﬁsb sl 03 M)ﬁbj 33,0 LS d&L«.‘b—l —w‘.;wv
laslys 3l (6 S 5 calojlns 5 4% Do KK (e e 03 (3Ll oz a0 ,8 (6555 0S
g;_:_\lﬂbd._:v\)_'b-\ cﬁj@.ﬁfﬂ OTJL»A‘JSJJ@;JQ‘UMVALAS u’%)’\iﬁdb)b@ ‘Ja.w\)
S 3 ElS Ll ol 6,02 JJate 51 lgnad ola]  Sams 5y 5 o blses
OLJ) ‘)—Q‘Q"i‘)b .w\)\uﬁjwj@.ijdg.} ‘de@%ﬁjﬁm ¢QT)>45.\3)\>
b ey e e pla aS a5 Solen 1555 ol S0l p L3I 5 e 3 05 3l (ol
23 el (a8 (gl s Ol sanlien o oS i L3 e 5D 5 ST Joles Jgmaes
slas,aly (o ldansl> [ hate 51asS e Joe Lacy s Cllow 5 slazel gl on (dd 5 eae
©3,S Joamss Jawgio gaib b8 il el (S DY 4 edomin Sealy ol Jlos
L5 lodod mgo o Kod (g 3lome S s 34 5 ooty G161y Comm o I8l (21,555 23l
gJLL}@_AM&_JaAAJ‘))JL:&rA) c&L&M)) JJ}.&:.MTJ[SL w@@wwéubjﬁ:
Loglyan o S1as o s SNl Cons (o 35 531 5 0 5S50dS Sl (65801 Sl 0klesS
dﬂfj&wb-jé)ﬂxﬁjégﬁﬂdﬁw)‘wl&w\)}'bl wbﬁab@&;&&:«iuﬁ)
u:‘:—.’ ‘gf.’\f'".’) dj?::.A .]aibf):).’ uﬁ%\ o> (U\JJ ASJ.AJUA uu“.a ‘;V.A_g}:. U’«’\ ‘@“’F‘ B JETLY
0Ly 35 o0 Shaes e o b ¢ bLsy) sla)lSaile 4 il dtaly S 8 40 ST )
Sl (516 ke €39 g A (Sl AT (G0 53 ()T 303 (St ) oK~ - e
OO ol Tl 5 3 ealie 13k s et (55550 (65T ol ASTE LSS
J—’@L“J”’buu}}i M)WULM U)’*ﬁfﬁué“‘”bﬁ‘)@m‘gb&gbb
iy A S 1y s8I ol 3l (2 b el (53,50 5, L s (s3lisl plaiS o s
S 5 ol O (0 L e Ol Ly 3 S5es 5 Fpalr o Sl aS S
IRV dl—.’.L"" J‘i"jg;’ A%OTLA‘ e r)‘y LSJ:":%"’ ‘_s)‘u\:ﬁj )fueb\s ‘M Slallae ‘Jfﬁﬁjgﬁ
9 NiE (GUu 5o Doys ;o 5 o oDl S eSm (Ganshate 3 (6 2 wS L85 (63,5 oKl

Sl Gl 53 Sl (GM0L (69 15 (ol b jettns Jolad (gl (IS

https://jislamicgov.isca.ac.ir



yyv w8 23 (cliols Ay b ol glooyunl,

&=l
0 i s (K5l e e G e Sl S OYAT) L)y s T
ol £

OOV Mo 5 ol (sl 252 .00 ) 35 ol Sy 5 99 Gaailany 36 . OOFAA) oy T ¢ el
Laalny 8 S58,55 L 3l s o o5 sl JolST (il sl sl pUss (0¥ R4) s gon ¢ Slialy
XNV e (PO (Dl Kiné Sledllas
3 s W8 s s p 3 UL VYN et (sl
https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=29236
L2156l (5ol Gl gl  Sigo] il ko palro 3 Sl (VF VN L e s glasals
https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=51048 3 s JB CL“‘
93 s BB (5 sgam Gl oS i sl g3 iy OYVYIONY) L e o cglaals
https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=2678
£33 i BB puiS e tuale (loojam M 5 pthen oz g3 DLy (VEYIEIYY) L Lo s ((laials-
https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=53333
93 i B o Bt Ol ST s 0 sl o S OFRYNVYA) L e s slaals
https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=32331
ST 25 5 e o 1065 o plof oS S oSl ol 13 30 oSl .(\FAY) Al 55 s ¢ e
NERE
LBl (6Lo3 (6 8 D) (0 i ety Spo0 (bl 4 a5 (VX)L gl gl
sl oyt (Goh3 < b5 S SV 5 (1TA0) e (835 (o3l SHls ble ¢ aila S
23 S oper Sy, OB L aby e fiom sl 136590 anlllan) ol ol 53 ool Se3 5 ke
XEV-Y¥N Gao oY ol oo i ol iy s
Ol (oDl Slals s 1olghn) et plol Liso 10 (6 Vlup0 (1W40) . e (Sl S,
sl Bl sl 30 SHED 105 - (sTtiols o o U] prliow ] (VFAY) 3l 35 soian)
R\ .WLJ/Q}JUJWr&/oKMQJJ/&A s o p2 0 il (VWAR) dazes (IS s ¢ g2
Dl ST oS5l
OlaziS o Sl oslid L ol al solsl plss i )5 s 2555wy plaziS sy (WWAQ) Ly 5 55
XY =Yt oo V)P (o ses ()llKwlas . go\ES
(el lygd edoms (Sl n 53 S0 0L (St pline plis pslww (SLaalplif (VWAY) o ¢ Gl0)le
Sl (532l ars 5 (6 ISl 1 O Sadsly 5 rez 2 S 3ate L(V144) Ll ol jlas
XVY-YO) oo ()P (osas
AYAS s 33 o g 23l Cor rio 5 Ces elan| GIKE (VY 0 0) Lgign ¢ g0 3 03l i e (631 0

https://jislamicgov.isca.ac.ir



VEE Yol o) 090« el oS Silalllas YYA

XYY\ oo AN ol sloai] filos sy
(Ko g L] i ila i (b)) S 4 5 Lo (WYAD) dees ¢ Sile (Boliodas ((S5iga
XN\ e (A)Y
3 aede 0y oy e S50 108 odl] oS- L(WWAD) ke ¢ has s
St D le S s 53 (G ST 28 o83 (51 L5 ige Jols e OV RQ) sy 5l sy
ke S5 By ¢ plorl Dlalllas (Ml (S o g 15

https://jislamicgov.isca.ac.ir





