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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to analyze the discourse on Iran’s water problem in mainstream newspapers of
the 90s. To achieve this goal, critical discourse analysis (CDA) has been applied and contents of
four mainstream newspapers have been reviewed over a period of nine years (between 2011
and 2020). The conceptual framework of this research is derived from development journalism
and environmental journalism. Based on the findings, the dominant discourse of "Shargh"
newspaper shows that macro policies and a wrong approach to development led to the water
problem in Iran. This discourse emphasizes that, the solution to water problem in Iran is
"changes in policies and production structures” and "adaptation to the nature”. Instead, the
discourse of "Iran" newspaper emphasizes that macro-structures (Iran's political economy,
individualism) have led to consumerism and water crisis. "Iran" newspaper’s discourse serves to
eliminate the responsibility of the government in solving the water problem. It also makes the
government’s role in creating the problem invisible. In the discourse of "Donyaye Eghtesad”
newspaper, multiple factors (water ownership system, politicians, people and officials) have
created water problem. Raising water price is the solution this newspaper offers to resolve the
crisis. "Kayhan" yet another newspaper skip over the discourse on the water crisis. Therefore, in
the discursive formation of "Iran" and "Kayhan" newspapers, water problem is not due to the
policies and power relations. This kind of discursive formation can be considered as a result of
development journalism.
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INTRODUCTION

Iran faces many environmental issues such as water scarcity. According to the
Falkenmark indicator which is being used to measure water scarcity, Iran is
experiencing "water stress’. The UN index also indicates a "severe water crisis" in
Iran and that future prediction is not promising. According to the Climatological
Research Institute, Iran's water stress will continue (Climatological Research
Institute, 2017, 14-20).

Researches indicate that people rely more on the media to comprehend
environmental issues, but information is constructed on "media-based reality"
(Castarchini, 2014, 214). In other words, media construct "social reality" by
explaining and interpreting information. In this way, the media add some elements
to the main information and shape it based on expectations from power centers or
some groups. Therefore, as Pezzullo and Cox mentioned, the environmental
communication serves "constitutive" function. In other word, language and other
symbols shape our understanding of the reality of environmental issues (Cox et al.,
2017, 34-35).

In recent years, various discourses on Iran’s water problem have emerged, with
some finding their way into the mass media, while discursive formations of Iran’s
water problem in mainstream newspapers are unspecified. So, this study aims to
analyze the discourse formation on water problem in mainstream newspapers.

PURPOSE

The main purpose of this article is to analyze the discourse formations on Iran’s
water problem in 4 mainstream newspapers. The purpose is not to identify the
discourse evolution of the water issue. Similarly, the historical discourse analysis
approach is not followed in this study.

METHODOLOGY

In order to achieve the study’s goals, critical discourse analysis has been applied.
The population of this study is all materials related to Iran’s water problem that
were published in "Iran", "Shargh", "Donyaye Eghtesad" and "Keyhan" newspapers
between 2011and 2020.

In this study, 22 samples were selected by the purposive non-random sampling
method. Finally, a combination of Fairclough and Van DijK’s approaches were used
to analyze newspaper contents.

FINDINGS

"Shargh" offers two different discursive formations on the water problem.
According to the dominant one, macro policies and a wrong approach to



development led to this problem. This discourse emphasizes that, the solution to the
water problem in Iran is “changes in policies and production structures" and
“adaptation to the nature". The second discourse, on the other hand, is marginal
one, reducing the cause of the water problem to actions taken during
Ahmadinejad's presidency. In this discourse, the solution is also reduced to saving.

In the discursive formation of "Iran" newspaper, macro-structures (Iran's
political economy, individualism) led to people's consumerism and by this means
created a crisis. Furthermore, the government had nothing to do with the creation
of these structures. In this discourse, people should "save" water to solve the
problem and the state should "make optimal use of water” and "increase the price of
water." "Iran" newspaper belongs to the state and its discourse is aimed at removing
responsibility from the government and making its role in creating the crisis
invisible.

In the discursive formation of “Donyaye Eghtesad"” newspaper, a combination of
factors (water ownership system, politicians, people and officials) caused the crisis,
and increasing the water price is considered as a solution. This newspaper belongs
to a private sector and supports a "competitive economy”. The way the water issue is
formulated in this newspaper is in line with its policy. It seems that changing the
economic system and creating a water market, are motivations for publishing
articles related to the water crisis. This discourse supports the market ideology and
naturalizes it.

In the discursive formation of "Kayhan" newspaper, the water crisis is not taken
into account. In addition, it says that the "water shortage" is caused by drought and
the Ministry of Energy is considered as a problem solving. "Kayhan" reduces water
crisis to drought. In this way, social problems, politics and the exercise of power
become invisible.

CONCLUSION

Discursive formations on the water problem in "Iran" and "Kayhan" newspapers
can be considered as development journalism, which is a dependent one.
Furthermore, in this type of journalism, the media serves the government.

Discursive formations of "Iran" and "Kayhan" newspapers are a kind of support
for the modernization paradigm, which emphasizes on economic growth and
technological development. It is believed that the modernization paradigm has had
consequences such as water scarcity, while discursive formations of "Iran" and
"Kayhan" newspapers blame people for creating the water problem.

In addition, reducing the water problem to scarcity caused by drought in
"Kayhan" indicates that the state has not raised the water problem as it should have
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done. However, to solve any problem, one must first acknowledge it. In fact, this
may be a major obstacle to solving the water problem and make public opinion
confused.

NOVELTY

Although Iran’s water problem has been widely researched, studies on construction
of this issue in the media are still needed. The novelty of this study comes from how
it sheds light on discursive formations of the water problem in Iran’s mainstream
newspapers.
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