https://jpll.ui.ac.ir/?lang=en
Research on Mystical Literature
E-ISSN: 2476-3292

Document Type: Research Paper
Vol. 20, Issue 1, No.56, 2026, pp. 117-132
Received: 31/05/2025 Accepted: 28/12/2025

Examining the Representation of Islamic Mysticism in the BBC’s Pargar Program

*

Jafar Fasaei
Assistant Professor of Persian Language and Literature, Eqlid Higher Education Center, Eqlid, Iran
jfasaei@yahoo.com

Somayeh Rezaeli
Assistant Professor, Department of Persian Language and Literature, Farhangian University, Tehran, Iran
s.rezaee@cfu.ac.ir

Abstract

The media function as an intermediary between human consciousness and social structures. Accordingly, once
we acknowledge that the media do not operate in a neutral or impartial manner in this mediating role and in
shaping human perception of the surrounding world, we move beyond a conception of the media as mere
reflectors of reality toward an understanding of the media as active agents endowed with agency. Based on this
perspective, the present study examines a BBC television program titled Pargar, focusing on the theme of
Islamic mysticism. Employing approaches drawn from critical discourse analysis and selected key concepts
associated with representation theory, four episodes of Pargar addressing mysticism and Sufism are analyzed.
The findings indicate that through the use of linguistic strategies and approaches such as salience through
repetition and stereotyping, as well as the construction of dualisms and oppositions in the definitions of
mysticism and its functions, the program frames meaning in a way that links Islamic mysticism to the issue of
velayat-e fagih. As a result, it presents a reductive, manipulated, and thoroughly politicized narrative of Islamic
mysticism and Sufism. In essence, this representation does not describe the historical reality of Islamic
mysticism and Sufism; rather, it produces a media-constructed reality that primarily serves British foreign policy
interests and the dominant liberal-secular discourse.
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Introduction

Texts, and the media in particular, are not merely neutral instruments for the transmission of meaning; rather,
they actively produce and structure meaning and, in doing so, shape audiences’ knowledge and perceptions of
the world. In contrast to classical epistemological approaches that regarded meaning and truth as inherent entities
independent of the human mind, contemporary theoretical perspectives conceptualize meaning as a social
construction and as the product of structured relations within language. From this standpoint, the concept of
representation emerges, according to which the media move beyond the simple reflection of reality and assume
the role of meaning producers within specific conceptual and discursive frameworks. Within this framework,
language is no longer understood as a mirror of the world but as a site of meaning production, and mass media,
as part of language, carry ideology at multiple levels. Consequently, media representation is not a neutral or
value-free process; it is intrinsically linked to power and ideology and functions to reproduce particular
discursive formations and power relations. On this basis, the present study examines the representation of
Islamic mysticism in one of the BBC’s well-known television programs, seeking to identify the underlying
ideology embedded in this representation and to explicate the manner in which this process has been
operationalized.

Review of Literature

A substantial body of scholarly research has addressed the concept of representation, particularly with regard to
the portrayal of Iranian issues in Western media. Among these studies is the work of Heshmatzadeh et al. (2011),
which examines the representation of Iran in U.S. media and concludes that one of the most significant obstacles
in Iran-U.S. relations is the prevalence of negative image-making, disseminated not only within the domains of
politics and power but also across public spheres such as the media. In a related study, Izadi and Saqayi Biriya
(2008), through an analysis of editorials in American newspapers concerning Iran’s nuclear program, argue that
the dominant theme of these newspapers is the claim that Islam, above all else, constitutes the primary source of
threat. Soltani and Tafreshi (2016) authored an article entitled “Discourse Analysis of Programs Produced by the
Manoto Network”. Ghiasian (2006), in an article titled “The Representation of Whites and Muslims in Western
Periodicals after September 117, drawing on van Dijk’s analytical model, demonstrates that the representation of
in-groups in these publications is oriented toward positive self-presentation, whereas out-groups are represented
in ways that construct a negative image of the Other. Mahdizadeh (2015), in the article “Secularism and
Symbolic Violence in Television Discourse: A Discourse Analysis of the BBC Persian Television Program
Pargar”, concludes that the dominant discourse of Pargar is philosophical, ideological, and political secularism.
Asadi (2020), in a master’s thesis entitled “BBC Persian Satellite Network and the Negative Image-Making of
the Islamic Republic of Iran (2008-2013)”, shows that BBC Persian actively worked toward undermining Iran’s
nuclear team. In another study, Sadat Hosseini (2016) authored a dissertation entitled “The Representation of
Iranian Women’s Identity in Post-Revolutionary Cinema (A Case Study of the Films of Ebrahim Hatamikia)”.
Rostamipour (2022), in the article “The Representation of the Clergy in BBC Persian Network”, concludes that
the central and preferred idea within the BBC’s discourse on the clergy is the promotion of a religion-free
society and the dissemination of laicité. According to this study, the primary objective of the network in
addressing the clergy is to pursue a strategy of semantic disruption and cognitive disorientation among audiences
with respect to the discourse of revolutionary political Islam, which stands in opposition to the goals and
interests of the dominant global order. Additionally, Aghagolzadeh et al. (2013) examine the representation of
Iranian and non-Iranian actors in international media coverage of Iran’s nuclear dossier and conclude that Iranian
actors are portrayed as irrational and confrontational, whereas opposing actors are depicted with greater
sympathy and as rational and peace-seeking. Despite this extensive body of research on the representation of
political, religious, and identity-related issues, no study to date has specifically examined the representation of
Islamic mysticism in the Pargar program. The present study seeks to address and fill this research gap.

Methodology

In terms of its analytical approach, this study adopts a qualitative research design and employs a combined
method of discourse analysis. Four episodes of the Pargar program, each sharing a common focus on Islamic
mysticism and Sufism, were purposively selected for analysis. Data collection was conducted through close and
systematic observation of each episode using an analytical lens. The primary objective of examining these data is
to analyze the representation of Islamic mysticism as constructed in the Pargar program, to uncover the processes
of meaning production, to demonstrate their ideological effects, and, ultimately, to critically interrogate the
discourse of power underlying this particular form of cultural representation.

Results
This study analyzed four scientific—cultural episodes of the BBC television program Pargar with a focus on the
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representation of Islamic mysticism and Sufism. The findings indicate that these programs, through the use of
discursive binary constructions, selective salience, and the articulation of mysticism with political categories,
have produced a media-constructed and mediated reality of Islamic mysticism. Within the analyzed episodes,
mysticism is at times reduced to a functional and quasi-therapeutic role, and at other times framed through
oppositional binaries such as humanistic mysticism versus sharia-oriented mysticism, or mysticism versus
politics, thereby situating it within a semantic network associated with concepts such as violence and
fundamentalism. The analysis demonstrates that these discursive formations operate toward the hegemonization
of Islamophobic discourse and the representation of mysticism as either a threatening phenomenon or a purely
political construct. Moreover, the role of the program host, the selection of experts, the use of leading questions,
and the overall structuring of the programs reveal the active agency of the media in directing meaning and
reproducing dominant ideology. Overall, Islamic mysticism is not represented as a complex system of epistemic,
ethical, and cultural knowledge, but rather through a reductive and predominantly political reading. This
approach should not necessarily be interpreted as a form of classical colonial conspiracy; rather, it is more
accurately understood within the framework of Western media logic and the dynamics of narrative contestation.
In this context, the BBC, as a publicly funded British media organization, advances a representation of Islamic
mysticism aligned with secular, liberal, and individualistic values, while simultaneously serving the ideological
interests and strategic orientations of its institutional supporters.
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