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Abstract

The pervasive threat of disinformation poses a challenge to societal stability and security. By

investigating articles produced by three Iranian state-owned media outlets through the

method of reflexive thematic analysis, this thesis presents four themes which are perceived to

produce harmful narratives against Sweden in the context of the Quran crisis: (i) Swedish

police as a supporter of Quran burning, (ii) Swedish government as allowing and supporting

Quran burnings, (iii) Sweden as controlled by the US/Israel, (iiii) Swedish democracy as

flawed. By applying the lens of social identity theory to these identified themes, the thesis

investigates the production and dissemination of narratives produced by Iranian state media,

elucidating the detrimental impact on Swedish security. By focusing on the creation of

narratives, this thesis contributes to existing research on disinformation and the connection

between narratives and disinformation. It also contributes to the growing need for literature

regarding Iranian disinformation which has not yet been studied in-depth.

The findings show, among other things, that the Swedish Government and police (outgroup)

are perceived as enemies who constitute a threat to the survival of the Muslim community

(ingroup). Swedish authorities are framed as hostile toward Iran, and the implication from

Iranian leaders to act through a collective response regarding the desecration of the Quran.

Further, the thesis suggests that there is a need to study the actors producing harmful

narratives regarding Sweden and to study the Swedish identity within the disinformation

phenomenon to gain better resilience against disinformation.

Keywords: Disinformation, Narratives, Iran, Sweden, Quran Crisis, ‘Zionist’ Regime, Israel,
Social Identity Theory, Reflexive Thematic Analysis
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1.0 Introduction

1.1 Background and research problem

Disinformation is one of the most urgent problems facing democratic societies, and has

historically been used by states through various means for various goals. Within the context

of state security, states often use disinformation to influence events and the discourse in their

favour. Disinformation can be hard to detect since it is often intertwined with leading

narratives, which enables disinformation to reach an audience and, in some cases, affect the

discourse regarding certain subjects. Literature within the study of disinformation is growing.

For instance, psychological warfare, narrative and discourse analysis have been widely

researched and applied within social sciences; however, asymmetrical threats are growing

and changing, making it harder for governments to keep up.

In recent years, there have been numerous events where holy scriptures have been desecrated.

In 2013, American pastor Terry Jones planned to burn 2 998 Qurans on the day of the 12th

anniversary of 9/11 (NPR, 2013). Recently, Sweden has gained international attention when

‘allowing’ the desecration of the Quran to take place in Sweden. The desecration has resulted

in strong reactions and condemnations from Muslim countries and communities.

Subsequently, narratives of Sweden have been spread that have been damaging to the national

security of Sweden, leading to Sweden increasing its terror threat level in 2023

(Säkerhetspolisen, 2023).

One measure the Swedish government has taken against disinformation is the recently

established Agency for Psychological Defence, which aims to identify, analyse and support

the response to improper information influence and other misleading information directed

against Sweden or Swedish interests (Regeringen, 2021). One report funded by the Agency

for Psychological Defence, regarding disinformation campaigns targeting Sweden, is the

report on the LVU-campaign (Ranstorp & Ahlerup, 2023). The report shows how actors with

connection to radical Islamist movements have contributed to the spread of hostile narratives

about Sweden, both in Sweden and also on the international level, by analysing connections

between Swedish and international dimensions (Ranstorp & Ahlerup, 2023).
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The 2023 Quran Crisis has not been comprehensively studied, particularly in terms of the key

actors involved and the various narratives that emerged in response to the desecration of the

Quran. There is a significant gap in research on disinformation produced by Iranian sources

within the context of Sweden. This reasoning aligns with the Swedish Security Service’s

(SÄPO) assessment that Iran, along with China and Russia, is among the three states

engaging in the most security-threatening activities on Swedish soil (Säkerhetspolisen n.d).

The primary purpose of this study is to examine narratives produced by Iranian state media

regarding the Quran burning crisis in Sweden and examine if it has targeted Sweden through

disinformation. In doing so, it aims to contribute to the research field on disinformation and

the connection between narratives and disinformation. The thesis posits that employing

thematic analysis in the context of the Iranian state media’s reporting regarding the Swedish

Quran crisis opens up the possibility of investigating how disinformation can be created

through the production of narratives. It also explores how this disinformation intends to

change the image of, in this case, Sweden. Through social identity theory, the gathered data

enables an analysis of whether and how Iranian state-owned media have produced narratives

built on disinformation, ultimately affecting Swedish national security.

1.2 Purpose and research question

This thesis aims to examine and map the narratives disseminated by Iranian state media about

Sweden. In connection with this, the thesis will analyse the use of disinformation by Iran and

investigate if, and how, it has targeted Sweden. Therefore, the research question is:

What narratives have Iranian state media spread about Sweden between 2021 and 2023?

1.3 Disposition

Chapter II explores previous academic literature on studies on disinformation and narratives,

notably from a Swedish context and is followed by a motivation for this thesis’s contribution

to the field. Chapter III explores the background where Iran as a state is presented through

different perspectives. Chapter IV develops a theoretical framework through social identity

theory. The aim is to provide a systematic analysis of the empirical data. Chapter V frames

the methodological approach, which is a Reflexive Thematic Analysis.
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In this section, the thesis research design and collection of material is detailed. A

methodological discussion on subjectivity and reflexivity follows this. Chapter VI presents

the findings and analysis which is separated into four larger themes with associated

subthemes. Finally, in Chapter VII, the thesis conclusions are presented.

2.0 Previous research on disinformation

There is an emerging field of studies regarding disinformation; however, only in recent years

has the Swedish context started to receive academic attention. Some research focuses on the

tactics of disinformation campaigns (Doroshenko & Lukito, 2021; Ranstorp & Ahlerup,

2023) and various available countermeasures to disinformation (Bjola, 2018; Wagnsson &

Hellman, 2018; Ördén, 2019; Oates, 2020). Other research investigates vulnerability

connected to disinformation and what kind of factors can make individuals more or less prone

to be affected by the different messages presented during a disinformation campaign

(Newman et al., 2019; Humprecht et al., 2020; Holt et al., 2019; Pennycook & Rand, 2020).

Humprecht (2019) for example, investigates the spreading and conditions under which ‘fake

news’ flourishes in four Western democracies: the United Kingdom, Germany, Austria and

the United States. By comparing the media environments, political, landscapes, and societal

factors in these countries, the study aims to understand why ‘fake news’ is more pervasive in

some contexts than others. Knobloch-Westerwick et al., (2020) explore the impact of

affective news by conducting an experiment to assess how emotional content in political

news and fiction influences individuals’ attitudes across various topics. The study shows that

affective news, characterised by emotionally charged language and content, shapes readers’

attitudes and often reinforces pre-existing beliefs. The findings suggest that news content

consisting of emotional engagement plays a critical role when shaping political opinions and

attitudes (Knobloch-Westerwick, et al., 2020).

In a Swedish context, research shows how other states target Sweden with disinformation

(Wagnsson & Barzanje, 2021; Wagnssson, 2023), as well as more focused and in-depth

research on how likely it is for individuals to engage in the narratives of the Russian state

(Wagnsson & Lundström, 2022). Research regarding Russian disinformation campaigns and

narratives which Russia uses to describe Sweden is growing.
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One example is narratives on the Swedish state as filled with chaos and ultraliberal ideas and

that feminism, the rising rate of crimes and immigration are causing Sweden to become

deeply polarised (Deverell et al. 2021; Wagnsson & Barzanje, 2021).

Wagnsson (2023) studies the reception of damaging disinformation in Sweden and focuses on

Russian state media Russia Today and Sputnik. The study highlights that many Swedish news

consumers engage in Sputnik and Russia Today content. Further, it shows that of these

consumers, there exists an overrepresentation of young men, supporters of

extra-parliamentary parties and the right-wing Swedish Democratic Party (Wagnsson, 2023).

Wagnsson and Lundström (2022) examine the effectiveness of Russian strategic narratives.

The study investigates how and why these narratives resonate with different audiences and

exemplifies on how Swedish citizens perceive news articles from Sputnik. The authors

identify key actors that contribute to the persuasiveness of the narratives, including cultural

affinities, existing biases, and the strategic use of media channels. It also highlights the

possibility that people can be convinced of certain stories without having a personal

experience of said subject (Wagnsson & Lundström, 2022).

Some previous research argues that young adults are more inclined to accept and internalise

disinformation even when aware of its existence (Papapicco et al., 2022). Other research

shows that older people are more inclined to accept and consume fake news (Loos &

Nijenhuis, 2020). Saunders et al. (2022) investigate connections between disinformation and

how it can reach specific audiences by different methods. An example raised is the use of

humour and satire as a method that can target a younger audience (Saunders et al., 2022).

There is an emerging discussion on what term to use when discussing disinformation.

Wagnsson (2020) suggests that the label ‘malign information influence’ is appropriate when

discussing information influence. Adding the term “malign” to the definition enhances the

perception of information influence as something that intends to inflict damage (p. 410).

Benett and Livingstone (2018) define disinformation as “intentional falsehoods spread as

news stories or simulated documentary formats to advance political goals” (p. 124).

Doroshenko and Lukito (2021) define disinformation as “the intentional and coordinated

spread of false, inaccurate, or misleading information designed, presented, and promoted to

achieve a political communication goal” (Doroshenko & Lukito, 2021: 4664),
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while Giusti and Piras (2020) present disinformation as a product of the construction of a

purposeful untruth, “disinformation can be composed of mostly true facts, stripped of context

or blended with falsehoods to support the intended message, and is always a part of a larger

plan or agenda” (Giusti & Piras, 2020: 4).

All of these definitions are applicable to this thesis. However, Giusti and Piras (2020) point

out that disinformation does not necessarily need to be false facts but rather information

framed in a way which benefits the intended message. Another perspective involves the

integration of term disinformation with narratives, which I believe will be beneficial for this

thesis. Bastos and Tuters (2023) examine limitations of current disinformation studies and

argue that research often treats disinformation as a behavioural problem and modelled on

contagion growth patterns. This approach overlooks what they call the participatory and

ritualistic dimensions of disinformation, “which serve as alternative social contracts

organising information into meaningful narratives” (Bastos & Tuters, 2023: 1). They further

propose that disinformation should be analysed through the approach of narratives shaped by

lived experience to better understand and address conflicting realities. Their research

examines limitations of current disinformation studies and argues that research often treats

disinformation as a behavioural problem and is modelled on contagion growth patterns

(Bastos & Tuters, 2023: 1).

3.0 Iran background

3.1.1 Iran Political System

The 1979 Iranian revolution defied the socialist radicalism of its day which had “created a

social change without reliance on the East or in the name of socialism” (Ehteshami, 2010: 1).

By the same token, the newly socialist countries had rejected the Western premises of

individualism and liberalism as its guiding principles. The leader of the revolution, Ayatollah

Ruhollah Khomeini, used a discourse where he punished the “great Satan” (United States) for

its socio-cultural sins and crimes against humanity. Using the tactics and condemning the

uptown living Iranian taghutis (someone who worships anything or anyone besides Allah),

Ayatollah Ruholla Khomeini accused the reigning monarch of “taking the country down the

path of Satan'' (Ehteshami, 2010: 1).
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Since the revolution and the war with Iraq, Iran has been in a position where it is now

alienated from its neighbours. As a result, Iran is more dependent on non-state groups to gain

and maintain influence in the Middle East. The most important relationships are with fellow

Shia states and groups, Ostovar (2018) argues that it is because of these relationships that

Iran’s foreign policy has a sectarian guise (p. 110). Religion matters little to little within

Iran’s state-to-state relationships, while it is more prominent in Iran’s relations with non-state

groups. Ostovar (2018) concludes that Iran’s regional behaviour has grown to be more

sectarian since the fall of Saddam Hussein and the Arab Spring. Although one argument is

that Shiism has been central to Iranian domestic policies, it is less clear-cut in how it impacts

foreign policies (p. 87).

Forozan and Shahi (2017) assert that religious identity and beliefs do influence the approach

to foreign affairs but do not necessarily dictate them. Forozan and Shahi (2017) assert that

while religious identity and beliefs do influence the approach to foreign affairs, they do not

necessarily dictate them. An example is how Iran implements its version of populism through

informal clientelist networks. This can involve institutions within the state,

quasi-governmental organisations, associations of local imams or clergy, or pro-regime media

and commercial elements. It is an interlocked network which, initially, post-revolution, was

set up to channel and enhance the “popular revolutionary and religious energy of the masses

without offering them meaningful participation in the political process” (Forozan & Shahi,

2017: 72). Iran might not view itself as a sectarian actor, Ostovar (2018) argues that the

circumstances and aggressive regional policy have steered it towards being more sectarian (p.

110). Iran's foreign policy can be divided into two levels: the state-to-state policy and Iran’s

relations with non-state clients. The elected government in Tehran mostly manages the

state-to-state policy. Iran’s relations with non-state clients are often overseen by the Islamic

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). The common ground is that the supreme leader oversees

both levels while they differ in content and form. In this case, an example of a non-state actor

in this case is the relationship with Hezbollah (Ostovar, 2018: 92).

10



3.1.2 Iran and “anti-Zionism”

An essential ideological building block of the Islamic Republic of Iran is anti-Zionism. Jaspal

(2014) provides an insight into the mass communication produced regarding anti-Zionism

within the English-language Iranian press. The article examines how mass communication

exports to the international level and the international readership (p. 287). After the Islamic

Revolution in 1979, anti-Zionism became an official policy in Iran, and diplomatic ties with

the State of Israel were non-existent/suspended. Since the Islamic Revolution in 1979, Iran

has referred to Israel as the ‘Zionist Regime’ and ‘Occupied Palestine’. It recognises Israel as

the occupier of Palestine which often is depicted as a ‘Muslim land’. Connected to this is

Iran’s ties to the Hezbollah movement in Lebanon, in which Iran is a significant funder (p.

287). Lastly, Jaspal (2014) argues that Iran deliberately advertises anti-Zionist and antisemitic

social representations, and suggests that Iran deliberately promotes negative views about

Zionism and anti-Semitism. This is done, for instance, to demonstrate Iran’s power and

control in contrast to Israel and Jews. It also portrays Israel as a potential threat that could be

defeated by the Muslim world (Jaspal, 2014: 288).

3.1.3 Iran and West

Iran claims it has security threats regarding what it sees as the hostility and expansionism of

the US and other Western countries, as well as perceived threats from influential Sunni

leaders and countries (Armanjani, 2020: 2). According to Rafati (2017) the Islamic

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) has, since its inception, been outspoken of revolutionary

expansionism. An example is the Office of Liberation Movements established to fight for

freedom from “the servitude and fetters of Western and Eastern imperialism and global

Zionism” (Rafati, 2017: 174). Iran’s relationship with the US and the West has been

somewhat unstable during the 21st century. During President Bush’s presidency from

2001-2009, Iran faced military threats from the US military. Iran’s involvement in a nuclear

confrontation with the West, and the invasion of Iraq in 2003 have been two of the

fundamental causes for its worsening relations with the West (Ehteshamim, 2010: 30).
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IRGC according to Forozan and Shahi (2017), is a multi-layered political, ideological and

security institution that plays a significant role in the Iranian economy. It is a powerful group

regarding political, ideological and military means. Established in 1979 by Ayatollah Ruholla

Khomeini its aim as a paramilitary organisation has been to safeguard the revolution and to

countervail the Imperial Army (the army of the previous Pahlavi monarchy). It has managed

to penetrate most arenas of the Iranian state and society and sought to enhance the regime’s

support base as well as its defence capability. This is often through popular mobilisation and

ideological indoctrination (Forozan & Shahi, 2017: 67).

3.1.4 Religious aspect

The religious and political aspects in Iran are tightly connected. Therefore many studies have

focused on describing the effects of their connection. Armanjani (2020) argues that the

religious and political leaders in Iran have used Shia Islam when expanding Iran’s objectives

in the Middle East and beyond. This strategy has been used since Iran’s Islamic Revolution in

1979 when a Shia Islamic government was established in Iran. The Iranian state has a

complex relationship with the political machine. The post-revolution Iranian state is

profoundly ideological and is partly a manifestation of the political thought of the leader of

the revolution, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (p. 2).

The role of religion can be viewed as a unique invention of Ayatollah Khomeini’s

interpretation of Shia thinking regarding the relationship between religion and state in an

Islamic country (Ehteshami, 2010: 2). Khomeini argued for example that within an Islamic

state, the most learned and recognised individuals from the clerical establishment should act

as “jurist consult” for the country. Senior Shia clerics are responsible for providing religious

guidance and ensuring the state is true to Islamic values. Here, the religious law becomes

central to the structure of the state (Ehteshami, 2010: 3). Today, Iran has a Supreme Leader

who is the Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces as well as “the ultimate authority in

providing guidelines and the boundaries for Iran’s domestic and foreign policies” (Ehteshami,

2010: 3).
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3.1.5 Iran-Hezbollah proxy relation

Hezbollah was founded after Ayatollah Khomeini’s rise to power in 1979. Since then the

group has been used as an international tool when advancing Iranian interests, the main one

being to spread the Shiite version of Islam throughout the Arab world. While the general

perception is that Hezbollah is a proxy actor who receives instructions from Tehran or

Damascus, it is still an autonomous group (Worall, 2016: 113-114). Within security studies, it

is essential to understand how state sponsorship affects and shapes the decision-making

processes for violent non-state actors. Further, it is noted that state support indirectly affects

the decision-making of the non-state actor; the support shapes the options available to the

leaders of said group (DeVore, 2012: 85-86). State sponsors can also leverage their aid to

shape the strategic decisions of the non-state actors. It is argued that the Iranian support of

armed non-state organisations is motivated by some considerations. DeVore (2012) claims

that Iran views itself as the self-appointed champion of Shia Muslims while suffering from

discrimination and oppression from Sunni governments (p. 90). Iran's relationship with

Hezbollah is pivotal for Iran. Syria and Iran were the two main actors who aided the birth of

Hezbollah. Iran, in this case, by their shared religious views as the primary notion for support

(Worrall et al, 2016: 123). Another motive is the common grounds regarding the

Israeli/Palestinian conflict in which Iran supports Hezbollah, which is an anti-Israel militant

group that shares the collective goal of resisting the Israeli occupation of Muslim lands

(Akbarzadeh, 2019: 321). Finally, it is argued that Iran stands before a conventional military

weakness, which has resulted in the reliance on proxies to deter or attack its enemies

(DeVore, 2012: 90).

Iran provides safe havens for Hezbollah within its borders (DeVore, 2012: 91), which enables

Hezbollah to plan operations and develop a sophisticated infrastructure. The Iranian

sanctuary and organisational aid have been crucial to Hezbollah’s development of centralised

decision-making bodies. The long-term approach and commitment to financial aid have

fundamentally shaped the strategic options available to Hezbollah’s policymakers. Including

literature on Hezbollah is relevant since it can present another dimension of when a state uses

a proxy within the context of disinformation. As a military group, Hezbollah may reach

another audience, especially in the Middle East, but other incentives could also drive its

followers.
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3.1.6 Iranian Media Landscape

According to the 2023 World Press Freedom Index of Reporters Without Borders, Iran is

listed as 177 out of 180 and is one of the world’s most repressive states when it comes to

freedom of speech. The media landscape is restricted and the Islamic regime mainly controls

the Iranian media. Independent media and sole journalists often face persecution through

unfair trials before the revolutionary court, with heavy sentences often being the verdict

(Reporters Without Borders, n.d). In an article published by the Washington Institute (2022),

it is claimed that “Iran’s disinformation strategy is as old as the regime itself” (Washington

Institute, 2022). The Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) often portrays itself as a primary target

and victim of political conspiracies and anti-Iran disinformation campaigns. However,

research shows that these frequent assertions and the contexts in which they are presented

demonstrate that Iran itself produces fake news and disinformation, particularly directed

towards those who target the state of Iran and its populace. It is also noted that the Iranian

regime consistently subjects its inhabitants to media manipulation. Iranian state media is

often used as a “weapon of mass suppression of information” (Washington Institute, 2022). It

is tightly connected to being an ideological apparatus of the regime. Elswah and Alimardani

(2021) have researched Iranian information operations in the Arab world. Their research

shows that Iranian information operations mainly target the Arab World. By analysing over

9.3 million tweets posted between the years 2008 and 2020, the study claims that Iranian

information operations derive their power not from direct engagement but from the

perception of being efficient and threatening entities that are capable of influencing and

contaminating the public sphere of overseas nations (p. 164).

3.1.7 Quran burnings and Sweden

Swedish-Danish citizen Rasmus Paludan, the founder of the party Hard Line (Stram Kurs), is

a relevant actor within the context of the Quran burnings in Sweden and Denmark. Paludan

has garnered a lot of media attention due to his anti-Islam activism and anti-immigration

rhetoric and proposals. Paludan has held confrontational and provocative demonstrations in

immigrant neighbourhoods and has made derogatory remarks about immigrants and Islam.

The aim of the party Stram Kurs is to “bring the greatest possible happiness to ethnic Danes”

(Bischoff, 2020: 86).
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This involves the idea of restricting residence in Denmark to ethnic Danes, Danish Jews and

persons who were adopted at a young age by Danish parents. All others should be sent home

and if necessary, by force. Paludan also proposed a ban on practising Muslims (Bishoff, 2020:

86). While the party Stram Kurs does not openly suggest or call for violence, party leader

Paludan has been burning the Quran in Denmark and Sweden as part of the party’s

anti-Muslim demonstrations (Sørensen, 2019). According to Sørensen (2019), the purpose

has been to provoke violent reactions.

Sweden-based Iraqi migrant Salwan Momika has at multiple times desecrated the Quran at

locations in Sweden. By stomping or putting stripes of bacon on the Quran as well as lighting

pages of it on fire, Momika has sparked outrage internationally. When speaking to a Swedish

newspaper, Momika stressed his intention was not to cause Sweden any trouble. Instead,

during a protest, he wanted to alert the Swedish society of “the danger of this book” (Barrons,

2023). The reactions to the Quran desecrations have reached international condemnation. For

example, the Saudi-based Organisation of Islamic Cooperation called for taking collective

measures against the Quran burnings. Another example is Sweden’s embassy in Baghdad,

which was breached and destroyed by supporters of Shiite cleric Moqtada Sadr (Barrons,

2023). While this thesis will investigate the articles surrounding the Quran burning from an

Iranian perspective, the reactions to the Quran burnings have spread internationally. The Iraqi

military group Ashab al-Kahf directed severe threats against Swedish citizens following the

desecration of the Quran in Sweden. The ideology of the group is grounded on a solid

opposition to Israel and Jews and is also known to have connections to the Iranian state.

Swedish terror analyst Hans Brun claimed in an interview that the types of outbursts and the

brand that Ashab al-Kahf represents can be used to carry out attacks without the carriers of

the message having to come forward and be seen. He further claimed that people were being

urged to attack Sweden and Swedish targets without Iran having to take responsibility for it.

This technique, Brun argued, is commonly used by groups/states to hide behind a different

label (Qvarforth, 2023).

15



The threats from Ashab al-Kahf prompted their followers to search out Swedish interests and

destroy them. Their hate for Israel and Jews also showed in their prompts, accusing Swedish

citizens of being Israeli Jews who use the identity of Sweden as a cover. The group claimed

that the Quran desecrations were orchestrated by Jews; therefore, they ought to search out

and kill them (Qvarforth, 2023).

On the 26th of July, Civil Defence Minister Carl-Oskar Bohlin and Mikael Östlund, head of

communications at the Agency for Psychological Defence, held a press briefing regarding an

increase in disinformation towards Sweden. They acknowledged that burning copies of holy

scripture concurred with a difficult security situation in Sweden. The reactions against

Sweden had been intense from individuals and networks outside of Sweden and

representatives of several Muslim countries. The briefing also concluded that some actors

outside of Sweden spread and reinforced incorrect claims, one being that Sweden as a state

was behind the desecration of copies of holy scriptures (Regeringen, 2023a). The Agency for

Psychological Defence established that Sweden had been a target of Islamist information

influence, the most extensive one being about the Swedish social services allegedly

kidnapping Muslim children, which started at the end of 2021. Östlund pointed out that in a

time when disinformation towards Sweden increased, it was urgent to protect the open and

democratic society and Sweden’s freedom and independence. The government urged people

to be vigilant against the spread of rumours and misinformation, to obtain confirmed

information from authorities, and to be critical of the source before sharing information on

social media (Regeringen, 2023a).

On August 13, Sweden's national security advisor Henrik Landerholm published a statement

regarding the deteriorating security situation. Landerholm concluded that representatives of

terrorist groups had called for attacks against Sweden and that other actors had contributed to

fueling such messages. The attack on the Swedish embassy in Baghdad, as well as an attack

on Sweden’s honorary consulate in Izmir, are two incidents that show the increased threats to

Sweden and Swedish interests. There were also indications that terrorist groups had planned

other acts against Swedish interests abroad. The statement concluded that the government and

responsible authorities had to follow developments, take various measures, and work closely

with international partners to protect Swedes’ and Swedish interests abroad and counter the

spread of hateful messages about Sweden.
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In light of the development, Swedes and businesses abroad associated with Sweden were

advised to observe increased vigilance and caution (Regeringen, 2023b). On August 17,

2023, the Swedish Security Service decided to increase the terror threat level from an

elevated to a high threat. The motivation behind the decision was the worsening situation

regarding the threat of attacks against Sweden and the fact that these threats would persist for

an extended period. On a five-grade scale, the threat increased to four. The increase was

supposed to work as a signal to relevant social actors about the importance of continuing to

work with measures to reduce the risk of a terrorist attack occurring (Säkerhetspolisen, 2023).

4.0 Theoretical framework - Social identity theory

The theoretical framework for this thesis originates from a social psychological perspective,

and the theory used is social identity theory. Social identity theory focuses on how the “self”

is shaped through group memberships. Tajfel (1974) proposes that categorising people into

social groups leads to ingroups and outgroups. Commonly, ingroups are connected to

favouritism, while outgroups are connected to discrimination. The common aim for

individuals is to strive for a positive social identity. Two causal directions are connected to

the theory; the first is the standard view of creating groups. It posits that groups exist and

form due to the need for common shelter for their members from outside threats. The other

causal direction is that from the onset of an individual’s life in any society, she encounters a

complicated network of groupings that introduces her to a web of relationships wherein they

must integrate themselves (Tajfel, 1974: 67). If a social identity becomes more prominent

than one’s personal identity, people tend to define their personal self in terms of shared

commonalities with others. The ‘I’ is then redefined into a ‘We’, and the individual behaviour

transforms into collective behaviour. It is a way of self-definition where feelings, ways of

thinking and ways of acting happen as a member of a group rather than as an individual

(Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013: 890).
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4.1 Groups and group membership

Groups are a collective of people who share the same social identity. These groups compete

with one another for evaluatively positive distinctiveness. The essence of the competition and

the strategies the group uses depends on the belief about the nature of intergroup relations.

This general idea is a pillar of the social identity theory, later called the “Social identity

theory of intergroup behaviour” (Hogg et al., 2004: 248). Tajfel (1974) defines the term

“group” as a cognitive construct that holds significance for an individual at a given moment;

this diverges from conventional usage within social psychological literature. Rather than

referring only to the “objective” face-to-face relationships among individuals, the subjective

and meaningful nature of the term within an individual’s cognitive framework at a specific

time is emphasised (Tajfel, 1974: 69).

A group becomes a group when perceived as sharing “common characteristics or a common

fate only because other groups are present in the environment” (Tajfel, 1974: 72) . A social

group is defined as a collection of more than two people who share the same social identity.

The premise is that they identify themselves and share the same definition of who they are,

their attributes, and how they relate to and contrast with specific outgroups (Hogg et al.,

2004: 251). Group membership matters to a collective defined as - “we”, “us”, and “them”.

Social identity differs from personal identity as personal identity is self-constructed in terms

of characteristics and personality attributes that are not shared with others. (“I”) or personal

relationships are tied exclusively to specific, other, persons in a dyadic relationship (“me” and

“you”). While group life can provide a context in which personal identities can form,

personal identity still has little to do with group processes (Hogg et al., 2004: 251). Groups

differ in size and much of what social identity theory raises, for example, the social

categorisation of what people feel, think and act as a group member can be viewed as a

minimal group paradigm.

The maximal group paradigm is connected to real-world intergroup conflicts where history

and high emotional intensity are attached to the groups, and where socio-political

consequences can occur (Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013: 890). In this regard, this thesis

will focus more on the maximal group paradigm, which focuses on Iran and the social

identity which three large news agencies produce and spread about Iran as a state and

Sweden/Swedish authorities as an outgroup.
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However, it is important to remember that it creates a simplified picture of two large groups

with internal dimensions consisting of different views and perspectives.

The theory describes the social influence process associated with obedience as referent

informational influence. People pay attention to information regarding the context-specific

group norm. The source of information is primarily an identity-consistent behaviour made by

core group members; however, outgroups can also provide relevant information for the core

group. This notion establishes a norm internalised as a prototype, which is context-specific

for said ingroup and conformed through a so-called self-categorisation process (Hogg et al.,

2004: 259). Two functions describe how contextual norms serve their purpose: the first is to

express ingroup similarities and the identity of the ingroup, and the second is to distance the

ingroup from what the outgroup stands for (Hogg et al., 2004: 259-260).

4.2 Key Concepts

Four key concepts frame the social identity theory: social categorisation, social identity,

social comparison and psychological distinctiveness. These concepts can help explain how

group memberships and comparisons between groups can contribute to forming intergroup

behaviours and one’s social identity.

4.2.1 Social Categorisation

Hogg et al. (2004) writes that “social categorisation is the cognitive heart of social identity

process” (p. 253). The process refers to how people systemise and simplify their environment

by mentally classifying themselves and others into social groups based on common

characteristics. These characteristics can be ethnicity, race or gender and the process is a way

to make sense of the social world. Based on Tajfel’s (1974) definition of the term “groups”,

the social categorisation process consists of bringing together social objects or events into

groups “which are equivalent with regard to an individual’s actions, intentions, attitudes and

systems of beliefs” (Tajfel, 1974: 69). Social categorisation can be connected with prototypes

and depersonalisation and people tend to cognitively represent groups in terms of prototypes,

which are collections of interconnected attributes that highlight both the commonalities and

structural relationships within groups, as well as the distinctions between different groups.

These prototypes also guide behaviour related to group membership (Hogg et al., 2004: 253).
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The perception of members of outgroups which is based on certain prototypes is commonly

referred to as stereotyping. The outgroup attributes are often viewed as “them”, while “you”

view yourself in terms of attributes consisting in the ingroup (self-stereotyping). Since

prototypes describe and prescribe group-appropriate ways to behave and feel, when behaving

and feeling as the ingroup one is a member of, one feels and behaves normatively (Hogg et

al., 2004: 254).

4.2.2 Social Identity

According to Henri Tajfel (1974), social identity refers to an individual’s self-concept that

arises from their awareness of belonging to a social group, or groups, along with the

emotional significance attached to that membership. The identification can be connected to,

for example, being a member of a particular religion or having a specific nationality.

Identification is essential to an individual’s self-esteem and plays an integral part in how

individuals perceive themselves (Tajfel, 1974: 69).

According to Hogg et al., (2004), “social identity processes are guided by two basic

motivations: self-enhancement and uncertainty reduction” (p. 255). These two motivations

are linked to intergroup social comparison, wherein groups aim to be better and unique (p.

255). The drive for positive distinctiveness is motivated by a desire for a favourable social

identity. People are motivated to promote or protect their ingroup’s status and prestige

relative to other groups. Group evaluation is part of the self-evaluation. One of the most basic

human motives is for self-enhancement and self-esteem, “in salient group contexts, the self in

self-enhancement and self-esteem is the collective self, social identity” (Hogg et al., 2004:

256). A devalued or stigmatised social identity can limit one’s self-esteem.

Uncertainty reduction suggests that people strive to minimise any subjective uncertainty

regarding their social environment and their role within it. Individuals need to understand

their own identity, how to behave, and the characteristics and potential behaviours of others.

As previously mentioned, social categorisation links one’s self-definition, actions, and

perceptions to prototypes that both prescribe and describe behaviour, thereby reducing

uncertainty. Self-conceptual certainty makes the behaviour of “others” more predictable,

enabling individuals to avoid harm (Hogg et al., 2004: 256).
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4.2.4 Social comparison

Individuals within groups compare their group with others leading to a social comparison.

This comparison involves assessing the status, worth and value of one’s group compared to

others. People often aim to strive for a positive social identity by favourably comparing their

ingroup with outgroups and seeking to enhance the group’s status.

Within ingroups, social comparisons strive to maximise the differences between the self and

the ingroup compared to the other, the outgroup. Rather than striving for uniformity and

assimilation within the ingroup (Hogg et al., 2004: 257). Hence, a collective self-conception

(social identity) is embedded in social comparison that aims towards similarity within one’s

group and differentiation between other groups. When looking at intergroup relations, groups

strive to be different and better, hence the struggle groups face is often over distinctiveness,

prestige and status (Hogg et al., 2004: 258).

4.2.5 Psychological Distinctiveness

Psychological distinctiveness refers to a group’s aim to maintain and uphold a distinct and

positive social identity. “The aim of positively valued psychological distinctiveness is to

achieve an adequate form of social identity; and that the only means by which this aim can be

attained is in the establishment of appropriate kinds of intergroup comparison” (Tajfel, 1974:

84). Finding distinctiveness can help individuals within groups to bolster the self-esteem of

individuals when emphasising positive attributes or achievements of their ingroup, this, in

turn, enhances their social identity. Individuals strive to create and maintain a social identity

connected to a positive self-image; which can be made through the process of positive

distinctiveness. Psychological distinctiveness highlights the positive qualities of one’s

ingroup concerning another outgroup. This process has two steps, both of which need to be

successfully realised. The first is the aim for a positive evaluation of the ingroup and the

ingroup’s created characteristics. The second stage is for the outgroup to accept this positive

evaluation, which of course, can be complicated to achieve (Tajfel, 1974: 84).
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4.3 Ingroup and outgroup behaviour

Hogg et al (2004) connect social identity theory with mobilisation and collective action. This

perspective connects the theory to the study of participation in social protest or social action

groups. The study of social protest is described as how “individual discontents or grievances

are transformed into collective action - how and why sympathizers become mobilized as

activists or participants” (Hogg et al., 2004: 265-266). Mobilisation reflects the

attitude-behaviour relationship when sympathisers hold sympathetic attitudes towards a

particular issue, yet these attitudes do not need to translate directly into active behaviour. The

notion of participation resembles a social dilemma; while protest generally is for social good

or against a social ill, failure can harm the participants more, and it can be tempting to remain

a sympathiser rather than become a participant. The role of leaders and leadership is critical

when mobilising a group to take action; the leader needs to be perceived as a person who can

be trusted to act in the group’s best interest. Social identification increases the probability of

collective protests and social action (Hogg et al., 2004: 266).

Brewer (1999) presents a connection between ingroup and outgroup behaviour. She argues

that “ingroup identification is independent of negative attitudes toward outgroups and that

much ingroup bias and intergroup discrimination is motivated by preferential treatment of

ingroup members rather than direct hostility toward outgroup members” (Brewer, 1999: 429).

Social differentiation between groups can provide a fertile ground for hate and conflict and

there is, according to Brewer “a fine line between absence of trust and the presence of active

distrust, or between noncooperation and overt competition” (Brewer, 1999: 435). Five areas

explain how ingroup integrity and loyalty are maintained and how it can pave the way

towards outgroup hate and hostility: moral superiority, perceived threat, common goals,

power politics and common values and social comparison.
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4.3.1 Moral Superiority

Brewer (1999) points out that “the universal preference for ingroups and ingroup ways over

those of the outgroup stems from the simple observation that one can expect to be treated

more nicely by ingroup members than by outgroups” (Brewer, 1999: 435). It stems from

notions that intragroup social behaviour often highlights that “we” are more peaceful,

friendly and trustworthy, e.g. “they”, which are other outgroups. A general preference exists

for the familiar over the unfamiliar, and social interactions within ingroups are more

predictable and manageable to understand than intergroup interactions. When ingroups

become more extensive they become more depersonalised and institutions, rules and customs

that maintain the loyalty and cooperation within the ingroup become the moral authority.

Moral superiority has to do with the moral order within groups that becomes absolute rather

than relative, “moral superiority is incompatible with tolerance for difference” (Brewer, 1999:

435). Eventually, this affects the perspective of the outgroup if the outgroup does not

subscribe to the same moral rules.

Brewer (1999) then argues that the feeling of indifference is replaced by denigration and

contempt. Such negative connections do not necessarily lead to hostility or conflict. The

emotions are instead connected to avoidance. Eventually, moral superiority justifies or

legitimises for the domination or subjugation of outgroups (p. 435).

4.3.2 Perceived Threat

Ingroup cohesion and outgroup hostility are reciprocal relationships limited by the conditions

in which groups compete “over physical resources or political power” (Brewer, 1999: 435).

The perception that an outgroup threatens ingroup interests or survival can increase ingroup

solidarity. While it can be reality or just imagined, the notion that an outgroup poses a

potential threat to the interests or survival of the ingroup establishes a situation where the

affiliation and reliance on the ingroup closely links to feelings of fear and animosity toward

the perceived threatening outgroup, and conversely (Brewer, 1999: 435-436).
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4.3.3 Common goals

The existence of superordinate goals, or a shared threat, is believed to form conditions

necessary for cooperation within an intergroup while reducing notions of conflict. Intragroup

solidarity increases when faced with a shared threat or a common challenge (Brewer, 1999:

436). Further, Brewer (1999) points out that interdependence with an outgroup can create

intergroup hostility or conflict. Negative evaluations of the outgroup such as contempt, fear

and common threats, in particular, could promote scapegoating and blame rather than

cooperation (p. 436).

4.3.4 Common Values and Social Comparison

In line with social identity theory, which suggests that intergroups strive for positive

distinctiveness, groups value characteristics that in their perspective are better than the

outgroup. The aim to achieve or maintain a positive social comparison can cause intergroup

conflict. Ingroups that are relatively advantaged seek to maintain or exaggerate positive

comparisons that favour their group. In contrast, less advantaged groups seek to minimise

“the relative difference or suffer relative deprivation and resentment toward the outgroup”

(Brewer, 1999: 437). Common values enhance the positive distinctiveness within a group

since cohesion exists (p. 437).

4.3.5 Power Politics

Power Politics is when the group becomes a political entity of some sort. Moral superiority,

social comparison and fear and distrust of outgroups are all seen as processes that can emerge

from ingroup maintenance and favouritism. This can, in turn, lead to hostility and conflict

between groups, even in the absence of a realistic conflict. What differs is that if groups are

political entities, the processes can be exacerbated through manipulation by group leaders “in

the interests of mobilising collective action to secure or maintain political power” (Brewer,

1999: 437). If trust is vital within an ingroup, it is easy to fear control by outsiders.

If a common threat from an outgroup exists, ingroup cohesion and loyalty increase. Ingroup

interests have greater legitimacy than appeals to personal self-interest. Power politics include

the process of politicisation, which is an essential mechanism of social change. It is one

factor which can contribute to a positive correlation between ingroup love and outgroup hate

(Brewer, 1999: 437-438).

24



4.4 Social Identity and Politicisation of Identities

One perspective within the Social Identity Theory is its connection to identification and

protest. Group identification is a powerful motivational push to protest. Van Stekelenburg and

Klandermans (2013) suggest that social identity is central to protest and political violence (p.

890). Identifying with others raises awareness of similarity and the sense of a shared fate with

group members. The more one feels like the ‘group is in me’ and the stronger one is

motivated to participate on behalf of the group, the more likely it is to protest according to

what the group wants. “Next to shared fate, shared emotions and enhanced efficaciousness,

identification with others involved generates a felt inner obligation to behave as a ’good’

group member” (Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013: 892). When the definition of self

changes from a personal to a social identity, the group norm of participation becomes salient.

The more one identifies with the group, the heavier the group norm is, which can result in a

feeling of inner obligation to participate on behalf of the group (Stekelenburg &

Klandermans, 2013: 892). The relationship between identification and protest can be a

stepping stone to a so-called politicised identity. One suggestion is that “collective identities

must politicise to become the engine of collective action” (Stekelenburg & Klandermans,

2013: 892). Commonly, politicisation of identities starts when there is an awareness of shared

grievances.

The next step is for an external enemy to be blamed for the group’s predicament, and

demands for compensation are levelled against this enemy. If the compensation is not

granted, the power struggle continues, “politicisation of identities and the underlying power

struggle unfold as a sequence of politicising events that gradually transforms the group’s

relationship to its social environment, whereby the tactical choices are again shaped by

identity” (Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013: 892). The more politicised group members

are, the more they will engage in collective action directed at the government or towards the

general public (Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013: 892). The correlation between social

identity and the politicisation of identities can be connected to how disinformation is formed

and spread. Including this perspective in the thesis is relevant since it adds another layer to

the social identity theory and how one can perceive group behaviour. Including the

perspective of politicisation, in theory, can develop the analysis since it allows the study to

investigate if Iranian social identity is politicised in the articles regarding the Quran burnings.
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5.0 Research design

5.1 Qualitative content analysis

The primary purpose of this study is to examine narratives produced by Iranian state media

about the Quran burning crisis in Sweden, and if these narratives can be perceived as

disinformation. This begs the question of how the narratives are formed and presented.

Qualitative content analysis allows the researcher to break down and categorise parts of the

empirical content to answer the research question. The aim is to study a significant amount of

data and, through types of coding, extract meaning from the gathered data (Boréus & Kohl,

2018: 50).

5.2 Thematic Analysis

This thesis will employ the thematic content analysis method centred around analytical

components and later detailed within a theoretical framework. The method allows the study

to develop, analyse and interpret patterns across a qualitative dataset, in this case through a

more significant amount of news articles and statements. The analysis is helped by

identifying key themes in the gathered data. Thematic analysis is used as a qualitative

analytical tool where patterns are identified through the analysis, interpretation and

description of themes. It is a method and not a methodology since it is a theoretically

unbounded tool that is flexible and adaptable to various research approaches. It is a method

for analysing the representation and construction of specific phenomenons within specific

contexts. It is a relevant method to use due to its flexibility and adaptability to large and

smaller data sizes (Alvinius et al., 2023: 11-12). The method of thematic analysis allows the

study to develop, analyse and interpret patterns across a large set of data.

5.3 Reflexive Thematic Analysis

Within the thematic analysis method are different branches that Braun and Clarke (2022)

have identified. Thematic analysis is not a singular and homogenous method, different

approaches have been developed. A common denominator is that thematic analysis has an

interest in the patterns of meaning which are developed through processes of coding (Braun

and Clarke, 2022: 4).
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This thesis will take a stance from Braun and Clarke’s research from recent years, where they

have identified three branches of thematic analysis: Reflexive, Coding Reliability and

Codebook Template Analysis. This thesis will use the perspective of reflexive thematic

analysis. The approach towards the data is inductive. This thesis's initial step was to

familiarise itself with previous research to frame the research problem and identify a research

gap. This is followed by collecting and analysing empirical data unconditionally without

preconceived notions.

After this, themes were formulated to help investigate the perceived disinformation the

Iranian news outlets publish. Following this, a relevant theory, in this case, social identity

theory, was applied to explain the findings (Alvinius et al., 2023: 24). Themes do not just

emerge but are constructed through the tools presented in the following parts.

Through their reflexive thematic analysis, Braun and Clarke (2022) use the following

definitions of the critical element of coding: Coding is "the process of exploring the diversity

and patterning of meaning from the dataset, developing codes and applying code labels to

specific segments of each data item" (Braun & Clarke, 2022: 53).. A code is an output of the

coding process, it is an analytical idea, concept or meaning that is associated with specific

segments of each data item. A code label is also an output of the coding process, a concise

phrase attached to a data segment, often refined during the coding process (Braun & Clarke,

2022: 53).

5.4 Methodological Operationalisation

Braun and Clarke (2022) and Alvinius et al. (2023) lay a solid groundwork for the six phases

of thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke (2022) indulge in the reflexive analysis. The steps are

the following:

Phase One

The initial step was to explore the data material and familiarise with the dataset. This is

through a close reading of the gathered material and through reading and re-reading the data

(Braun and Clarke, 2022: 35-36; Alvinius et al., 2023: 81). Another focus within this step

was to briefly write down notes about initial analytic ideas and insights that would come up

and be seen as relevant. For example, an initial mind map was made where repeated words

and phrases were mapped out.
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Phase Two

The next step of the process consisted of coding. Segments that appeared interesting and

potentially relevant to the research were gathered by working systematically through the

dataset. This step points to applying analytically meaningful descriptions, called code labels,

which would capture single meanings or perceived concepts. An essential aspect of this step

is to bring attention to the initial codes and categories without preconditions (Alvinius et al.,

2023: 81). Reflexive thematic analysis allows the researcher to code at a range of levels,

explicit or surface meanings (semantic) through more conceptual or implicit meaning (latent)

(Braun and Clarke, 2022: 35). In this case, the initial code labels perceived in the gathered

data was, (i) critique towards Sweden, (ii) perceived prompts and warnings from Iranian

authorities, (iii) description and depiction of Sweden and (IV) actions by the Iranian

government. These initial code labels helped to find different categories and meaningful units

within the dataset. Categories such as Muslim suppression, Muslims as united in millions, the

West vs. Muslims, and perceived Islamophobia from Swedish authorities were categories that

from the initial code labels were interpreted. Within the reflexive thematic analysis, codes are

the minor units of the analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 52).

Phase Three

Was to search for themes by “identifying shared patterned meanings across the dataset”

(Braun and Clarke, 2022: 35). Clusters of codes that are perceived to share a core idea or a

concept could provide a meaningful ‘answer’ to the proposed research question. During this

step, the process of theme development was initiated. Simultaneously, codes typically capture

more specific or particular meanings; themes can describe broader, shared meanings (Braun

and Clarke, 2022: 35). The initial themes that were generated were (i) Swedish police as

supporters of Quran burnings (ii) Sweden against Muslims of the world, (iii) Sweden as

connected to and ‘puppets of’ the US and Israel, (IV) Swedish government as islamophobic

and (V) Double standards of Sweden regarding freedom of speech.

Phase Four

This step involved developing and reviewing themes. The themes were controlled to fit the

categories and codes previously found. This was done through an iterative process that

allowed the researcher to go back and check the previous step and its results (Alvinius et al,

2023: 81).
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Assessing the initial fit of the provisional candidate themes allowed the study to go back to

the entire dataset once more. Did the themes make sense to the coded extracts and the entire

dataset? Did each theme tell a convincing story about the “important pattern of shared

meaning related to the dataset?” (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 35).

Here, themes were revised: some needed to fully gather the essence of what was perceived of

the dataset, or it needed to describe the theme correctly. Some initial candidate themes were

retained entirely, for example, the Swedish government as Islamophobic. The connection

made in the theme is relevant, but as a theme, it was more damaging because it was too

descriptive and general, and would potentially lead to no room for interpretation. Instead,

these themes were integrated through other themes within a similar scope.

Phase Five

During this step, clear definitions of each of the themes were created. This represents the

primary concern of the data (Alvinius et al, 2023: 81). This step was to fine-tune the analysis

and ensure that each theme was delimited and built around a core concept or essence. As will

be presented in the analysis, this phase involved writing a brief synopsis of each theme and

deciding on a concise and informative name for each theme (Braun and Clarke, 2022: 36).

The results from this phase were the following themes: (i) Swedish police as a supporter of

Quran burning, (ii) Swedish government as allowing and supporting Quran burnings, (iii)

Sweden as controlled by the US/Israel, (iiii) Swedish democracy as flawed.

Phase six

During this step, the process of ‘write up’ started. The aim was to produce the results with the

themes and with illustrative citations. The compilation of the results is presented through a

selection of several convincing categories, which should be able to meet and answer the

purpose and the research question (Alvinius et al., 2023: 81). Within reflexive thematic

analysis, the formal writing starts during phase three. During the phases, informal writing

occurs; it is connected to familiarisation and reflexive journaling, which can feed into formal

writing later. When writing up, the writing process is finessed and finished. The aim is to

weave together both the analytic narrative and the coercive data extracts. This is to tell the

reader a coherent story about the gathered data that eventually addresses the research

question (Braun & Clarke, 2022: 36).
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Through three steps of analysis, the findings are presented in chapter six. The first step is to

look into what we see in the articles, and the second step is to investigate how we can

understand this from the theoretical perspective. The last step is to present a preliminary

assessment.

5.4.1 Reflexivity and subjectivity

Reflexivity involves the practice of critically interrogating “what we do, how and why we do

it, and the impacts and influences of this on our research” (Braun & Clarke, 2022: 5). The

main reason for the use of thematic analysis is its possibility to advance beyond overt

linguistic expressions and instead concentrate on identifying and describing both implicit and

explicit concepts embedded within the dataset, that is, themes (Braun & Clarke, 2013: 9). The

use of method allows the study to use interpretation as a tool when analysing the themes.

Potential effects on reflexivity regard the researcher’s social positions, personal experiences,

and political and professional beliefs. Reflexivity is a significant tool for quality control

within qualitative research, and understanding how it may impact the characteristics and

experiences of the researcher is paramount.

Reflexivity in qualitative research is “affected by whether the researcher is part of the

research and shares the participants’ experience” (Berger, 2015: 219). It captures the

generative role of the researcher. Subjectivity is an essential part of the processes of reflexive

thematic analysis. Often, subjectivity is reflected in the equation of being ‘biassed’, where

‘bias’ is seen as a flaw threatening the researcher’s objectivity. Reflexive research treats

knowledge as situated and inevitably shaped by the process and practice of knowledge

production. This includes the researcher’s practices (Clarke & Braun, 2022: 13, 22). The

subjectivity of the researcher is integral to the process of analysis. The researcher’s

worldview and background can affect the information, such as how the researcher constructs

the world, what type of language is used, the questions asked, and the lens for filtering the

gathered information and the meaning-making of it. Eventually, it can shape the findings and

conclusions of the study (Berger, 2015: 220). This leads to a requirement to evaluate the

research process critically and to understand how personal experiences shape the research.

30



Conducting this research, I have had to recognise the worldview and background within

which I exist. Being a Swedish citizen, disinformation towards Sweden can become a

personal problem. It has therefore been essential to keep a certain distance to the study and

especially the material. By actively reflecting on my biases and assumptions, I have tried to

minimise the influence of subjectivity on the interpretation and analysis. One way is that the

analysis relies mainly on the social identity theory when analysing personal views are not

included. To aim for transparency, I chose to include a large number of direct quotes from the

articles to give the reader the same possibility of taking part in the material.

5.5 Material

5.5.1 Empirical Collection

The thesis focuses on three Iranian news outlets, The Tehran Times, Mehr News Agency and

IRNA. All three are directly or indirectly connected to the Iranian state/government and cover

the news in English. The Tehran Times is a daily newspaper published online and in printed

format. It was established following the Islamic Revolution of 1979 by Ayatollah Seyyed

Mohammad Beheshti. While it claims not to be state-owned, it argues that it aims to

“disseminate key tenets of the Islamic Revolution” (Jaspal, 2014: 291) and, therefore,

generally supports the ideology of Iran. Mehr News Agency was established in June 2003. It

is viewed as a semi-official news agency of the Iranian Government (Alimagham, 2020: 27);

according to its website, it is owned by the Islamic Development Organization (IDO), under

the Iranian Government. IDO is a religious and cultural organisation created by Rouhollah

Khomeini after the 1979 Revolution (Mehr News Agency, n.d.). The official news agency of

the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRNA) was founded in 1934, then called PARS News Agency.

It is government-funded and is controlled by the Iranian Ministry of Culture and Islamic

Guidance. It is difficult to find information about IRNA on their website. Through a guide to

Iranian media published by BBC Monitoring (2004), IRNA aims to secure the Islamic

Republic’s national interests as well as promote the “Islamic culture and encountering the

cultural onslaught of enemies of the Islamic revolution” (BBC Monitoring, 2004).
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Using the search words ‘Sweden, Quran’ and ’Sweden’, the thesis searched the online

databases for articles published between 1 January 2021 and 10 October 2023. Figure 1

shows the number of articles published during this period. These articles mentioned either of

the search words or both; this is where the first demarcation occurred. Articles defined as

“neutral” were not part of the analysis. For example, articles which only reported an event

without any further reflection or insight, such as “Iranian FM summoned the Swedish

representative to discuss the Quran Burnings” (IRNA, 2022a) or articles regarding Sweden in

other irrelevant contexts such as sporting events.

The most relevant material for this thesis is primary sources such as news articles. The choice

to investigate only articles between 2021 and October 20th 2023, is motivated by the aim to

map out day-to-day news coverage rather than particular events. These years are also relevant

for the subject of the thesis, the Quran desecrations in Sweden. Including the search word

‘Sweden’ increased the data and allowed the study to include not only articles regarding the

Quran and Sweden but also reporting on several events and issues regarding Sweden. This

has allowed the study to investigate the narrative of Sweden more as a whole than if it were

limited to the connection to the Quran. All three news agencies provide search facilities,

which for this thesis, is a must. For example, a prominent news agency called PressTV did

not have a search function on their website which hindered the gathering of material for this

thesis.

Figure 1. Total amount of articles published consisting of the search words:

‘Sweden’ / ‘Sweden, Quran’

IRNA English Tehran Times Mehrnews Agency

2021 31 / 0 67/ 0 56/ 0

2022 104 / 19 139/ 7 120/9

2023 (- Oct 20th) 160 / 101 173/ 79 229/ 111
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Figure 2. The number of articles used for the thematic analysis and in the thesis

IRNA English Tehran Times Mehrnews Agency

2021 4 0 0

2022 45 6 6

2023 (- Oct 20th) 72 43 60

5.6 Ethical Considerations

The ethical considerations are partly related to the previous section regarding reflexivity and

subjectivity. To achieve a more nuanced idea of the gathered material, I have allowed myself

to take breaks from looking at the material; this is to reflect and maintain a distance from the

material. As a Swedish national, the chosen subject of this thesis can directly and indirectly

affect me as a citizen. Therefore, it is essential to maintain self-reflection throughout the

research process, and support the analysis through the lens of the theoretical framework.

There is also a risk of reproducing the disinformation published by Iranian media by

including it in the thesis. However, it is essential to include the perceived disinformation in a

context where it can be analysed to understand and counter it.

5.7 Methodological limitations

One of the limitations that can emerge during this type of study is the idea of subjectivity

connected to the chosen method. There is a potential for subjectivity in the coding process,

meaning that different researchers might interpret and code data differently. This can impact

the reliability and consistency of the themes identified. Since the thematic analysis is based

on news articles, limitations can lie in the article’s reliability. I chose to minimise this risk by

using established Iranian news outlets. Although this aspect is important, the thesis aims not

to cross-check if the information published is accurate but rather if it should be perceived as

disinformation towards Sweden. Thematic analysis is a flexible method, although this could

lead to inconsistency when developing themes and limited reproducibility. It can also depend

on the theoretical framework, influencing how themes are identified and analysed. Since it is

flexible, it gives the researcher freedom on what material to use. For example, I excluded
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articles perceived as “neutral” in their reporting. Eventually, this can affect the reproducibility

of the study. The results could vary if there, for example, were a different set of themes

produced or another theory connected to the analysis. However, this thesis is based on an

interpretivist standpoint, which assumes that reality is subjective. It is possible to conduct the

thesis in the chosen manner since it has allowed me to analyse the data by analysing human

behaviour and the meaning of narratives.

6.0 Findings

The findings section presents, outlines and discusses the themes developed through the

thematic analysis. The themes are the following: (i) Swedish police as a supporter of Quran

burning, (ii) Swedish government as allowing and supporting Quran burnings, (iii) Sweden

as controlled by the US/Israel, (iiii) Swedish democracy as flawed. Throughout the

presentation, the themes will be analysed through the Social Identity Theory. The articles are

not presented in a particular order of time but instead connected to the themes brought

forward.

6.1 Swedish police as a supporter of Quran burning

6.1.1 Protects Momika’s demonstrations / Protect actors that burn the Quran

A common theme among the findings is the notion of the Swedish police as a supporter of the

Quran burnings in Sweden. Through the following articles, the focus is on how the police

‘protect’ Salwan Momika’s demonstrations or other actors that burn the Quran. The first

article focuses on the actions of the police when Rasmus Paludan desecrated the Quran

(Tehran Times, 2022a). The second article points out the passiveness of Swedish police

during the desecration of the Quran (Tehran Times, 2023h).

What made the disgusting move even more disgusting is that Paludan perpetrated his

sacrilegious act under the protection of the Swedish police under the flimsy argument

of protecting freedom of expression … Of course, Paludan does not represent all

Swedish people or society. But the Swedish government certainly has a responsibility
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in terms of preventing all kinds of hatred in its jurisdiction. If offending two billion

people is not hatred, then what else can be considered hatred (Tehran Times, 2022a)

The example above is a common perception produced in the Iranian state media articles

included in this study. While highlighting that Paludan does not represent Swedish society as

a whole, the article holds the Swedish government responsible for not preventing the act of

the Quran burning. Through the argument of protecting freedom of expression, Swedish

police lose their legitimacy when allowing Quran burning. This notion is common in articles

involving the Quran burning, namely, that there is a double standard. The outgroup, from this

perspective being Sweden and Swedish authorities provokes hate; “they” become the enemy,

the ones who do not prevent the offending of two billion people. It can be connected to the

belief that an outgroup constitutes a threat to ingroup survival (Brewer, 1999: 435-436).

In 2023, Salwan Momika gained attention when he started to demonstrate and desecrate the

Quran. In an article from October, Tehran Times (2023h) cites the Iranian spokesman of the

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Nasser Kanaani. The reporting is similar to the article from 2022

regarding Rasmus Paludan. The notion is that the police show an unwillingness to prevent the

burnings:

Iran denounces “Sweden for being powerless to stop the recurring desecration of the

Quran that hurts Muslims”... “Such hatred-inducing acts that insult and violate the

rights and values of more than two billion Muslims have taken place amid the passive

presence of the Swedish police, whose main responsibility is to maintain security and

prevent the abuse of people’s rights. Of course, such acts will never be erased from

the minds of the world’s freedom-seeking people,” Kanaani pointed out… Police

detained three persons who were attempting to prevent the burning of the Quran in

Malmö, while 20 cars, including 10 armored vehicles, transported Momika away from

the area.” (Tehran Times, 2023h)

One commonality is how Iranian representatives, in this case, Nasser Kanaani, push the sense

of “us” and “them”, grouping the “more than two billion Muslims” and connecting them to

being insulted and violated of their rights and values. Once again, the description of how

Swedish police detained persons who wanted to prevent the burning of the Quran while also,
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through armoured vehicles, transported Momika away amplifies the narrative of how

Swedish authorities would instead maintain the Quran burning rather than prevent it. Through

the lens of social identity theory, both articles characterise and construct the social identity of

the outgroup representing the Swedish Authorities/Swedish Police as a group without

concern for the Muslim community. In contrast, the Muslim community is seen as one

ingroup. The outgroup is perceived as non-supporting and this can eventually turn into a

conflict between the groups. This can connect to Hogg et al. (2004) take on the

prototype-based perception of outgroup members. Prototypes describe and prescribe

group-appropriate ways to behave and feel. Normative behaviour is when one behaves and

feels as the ingroup one is a member of (p. 254). When not preventing the desecration of the

Quran, Swedish authorities and police are, according to the articles and statements, hurting

the feelings of more than two billion Muslims. One way this can be understood is that it is

prescribed negative characteristics through these types of statements that the ingroup

behaviour and feelings correlate with being hurt by the Swedish authorities and police.

6.1.2 Nouri - tortured in jail - Sweden supporting terrorism

IRNA reported on the 11th of July 2022 that Iranian national Hamid Nouri was denied

fundamental rights by the Swedish court, likening it to a “kangaroo court” (IRNA, 2022c),

which in the definition of the Merriam Webster-dictionary is “a mock court in which the

principles of law and justice are disregarded or perverted” (Merriam Webster, u.å.). It is

argued that there is a lack of evidence, that Nouri is tortured in jail and that the

Mojahedin-e-Khalq Organization (MKO) is heavily involved:

The trial of Iranian national Hamid Nouri in a Swedish court is a prime example of

human rights abuse in the European country... The politically-charged, false case

against Nouri has been used as a tool to exert pressure on the government of the

Islamic Republic of Iran. The politically-charged nature of the trial can be seen

nowhere more clearly than in the fact that several sessions were held in the Albanian

city of Durrës, where the MKO has set up camp....The evidence indicates that Nouri

was tortured. Battering a defendant, detaining him in solitary confinement for long

periods, and preventing him from contacting family members are examples of torture
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and violation of international commitments by the Swedish government (IRNA,

2022c).

In a similar article from September 6 2022, IRNA reports that Hamid Nouri is under the

“hardest anti-human rights pressure in Sweden” (IRNA, 2022e).

Nouri also emphasized in this call that his communication and access to a lawyer has

been completely disconnected and he had no chance to meet or contact his lawyer.

Nouri said that he does not know the Swedish language, but the authorities presented

the verdict in Swedish and have not made any effort to provide him with a Persian

translation of the sentence. It is worth mentioning that the Swedish court conducted

the hearing on the basis of the testimony of about 60 members of the terrorist

organization MKO, who claimed that Nouri played the role of a prison guard nearly

four decades ago. The court did not allow any of the witnesses to testify in favor of

the Iranian citizen (IRNA, 2022e).

It is relevant to include the reporting of the trial of Hamid Nouri since it highlights some

perceived descriptions of Sweden. Iranian authorities claim that the case is false and

politically charged and that Nouri is used as a tool by the Swedish government to exert

pressure on the Iranian government It is claimed that Hamid Nouri was tortured while in

custody. Iranian media focuses on the allegation that the MKO has been involved in getting

Nouri to trial. MKO is viewed as a terror organisation by the Iranian government.

Connecting the Swedish court and government to a group characterised as a terror

organisation can damage the intergroup relationship. This notion connects to the indifference

between the ingroup, Iran and the outgroup, Sweden, which can lead to denigration and

contempt for the outgroup (Brewer, 1999: 435). It does not have to lead to hostility or

conflict, but in this case, it is perceived that Swedish authorities are mistreating an Iranian

citizen in custody. The feeling of indifference in this context is the notion that Sweden is

viewed as an outgroup that supports a terrorist group whose aim is to hurt the Iranian people.

The subject of Sweden supporting terrorism is mentioned in the reporting. On July 31st, 2022

IRNA, reported that Farajollah Cha’ab, former leader of separatist group ASMLA, had
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“admitted” during trial that he had received support from Sweden; “Farajollah Cha’ab, the

ringleader of the terrorist and separatist group of Harakat al-Nazal, admitted on Sunday that

he has been receiving support from Swedish government and intelligence agency” (IRNA,

2022d).

ASMLA is seen as a terrorist organisation by the Iranian government. By connecting a

Swedish/Iranian citizen and one of the leaders of ASMLA, Habib Farajollah Chaab, to the

Swedish government and intelligence agency, it can be perceived as Sweden standing behind

a dubbed enemy of Iran and the Iranian people. Connected to the moral superiority presented

by Brewer (1999), the outgroup, in this case, is portrayed as unreliable for how it treats

members of the ingroup as well as allying itself with members of other outgroups that are

seen as a direct threat towards the ingroup (Brewer, 1999: 435). Continuing with similar

articles, the news agencies IRNA (IRNA, 2022f) and MehrNews (MehrNews, 2023d)

published articles calling Sweden a ‘safe haven’ for terrorists, publishing the following:

Swedish political leaders’ performance in making the country a safe haven for

terrorist groups and organisation is in sharp contrast with their claim to be advocating

human rights and freedom of speech.” “supporting international terrorism” “Sweden

is a country where the holy Quran can be easily desecrated and the law enforcement

forces are only watchers in the name of freedom of expression (IRNA, 2022f).

Sweden is being dubbed as a haven for groups Iran perceives as terrorists can, as previously

mentioned be perceived as Sweden being a foreign enemy for the Muslim community.

The article also addresses the perceived double standards associated with Sweden, which

professes advocacy for human rights and freedom of speech yet is supposedly linked to

supporting international terrorism and permitting acts of desecration against the Quran. While

the claim is made by the newspapers that Sweden provides a safe haven for terrorists, authors

argue that the same can be said by Iran when it comes to Hezbollah, in which Iran provides

safe havens within their borders (DeVore, 2012:91). The perceived double standards

attributed to Sweden could impact the perception of Sweden within various social groups.

The Muslim community could feel marginalised or threatened if they believe that Sweden

supports a group contrary to their values. This could eventually foster perceptions of hostility

or foreign alienation.
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6.1.3 Swedish police as being against the counter-demonstrations

An article reports that Swedish authorities and police stand against counter-demonstrations

regarding the Quran burning in Sweden (IRNA, 2022b). It is reported about Swedish/Danish

far right-wing politician Rasmus Paludan, founder of the political party Stram Kurs (Bischoff,

2020: 86), and his actions regarding the burning of the Quran:

Sweden’s measures in emboldening a few insulting rightists and creating violence in

Muslims’ protests against desecration of Islamic sanctities indicate that Stockholm

has not taken lessons from the past events. ... Repeating such insults in different cities

in Sweden caused outrage among Muslim minority, who poured into streets to

condemn these offensive acts, but police engagement turned the protests into violent

scenes (IRNA, 2022b).

Here it is indicated that “Sweden'' has not learned from past events surrounding the

desecration of the Quran. It is also mentioned that the Muslim minority poured into the streets

to condemn the acts but that the police engagement turned those protests into violent scenes.

The reference to “Sweden'' suggests a social categorisation, which creates an

ingroup-outgroup dynamic. Pointing out that Sweden has not learned from the past could

imply that the outgroup’s actions or lack thereof when responding to previous Quran

Burnings. This can be perceived as a failure when addressing the concerns of the ingroup

(Muslim minority). The reaction from the Muslim minority can indicate that it is an attempt

at social identity maintenance and protection. To protest against the desecration of the Quran

is an effort to assert their identity and defend the values of the group. The emerging violent

scenes can therefore be seen as a consequence of intergroup conflict or perceived threats

connected to the ingroup’s order.
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6.2 Swedish government as allowing and supporting Quran burnings

6.2.1 Part of the war against Islam

The idea of the West conducting a war against Islam is a common narrative presented in

Iranian media. Previous research shows that the relationship between the West and Iran has

been unstable for a large part of the 21st century (Ehteshamim, 2010: 30). The article

mentions the notion that the desecration of the Quran happens with the authorisation of the

government under the pretext of freedom of expression and that there exists an anti-Islam

stance:

The burning of Islam's holy book by an extremist politician in the Swedish capital has

sparked outrage in the Islamic world. Rasmus Paludan, the leader of a far-right

Swedish party, set fire to the Quran during a rally outside the Turkish embassy in

Stockholm. The rally had been given prior approval by Swedish authorities. There is a

tendency in the West to attack Islam and undermine it in the minds and hearts of the

public with the Western media and politicians playing a major role in stirring up

anti-Muslim sentiments…These blasphemous acts are happening with the

authorization of the governments under the pretext of freedom of expression. But this

freedom appears limited to Islam as similar acts against other religions have been met

with punitive measures by the respective governments. The anti-Islam stance has a

sinister motive behind it. Some authorities are using double standards to seek a rise in

extremism as well as hatred between Muslims and non-Muslims alike (Tehran Times,

2023c)

The article connects the approval by Swedish authorities to burn the Quran, how it has

sparked outrage in the Islamic World and the tendency in the West to attack and undermine

Islam. The article mentions that the Western media and Western politicians play a crucial role

in stirring up anti-Muslim sentiments and how this has a sinister motive behind it. As

mentioned in the background chapter of this thesis, the world view of the Iranian government

is embossed by an ample scepticism towards the West. The phenomenon of moral superiority,

fear and distrust of outgroups, as delineated by Brewer (1999), is rooted in the pursuit of

ingroup maintenance and favouritism.
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By framing the West as a collective outgroup, the narrative depicted in the article could be

associated with mobilising collective action, in this case, the Muslim community and the

Iranian state. Identifying one unified adversary can serve as a strategic advantage for leaders

who seek to consolidate political authority and nurture group cohesion (p. 437).

6.2.2 President Ebrahim Raisi

In the context of the Quran burnings, President Ebrahim Raisi’s condemnation towards the

burnings in Sweden and the inciting of a war against Islam is reported:

What happened in Sweden is a conspiratorial and hazardous event and the support

laid by the Swedish government behind this criminal act is tantamount to war buildup

vis-a-vis the Muslim world... He said that the Swedish government has declared war

against the Muslim world by backing the criminal, adding that the support has caused

hatred and animosity in the entire Muslim countries and their governments against

Stockholm (IRNA, 2023h).

In a similar report later the same year, President Ebrahim Raisi is quoted:

President Raisi also inveighed against war against Islam. The fire desecration and

distortion won’t defeat the truth, Raisi asserted. … “The world is transitioning to a

new world order and this is irreversible. The Western dominance over the world is no

longer sustainable. The decrepit liberal order, which had been at the disposal of the

insatiable capitalists, has been put aside” Raisi said (Tehran Times, 2023g).

Through his condemnation, President Raisi highlights the ingroup he represents while

characterising the outgroup, Sweden and the West, as a group connected to negative

evaluation. Social differentiation between groups can provide a ground for hate and conflict,

and there can be a “fine line between the absence of trust and the presence of active distrust”

(Brewer, 1999: 435). What President Raisi focuses on is a perceived threat that Sweden,

through allowing the burning of the Quran, has declared war against the Muslim world. The

ingroup (Muslim community) becomes very aware of an outgroup that is perceived to harm

the members of the ingroup. The identification and interdependence of the ingroup are,
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therefore, associated with fear and hostility toward the threatening group (Brewer, 1999:

435-436). The dichotomy used sets up an “us-vs-them” mentality where the Muslim world

could perceive itself as an interconnected social identity facing an external threat from

Sweden. Threats towards a group identity can result in efforts to strengthen the identity,

leading to unity and collective action against the perceived threat.

6.2.3 Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khameini

Following the previous reporting, an article is published which claims the following:

“The insult against the holy Quran in Sweden is a bitter, conspiratiorial and dangerous
incident”, said Ayatollah Khamenei in the message issued on Saturday. Ayatollah
Khamenei said that all scholars of the Muslim world agree that the move to insult the
holy Quran should face the harchest punishment possible. He said that the Swedish
government has declared war against the Muslim world by backing the criminal,
adding that the support has caused hatred and animosity in the entire Muslim
countries and their governments against Stockholm (IRNA, 2023i)

If group identity is politicised, the group members are more likely to engage in collective

action (Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013: 892). In the case of Iran, religious identity is

tightly connected to social identity, and the Supreme Leader has immense power over the

group norm and the group-appropriate ways to behave and feel. When using religion to

spread narratives, the group identity is politicised. By, for example, connecting Jewish

identity or the identity of the Swedish government as evil and enemies of the Muslim

community, the identities are politicised. This can be perceived as a group in which

self-categorisation is strong. One part of the process is to bring together social events into

groups, which is equivalent concerning an individual’s attitudes and systems of beliefs

(Tajfel, 1974:69). The Supreme Leader has laid out the characteristics for the ingroup which

then translates into a way to make sense of the social world, which is why the type of claims

should be seen as very powerful and influential towards the ingroup to which he speaks.

Similar to the year before MehrNews published an article on January 26, 2023, Ayatollah

Seyyed Ali Khamenei’s reactions to the Quran burnings are noted as the following:
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The Leader of the Islamic Revolution Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei has reacted to
the recent insulting the Holy Quran in certain European countries, saying that the
move shows that they target Islam and Quran in essence. ... “Insane insult to the
Quran under the guise of the freedom of speech shows that the target of the arrogant
attacks is Islam and the Quran in principle”, the Leader noted (MehrNews, 2023c).

Reports on Ayatollah Khamenei’s reaction towards the Quran burnings are in many ways

similar to President Ibrahim Raisi’s. Involving all scholars of the Muslim world can be

viewed as a sort of mobilisation of one ingroup towards these types of actions. The religious

identity is tightly connected to the social sphere on all levels in Iran. Ayatollah Khamenei is

the country’s religious leader and can, through his channels, reach a large audience of people

who hold the same beliefs and values. Intergroup solidarity can increase when faced with a

shared threat (Brewer, 1999: 436). Increased solidarity can push the group easier towards

mobilisation or collective action; the result of well-known leaders giving these types of

remarks can, through a social identity perspective, be good for the ingroup since the trust then

is ingroup-based and more accessible to control (Brewer, 1999: 437-38).

6.3 Sweden as controlled by the US / Israel

6.3.1 Zionist regime distortion

Iran’s non-existent relationship with Israel is continuously mentioned in the reporting and is

prominent within the context of the Quran burnings. Israel is mostly referred to as ‘the Zionist

Regime’:

It has been understood that Zionists around the globe are seeking to incite the Swedish
government in relation to the violation of Islamic values, and this conspiracy is
beyond that country. All Muslims throughout the world should pay attention to this,
identify the dubious goals behind this dangerous project, and take the necessary
action” (IRNA, 2023j).

The statement emphasises the creation of an ingroup (Iran/Muslim community) and outgroup

(Israel/Zionists) and connects the outgroup to incite another outgroup (Sweden) into an

already existing intergroup conflict. A call for collective action and awareness is made

towards the Muslim community.
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The statement underscores the intergroup dynamics and the perceived threats to the ingroup

values. This enhances the importance of a shared social identity within the ingroup.

6.3.2 Momika as an Israeli agent

A key figure in the recent Quran burnings in Sweden has been Salwan Momika. In an article

from IRNA (2023j), Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence makes the following claims:

The Ministry of Intelligence of the Islamic Republic of Iran in a statement has said
that Quran desecration in Sweden aimed to deviate the international public opinion
from crimes in Jenin by the Zionist regime… Republic of Iran released on July 10
about the discovered connections between the Zionist regime and Salwan Momika,
the ministry in a new statement on Monday provided further information... According
to existing documents: The statement said that the Zionist intelligence apparatus
formally recruited Momika in 2019 and appointed an intelligence liaison for him. His
mission was to spy on the Iraqi resistance group's headquarters and leaders, especially
in Nineveh province (IRNA, 2023k).

The Iranian view of Israel is often described as Israel being a “Zionist” regime, and it is

mainly due to the official policy to focus on anti-Zionism (Jaspal, 2014: 288). This indicates

that one perceived dangerous outgroup is trying to incite and affect another outgroup to

violate the values of the ingroup. By linking Salwan Momika to Israel, the notion that the

Israeli state is behind the Quran burning enhances an already established social identity. The

ingroup (Muslim community) has a pervading contempt towards the outgroup (Zionist

regime) and in extension, the Swedish government, which ‘allows’ the Quran burnings to

take place. One notion is that the Quran burnings are framed as a conspiracy orchestrated by

Zionists. Through the perspective of social identity theory, the importance of collective

identification and action in response to perceived challenges to the identity of the ingroup is

emphasised. Before this reporting, on July 16, Tehran Times (2023e) reported about The

Secretary General of Lebanon’s Hezbollah, Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah’s remarks on Momikas

Quran burnings in Sweden. Here, Nasrallah also makes a connection between Israel, the

Quran burnings and a religious war between Muslims and the West:
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The Secretary-General of Lebanon’s Hezbollah, Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah said (on
Wednesday) that “the man who burnt the Quran in Stockholm was affiliated to the
Israeli spy agency Mossad” … The Hezbollah chief said it was part of an Israeli plot
to wage a religious war between Muslims and the majority of Christian Western
countries (Tehran Times, 2023e).

There exists a political solidarity that the Iranian government and leaders expect regarding

the Iranian standpoint on Israel.In line with Jaspal’s (2014) analysis, Iran, together with

Hezbollah, sees a threat from the Zionist regime and has constructed a threat to the Zionist

regime as a terrorist entity. It is further argued that the response to this threat is seen as a

religious duty for the Muslim community (Jaspal, 2014: 287). Hezbollah is, as previously

mentioned, closely connected to the Iranian regime and is often used as a tool when

advancing Iranian interests internationally. Therefore, the leader of Hezbollah is expected to

make statements similar to those of other Iranian officials.. Hezbollah also has an outspoken

anti-Israel agenda and shares the collective goal of resisting the Israeli occupation of Muslim

lands (Akbazadeh, 2019: 321). This line of reasoning, correlating more robust group

identification and the weight of group norms, evokes a sense of internal compulsion to

engage in group-related actions. This construction portrays the emergence of a politicised

identity (Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013: 892). A correlation between a hostile outgroup

(Israel) and another outgroup (Sweden) is made, resulting in a narrative where Sweden is

affiliated with an existing intergroup conflict (Muslim community vs Israel).

6.3.3 Sweden as aligned with the ‘Zionist regime’ and the US

In an article from September 10, 2022, Sweden is portrayed as a “safe haven for terrorists''
(similar to the article mentioning Cha’ab). In this article, Iran connects Sweden with Israel
and the US:

Paludan had previously tried to perform the same play in several European countries,
including Germany and France, but the police prevented. That’s why some analysts
question the Swedish police's support for the controversial far-right politician's
measures. This is not all the story, however; the other part of the Swedish
government's contentious measures pertains to its spiritual and material support for
the groups that seem to be acting in the political arena, but are in fact listed in the
international terrorist groups. The Swedish government as aligned itself with the
Zionist regime and the United States in this policy, but its result has been increasing
insecurity and terrorist attacks in the Middle East, especially in Iran. These groups
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include such terrorists groups with dark background and tens of thousands of victims
as Kurdistan Free Life Party, Mujahideen-e Khalq (MEK), and the Arab Struggle
Movement for the Liberation of Ahwaz (al-Naddal Movement) (IRNA, 2022e).

Iran and the US are two vastly different states; the social categorisation process identifies that

the two states differ in societal and political aspects and do not share common characteristics.

In the view of Iran, the expansionism of the U.S. and other Western countries is one main

security concern, and it is connected to hostility. Another concern is ongoing threats from

influential Sunni leaders and countries (Armanjani, 2020: 2), which puts Iran in a place where

many actors, although different from each other, are viewed as threatening. In many ways it

ignites the sense of a ‘we’ against ‘them’ which is fueled by an intense publication of articles

igniting the feeling of threats. One take can be that the ingroup, in this case, has constructed

an outgroup identity that is marked with negative characteristics that enhance the idea of the

outgroup being an enemy. The Swedish alignment with the Zionist regime and the United

States is through the articles connected with increasing insecurity and terrorist attacks in the

Middle East, which makes the outgroup of the Swedish government directly connected to the

insecurity of Iranians.

6.4 Swedish democracy as flawed

6.4.1 Freedom of speech/expression - double standards

On June 30, 2023, remarks by President Ebrahim Raisi regarding the burning of the Quran

were reported in Mehrnews. The President emphasises that the double standards from the

West show the true face of the Western claims on respecting human rights:

The president of Iran has reacted to the sacrilegious action in Sweden against of the
holy Quran, saying the shameful behavior showed the true face of Western states'
freedom of speech ... Raeisi further said that insulting the holy book of Muslims
shows the true face of the Western claims on respecting human rights. "Look, those
who claim to be advocating freedom of speech, how they insult Muslim sanctities
with a despotic and arrogant spirit. They lie when they claim that advocate freedom of
speech," the president said (Mehr News, 2023e).
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The statements reflect an attempt to voice the perceived discrepancy between the Western

states’ assigned values of freedom of speech and their actions concerning Muslim sanctities.

The remarks can be perceived as a way to mobilise support and solidarity within the Muslim

community by framing the Quran burnings as an attack on the beliefs and values of the

ingroup. The critique from the President towards the Western claims regarding freedom of

speech could aim to delegitimize the principle and values of the outgroup (Sweden) by

asserting that the claims are hypocritical and contradictory. This challenges the norms and

values associated with the ingroup and could reinforce intergroup tensions. More

prominently, the focus on Western and Swedish double standards is mentioned in many

published articles:

In a statement on Saturday, the spokesman of the Iranian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
strongly condemned insulting the Holy Quran in European countries, this time in
Sweden. Kan’ani added, “Unfortunately, some European countries, as in the past,
under the false pretext of supporting freedom of speech, allow the extremists and
radicals to spread hatred against Islamic sanctities and values, and despite their claims
on advocating human rights, they are institutionalizing anti-Islamism and
Islamophobia in their communities.” (Mehr News, 2023b)

Another actor who has spoken about double standards is Iranian Foreign Minister Hossein

Amir Abdollahian, who spoke at the UN Human Rights Council about the revelation of the

international community’s double standards when not condemning the burning of the Quran:

Hossein Amir Abdollahian, Iran’s Foreign Minister, has emphasized the need to
prevent actions of religious hatred that generate prejudice, animosity, and violence.”
The foreign minister underscored that “any kind of hesitation or delay in denouncing
or preventing such actions will only reinforce perceptions of double standards and
justify the abuse of freedom of expression.” (Tehran Times, 2023d)

The statement implies that the failure to denounce or prevent the Quran burnings reinforces

the perception of double standards. This serves the notion that when there is no response from

the outgroup, the power politics alters (Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013: 892), and this

can eventually lead to a stronger sense of ingroup love and outgroup hate.
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Threats to the ingroup’s identity prompt efforts to safeguard against perceived injustices, and

they are also connected to the mobilisation for collective action.

6.4.2 LVU campaign - Sweden’s policies as anti-Muslim

Previous outrage from the Muslim community has been regarding the so-called LVU

campaign. Dubbed by Swedish authorities as a disinformation campaign towards Swedish

Social Services (Ranstorp & Ahlerup, 2023), it is reported in the context of the Hamid Nouri

case:

Sweden has a history of adopting hostile policies toward Iran and the Hamid Nouri
trial is a sign the country has decides to escalate those hostile approaches... by
separating Muslim children from their families or remaining silent about savage acts
of burning the holy Quran in the country (IRNA, Nov 22, 2022f).

The statements made reflect the dynamic of intergroup relations and frame Sweden’s policies

as hostile toward Iran and Muslim people. The Nouri trials are interpreted as an escalation of

Sweden’s hostility, contributing to further separation of the groups. By referring to Sweden’s

actions, claiming that Sweden separates Muslim children from their families, it threatens the

identity and values of the ingroup. It contributes to the perception of an external threat. In

line with the Social Identity Theory, this can result in individuals engaging in collective

action when addressing the threats to their group identity. The statements imply a need for a

collective response to Sweden’s actions.

Swedish police as an active actor in the Quran Burnings is mentioned in the same article that

highlights the perception of Zionist distortion (IRNA, 2023i). It also mentions the Swedish

police as playing a significant role in the context of the Quran burnings:

The Swedish police is regarded as one of the pillars of the government of that country,
and therefore, the Swedish government is directly responsible for the desecration of
the Qur’an and cannot acquit itself. In fact, the Swedish government must be held
accountable to the Islamic world and Muslims, because the police only execute the
orders of higher authorities (IRNA, 2023i).
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The portrayal of the Swedish police as a pillar of the government aligns with the

categorisation of Sweden as an outgroup. Asserting that the Swedish government is

responsible for the desecrations reinforces the idea of a perceived intergroup hierarchy. It can

suggest that higher authorities (The Swedish government) are ultimately accountable for the

actions of other entities (the police), thus reinforcing the notion of ingroup (Muslim

community) and outgroup (Swedish government) dynamics. The urge to hold the Swedish

government accountable to the Muslim community raises the expectation for intergroup

accountability.

6.4.3 Muslims as victims

In an article named Sweden is morphing into prison for Muslims. Iranian Foreign Minister

Gharibabadi:

“Sacrilege to religious sanctities is under no circumstances whatsoever acceptable”,
Gharibabadi wrote on his Twitter account on Monday. He added that “religious
intolerance is raging across Europe; and now, Sweden is morphing into a prison for
Muslims with the support of the government. Seems they’ve missed Medieval
Inquisition!” (Tehran Times, 2022b).

Another article connects the historical past with today and the Quran burnings: Sweden/West

as perpetrators:

The reason why Western governments allow Quran burning under freedom of speech
but would prevent and jail someone wanting to burn an LGBT flag is quite evident.
Europe has not yet decoupled from its imperialistic past. Western European
authorities want their people to believe that immigrants are to blame for their
countries’ ailing economy and broken security. Portraying Muslims as a group of
uncivilized, outraged, and untamed citizens may justify injustice against Muslim
nations. What Europeans were not expecting this time was a third party’s heavy
involvement in the hateful acts conducted against Muslims (Tehran Times, 2023f).

The established norm of the West as a significant threat to Iran can be connected to the idea

of referent informational influence. Within groups, people pay attention to information that

regards the context-specific group norm.
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The source of information is primarily one that consists of an identity-consistent behaviour

that core group members make. This establishes a norm which is internalised and conformed

through the self-categorisation process (Hogg et al., 2004: 259). Portraying the West as an

ingroup with significant problems who mistreat the Muslim group characterises, once again,

the West as an outgroup which is unreliable and threatening. These types of reports distance

the ingroup from the outgroup and what the outgroup stands for.

One argument is that it is the perception of competition that often is more prominent and that

it can evoke the feeling of hostility rather than the actual competition (Stekelenburg &

Klandermans, 2013: 891). The term competition is connected to Stekelenburg and

Klandermans (2013) idea of social identity as connected to social protest. The essence of the

competition and the strategies the group uses depends on the beliefs about the nature of

intergroup relations. One strategy used is to separate the two groups’ social identities,

clarifying that “we '' are not like “them”. The West alienates “our” group by prescribing

negative characteristics to the group.

7.0 Conclusion

What narratives have the Iranian English state media spread about Sweden between 2021

and 2023? The analysis of the themes through Social Identity Theory shows that the

narratives spread about Sweden in regards to the Quran Burnings can be categorised into four

prominent themes: (i) Swedish police as a supporter of Quran burning, (ii) Swedish

government as allowing and supporting Quran burnings, (iii) Sweden as controlled by the

US/Israel, (iiii) Swedish democracy as flawed.

These themes show that narratives about Sweden spread through Iranian state media and that

it is harmful to Swedish security. The main groups that are identified through the theoretical

analysis of the articles are, in broad terms, Iran, the Swedish government/Swedish authorities,

the West and the Zionist regime (Israel). The Swedish Government and police as an outgroup,

are perceived as enemies who constitute a threat to ingroup survival. One narrative focuses

on how Swedish authorities would maintain the Quran burning rather than prevent it. This

constructs a social identity of the outgroup as one who does not concern the Muslim

community. Swedish authorities are framed as hostile toward Iran and the Muslim

community. There is also a perceived double standard attributed to Sweden. Sweden is
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described as a country where human rights and freedom of expression are respected; this

enhances the notion that the Muslim community is marginalised and threatened,

which could foster the perceptions of hostility and foreign alienation. A significant focus is

on the outgroup’s (Sweden) lack of responding and condemning the Quran burnings. This

correlates with the notion of the ingroup (Muslim community) trying to protect their social

identity with the violent scenes emerging at a protest, enhancing the notion that there is an

intergroup conflict happening.

Another prominent narrative presented is the war against Islam. Based on a worldview that

divides the West from Islam. This worldview makes it easier to spread narratives that are

simplified yet powerful. The perceived double standards are connected to this narrative as

well. The West is perceived as one unified adversary towards Islam. Similarly, a connection is

made between Sweden and Israel, which is an established enemy of Iran, and the Muslim

community within the Iranian discourse.

Many of the statements in Iranian state media imply a need for a collective response to

Sweden’s actions. It is, for example, argued that a response to threats towards one’s group is a

religious duty for the Muslim community. The call to mobilise collective action is

continuously pushed and does not necessarily lead to violence and conflict. However, as the

previous example with the Iraqi group Ashab al-Kahf shows, it can enhance the probability of

collective action or allow individuals to take matters into their own hands regarding

perceived threats. Prominent leaders in Iran use an “us-versus-them” dichotomy when

responding to and condemning the Quran burnings. It is an effective way to distinguish the

actions of one group from another group’s experience of these actions. It can also lead to

unity within the ingroup and the leader’s increased sense of trustworthiness.

The social identity of Iran is tightly connected to religion, and when used to spread

narratives, it becomes politicised. By, for example, connecting Jewish identity or the identity

of the Swedish government as evil and enemies of the Muslim community, the identities are

politicised. One claim is that Muslims suffer due to a perceived war against Islam which

politicises the identity since it appeals to the emotional importance of a shared social identity.

The narrative regarding Sweden’s double standards also enhances the notion that the Muslim

community is marginalised and threatened.
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One crucial aspect is the influence of information, which is firmly established within the

ingroup of Iran and powerful. The cohesion within the group is strong, leading to a strong

norm that is not necessarily questioned in the gathered articles. One interpretation of this

notion is that narratives that enhance a suitable agenda for the ingroup (Iran) are easy to

uphold through publishing articles through news agencies with an international reach. As

previous research has demonstrated, this study confirms that disinformation does not

necessarily depend on false claims and fake news; rather, it sometimes involves framing

certain events in a particular way. The persistent dissemination of narratives by Iranian state

media can ultimately alter the perceptions of the targeted group.

Certain limitations have been identified during the process of this thesis. The first is that I do

not speak Persian (Farsi); therefore, I am limited to a certain number of sources. While the

material used can be regarded as the narratives produced to reach the international dimension,

the thesis loses much of its reporting towards the Muslim community due to the language

barrier. The theoretical framework in this thesis permits one type of analysis of the perceived

disinformation. The framework should not be seen as more plausible than others since the

outcome most likely would have been different if another theory had been used. The thesis

relies on articles published between January 1 2021, to October 20, 2023; it is, therefore,

important to highlight that certain current events could alter narratives produced by the news

agencies included in the thesis. To understand the roots of disinformation, one has to

understand the point of view of the actor who spreads specific disinformation. Social Identity

Theory can help when investigating why one group would feel the need/necessity to push

certain narratives and how it enhances the social identity of one group.

7.1 Relation to Previous Research and Future research

Research on Russian disinformation exists to a large extent. Although Iran is perceived as a

large threat as well, it has yet to be thoroughly investigated in a Swedish context. In that

aspect, the thesis differs significantly from previous research. The thesis adds to the growing

literature on disinformation by examining how disinformation can be produced through

media. It also incorporates the perspective mentioned previously, in which created narratives

are explained as potential precursors to disinformation.
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By including Social Identity Theory when studying disinformation, it can help researchers

understand the psychological mechanisms behind the reception and spread of disinformation,

making it a powerful tool for analysing how narratives can influence and manipulate groups.

As used by states towards other states, disinformation is a growing security threat. Therefore

it is relevant to study the field from different perspectives. The thesis also contributes to the

work of the Agency for Psychological Defence, which has yet to establish in-depth research

on Iranian disinformation. In the context of Swedish security, there is a need for a more

extensive understanding of what types of narratives are produced towards Sweden. Future

research needs to focus on the creation of narratives and to what extent they can harm

Swedish security. There is a need to study actors that produce harmful narratives regarding

Sweden. As previous research demonstrates, in order to understand why some, in their case

‘fake news’ is more pervasive in some states than others, it could be important to identify the

‘Swedish identity’ and its conditions for handling disinformation. This understanding could

ultimately enhance Sweden's resilience against harmful narratives and disinformation from

Iran.
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