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Introduction: This study examines how Iranian media
shape the discourse of the Right to the City, question-
ing whether they function as tools for public awareness
or instruments of social control. Recognizing the grow-
ing role of media in urban governance, the study ap-
plies Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis
(CDA) to explore how official media, independent plat-
forms, and civil society activists construct competing
narratives around urban rights and citizen participation.
Method: Using Fairclough’s three-level CDA frame-
work—textual, discursive, and social context analysis—
the study analyzes 182 media texts from 2001 to 2021.
These texts, drawn from state-controlled and indepen-
dent outlets, were purposefully selected to reflect diver-
gent approaches to urban discourse. The analysis focus-
es on language use, ideological framing, and the broader
political context shaping representations of urban rights.
Findings: The results show a clear division between media
types. Official outlets emphasize “public order” and “social
stability,” framing urban protests as threats and reinforcing
a security-oriented narrative. In contrast, independent media
and civil society use justice-based language—e.g., “social

EEINT3

justice,” “citizen participation”—to promote inclusive gov-
ernance. Digital platforms further amplify these alternative
voices, providing space for public dialogue and activism.

Discussion: Media discourse on urban rights in Iran re-
flects broader power dynamics. State media reproduce
hegemonic narratives aligned with government policy,
while independent platforms act as counter-hegemonic
agents promoting civic engagement. The study empha-
sizes the transformative role of digital media and calls
for policy reforms, media pluralism, and stronger citizen
participation to support equitable urban development.

Citationigholami S, Modiri A, Tayebi A. (2025). The Right to the City in Iran’s Media Dis-

course: A Tool for Awareness or Social Control?. refahj. 25(97), : 10
URL: http://refahj.uswr.ac.ir/article-1-4411-fa.html


https://refahj.uswr.ac.ir/page/68/Open-Access-Policy
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8371-0280
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0491-9252
mailto:atmodiri@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2611-8846
http://refahj.uswr.ac.ir/article-1-4411-fa.html\r
http://dx.doi.org/10.32598/refahj.25.96.4463.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.32598/refahj.25.97.4625.1
https://refahj.uswr.ac.ir/article-1-4411-fa.html

[ Downloaded from refahj.uswr.ac.ir on 2026-02-15 ]

[ DOI: 10.32598/refahj.25.97.4625.1 |

W ol gliley OlaidS jo els a0 i
s U P

The Right to the City in Iranian Media Discourse...

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid urbanization of recent decades has introduced new challenges in citizen-
ship rights and urban management. One key concept addressing these challenges
is the “Right to the City,” first introduced by Henri Lefebvre in the 1960s. This
discourse redefines the relationship between citizens, urban spaces, and power
structures, emphasizing equal access to urban resources and active participation in
decision-making. The concept asserts that cities should be shaped according to the
needs and aspirations of all inhabitants rather than the interests of a privileged few.
In Iran, the media play a dual role in representing this discourse, acting either
as a tool for public awareness or as an instrument of social control. This study
investigates how Iranian media portray the ‘Right to the City’ and identifies two
dominant functions in their discourse: empowering citizens and reinforcing state
control.

Method

Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) framework is employed
in this study to analyzing 182 texts from official media and social networks (2001—
2021) across three levels:

1. Textual Analysis: An examination of linguistic and structural features, such as
word choice and syntax, to understand how media shapes perceptions of the
“Right to the City.”

2. Discursive Process Analysis: Investigates how discourses are produced, dis-
tributed, and consumed, emphasizing power relations between media produc-
ers and audiences.

3. Social Context Analysis: Explores how political, social, and economic condi-
tions influence media representations and their broader societal implications.
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Findings
Textual Analysis

Findings reveal a stark contrast between official and independent media. Official
media employ restrictive vocabulary emphasizing “public order” and “social se-
curity,” reinforcing narratives of control. Terms such as “security measures” and
“law enforcement” frequently frame urban protests as threats to stability.

Conversely, independent media and social networks adopt justice-oriented and

EEINT3

participatory language, highlighting terms like “social justice,” “citizens’ rights,”
and “public participation.” They frame urban development as a matter of justice
rather than solely a technical or managerial issue, advocating for equitable access

to urban spaces.

Discursive Process Analysis

Social media exert a critical influence in amplifying citizen voices and fostering
public discourse. These platforms enable direct communication among citizens,
facilitating discussions on urban issues and mobilizing collective action. Unlike
official media, which often reproduce state-controlled narratives, social media al-
lows for alternative perspectives.

For instance, during urban protests in Iran, official media framed citizen demands
as destabilizing forces, whereas social networks provided a platform for real
grievances and solidarity-building. Similar to their role in the Gezi Park protests
in Turkey, digital platforms in Iran empower grassroots activism by facilitating
awareness campaigns and organizing civic movements.

Social Context Analysis

The Iranian government exerts significant control over media narratives, using
state-owned outlets to align urban development discourse with its political agenda.
Official media primarily reflect state perspectives, limiting critical discourse and
reinforcing existing power structures.

In contrast, independent media and social networks serve as spaces for marginal-
ized voices, emphasizing social justice and citizen participation. While official
media often portray security as a priority over citizen engagement, independent
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platforms challenge these narratives by advocating for inclusive urban policies.
This dynamic illustrates the ongoing struggle between state control and civic em-
powerment in Iran’s urban landscape.

Furthermore, findings suggest that media representations of the “Right to the City”
are closely linked to governance and urban policy. Policies prioritizing security
over citizen participation influence media narratives, shaping public perceptions
and restricting discussions on urban rights. Development projects benefiting elite
groups or the state apparatus are frequently framed as necessary for maintaining
order, sidelining the perspectives of affected communities.

Discussion

The findings align with Lefebvre’s theory of the “Right to the City” and Fair-
clough’s CDA framework, underscoring media’s dual role in shaping public dis-
course. Official media in Iran, influenced by state policies, prioritize security-
oriented narratives that undermine social justice. In contrast, independent media
and civil society activists promote equity, challenge state-driven narratives, and
foster civic engagement.

A comparative analysis of traditional and digital media highlights the growing
influence of social networks in disseminating the “Right to the City” discourse.
Digital platforms, particularly social media, provide interactive spaces for citizens
to engage with urban issues, challenge official narratives, and mobilize grassroots
movements.

In contrast, traditional media operate under state-imposed constraints, often ho-
mogenizing narratives to align with official policies. While official media focus
on security and order, digital platforms amplify marginalized voices, allowing for
alternative discussions on urban governance.

The Role of Policy and Media in Urban Rights

Policy-making is instrumental in shaping media discourse and public perceptions
of urban rights. State-controlled media, driven by policy imperatives, often sup-
press dissent and reinforce dominant narratives of control. Conversely, indepen-
dent media, outside direct state oversight, empower citizens by promoting partici-
patory and justice-oriented discourses.
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Policies prioritizing security over civic engagement contribute to media content
that marginalizes vulnerable groups and reinforces inequalities. In contrast, poli-
cies fostering media plurality and transparency enable diverse voices to emerge,
promoting inclusive urban discussions.

The interaction between policy and media highlights the necessity of supporting
independent platforms and reforming restrictive policies to ensure balanced rep-
resentations of urban rights. Shifting policy priorities toward equitable access and
civic participation can contribute to a more just urban future.

This study demonstrates that the “Right to the City” can serve as both a mecha-
nism for social justice and citizen participation or as a tool for social control.
Iranian official media predominantly reproduce security-driven discourses, while
independent media advocate for justice and civic engagement.

To enhance the media’s role in fostering inclusive urban discourse, the following
recommendations are proposed:

1. Enhancing Media Literacy: Educate citizens on how to engage critically with
media narratives and actively advocate for their rights.

2. Supporting Independent Media: Implement policies that protect media plural-
ity and enable diverse perspectives on urban issues.

3. Promoting Participatory Platforms: Develop digital spaces that allow citizens

to engage meaningfully in discussions around urban policies and governance.
Leveraging Technology: Utilize digital tools to increase transparency, facilitate ac-
cess to information, and strengthen citizen participation in urban decision-making.
By prioritizing transparency, civic engagement, and digital inclusion, both media
and policymakers can contribute to a more just and equitable urban future.
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Table 1: Research Characteristics and CDA Methodology

Aspect Description
Research Examining the role of media in the “Right to the City” dis-
Objective course.
Research .. . . :
Critical Discourse Analysis based on Fairclough’s model.
Method
Theoretical Fairclough’s three-level CDA model: textual, discursive pro-
Framework cesses, and social context.
Sample . . .
p- 153 media texts related to the “Right to the City.”
Population
Time Frame 2001 to 2021.

Table 2: Findings on Media Representation of the “Right to the City”

Analytical .o
. Findings
Section
Textual Positive vocabulary in independent media emphasizes social jus-
Analysis tice; restrictive vocabulary in official media reinforces control.
Discursive Social media facilitates awareness and citizen engagement;
Processes official media reproduces state narratives.

. Official media reflect state power; independent media amplify
Social Context

marginalized voices.
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