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Information communication technologies (ICTs) facilitate transnational 

connection, coordination and collaboration, which are essential for new social 

movements. At the same time, issues of access and censorship hinder social movement 

use of social media for mobilization. This dissertation examines how internet technology 

is used by social movements to discuss issues of identity, dignity and justice and to 

contest gender-based discriminatory laws.  

The Middle East has recently witnessed new relations between women and space 

where women have been empowered with new forms of social and physical mobility. 

Despite increased mobility, Iranian women continue to fight against the regime’s gender 

discriminatory laws and protest the government in public squares and in virtual spaces 

through subversive acts such as sneaking into soccer stadiums disguised as men. Using 

hashtags and other forms of cultural production, the movement against the gender 

discrimination highlights women’s voices and presence.  



 

xiii 

 

Contesting morality laws that exclude women from public space, hashtags such as 

#bluegirl organize digital content and facilitate public discourse regarding issues of 

gender. By documenting their unapologetic visibility in public spaces, Iranian women 

express their strength and resilience and continue a long tradition of media representation 

through cultural production and dissemination of information and iconic imagery on 

social media platforms.  

Through subtle everyday acts of protests, women contest state narratives by 

documenting their presence in both physical and virtual public spaces. Iranian women 

practice the art of presence, demonstrating social media activism’s ability to circumvent 

censorship and facilitate public discourse regarding controversial issues under repressive 

contexts. This study collects and analyzes original 2018 data from Twitter and other 

social networking platforms to investigate the evolution of digital campaigns and relates 

these cases to the long-standing tradition of Iranian women’s voices with a focus on the 

critical role of the camera and user generated content in art and daily life. 

 

Keywords: social movements; social media; internet studies; information communication 

technology; computational social science; Iran; gender; human rights  
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 “Where there is power there is resistance”  

- Michel Foucault 

 

Information communication technologies (ICTs) facilitate transnational 

connection, coordination and collaboration, which are essential for new social 

movements. At the same time, issues of access and censorship hinder social movement 

use of social media for mobilization. This research examines how internet technology is 

used by the Iranian women’s movements to discuss issues of identity, dignity and justice, 

and to contest gender-based discriminatory laws.  

The Middle East has recently witnessed new relations between women and space 

where women have been empowered with new forms of social and physical mobility. 

Despite increased mobility, Iranian women continue to fight against the regime’s gender 

discriminatory laws and protest the government in public squares and virtual spaces 

through subversive acts such as sneaking into soccer stadiums disguised as men. Using 

hashtags and other forms of cultural production, the movement against the gender 

discrimination highlights women’s voices and presence. Contesting morality laws that 

exclude women from public space, hashtags such as #bluegirl organize digital content 

and facilitate public discourse regarding issues of gender among Iranians and 

internationally. By documenting their unapologetic visibility in public spaces, Iranian 

women express their strength and resilience and continue a long tradition of media 
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representation through cultural production and dissemination of information and iconic 

imagery on social media platforms.  

Through subtle everyday acts of protests, women contest state narratives by 

documenting their presence in both physical and virtual public spaces. Iranian women 

practice the art of presence, demonstrating social media activism’s ability to circumvent 

censorship and facilitate public discourse regarding controversial issues under repressive 

contexts. This research collects and analyzes original 2018 data from Twitter and other 

social networking platforms to investigate the evolution of digital campaigns and relates 

these cases to the long-standing tradition of Iranian women’s voices with a focus on the 

role of the camera and user generated content in art and daily life. 

This dissertation reveals the importance and power of imagery and media for 

mobilizing and organizing social movements in all contexts. The use of subtle protest and 

cultural production is particularly useful (or perhaps necessary) under repressive or 

circumstances. Though the study focuses on an authoritarian context, findings regarding 

the use of social media by social movements are generalizable and applicable to other 

cases. This dissertation reveals that, even in authoritarian contexts, social movements 

leverage social media for cultural production, transnational connection and collaboration, 

gaining international attention and advancing movement objectives. Through strategic 

use of media and hashtags, movements are able to unify and rally members around 

common concerns or events and raise awareness of socio-economic issues that are often 

left unaddressed by formal political channels.   
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Through statistical and social network analysis (SNA), this study finds that 

specific content characteristics (media, hashtags and mentions of top users) significantly 

increase attention to and engagement, allowing movement cultural production to reach a 

broader audience and remotely connect with activists (outside of the country). In this 

way, women in the IRI and other countries have used powerful platforms such as Twitter 

to (re)claim their right to public space and continue their plight for gender equality 

despite the tremendous risks of dissent in the highly repressive environments which they 

inhabit.     

ICT has long been used as a medium of expression, rebellion, or resistance. Social 

media has changed the way individuals and groups express and discuss political opinions. 

In an era of digital diplomacy, it is important to consider the impact of new forms of 

communication on domestic and international politics. New media has impacted the way 

social movements are established and arguably plays an even larger role in how these 

phenomena evolve. Through a digital ethnography of the women’s movement in the 

Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI), this dissertation examines how ICT is used by social 

movements as a form of circumventing censorship and repression in authoritarian 

contexts by examining several  Iranian women’s movement (IWM) in the Islamic 

Republic of Iran (IRI) and the networks involved in propagating related digital 

campaigns.  

Social media analytics and computational social science are nascent fields 

offering tremendous possibilities for social scientists. This dissertation contributes to 

existing research in the field by providing robust methods and models of communication 
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networks that can help inform internet governance and regulatory policies. While many 

scholars of new social movements focus on the establishment and evolution of 

movements in Western contexts, this research contributes to new social movement 

literature by analyzing a non-Western, Middle Eastern case of new social movements. 

The analysis of online public discourse helps explain how individuals and groups form 

identities and collectives, contributing not only to the existing social movement literature 

but also informing the related fields of media and communication, computer science and 

gender studies.   

2020 marks the 20th anniversary of United Nations Security Council Resolution 

1325 which launched the Women in Peace and Security (WPS) agenda and the 25th 

anniversary of the Beijing Declaration. While efforts to promote gender equality have 

benefited from advances in policy and developments in technology, there is still much to 

be done to achieve UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) goal five calling for full 

gender equality. This struggle for gender equality and women’s rights is not unique to 

Iran or the Middle East. Women’s physical security is still extremely limited throughout 

much of the world.  Despite international treaties being established to protect the rights of 

women and combat gender-based discrimination and violence, The Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and other 

international conventions remain either unratified or sometimes unenforced by their 

signatories.  



 

5 

 

 
Figure 1 - Woman Stats – Formal Commitment to CEDAW 

 

Neither the US nor the IRI have ratified the Convention to Eliminate Discrimination 

Against Women.  

 

 

Figure 2 - Woman Stats - Women’s Physical 

Security 
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In nearly all parts of the world women have low to moderate levels of physical 

security, or lack security entirely. This problem is not specific to any region, 

demonstrating that the need to create public spaces and environments where women feel 

safe is a global and pressing issue. An individual’s ability to benefit from socio-economic 

mobility and opportunity often rests on their ability to access and participate in public 

spaces. The high level of insecurity and threats to their physical beings that women are 

forced to withstand in order to carry out their everyday activities prevents the larger aim 

of gender equality. In other words, it is only when women feel they are free from harm, 

or only equally as threated as their male counterparts, in public space that the foundation 

of a societal structure that supports and promotes gender equality can be constructed.  

Project Overview 

Chapter 1, Media and Resistance in Authoritarian Contexts, begins with an 

overview of the limits and possibilities of using social media as data, provides a brief 

background of social media and its various features that serve as forms of expression and 

finally outlines the project’s research questions and hypotheses. Chapter 2 provides a 

literature review of social movement and social media theories to introduce the case 

study of this dissertation, the Iranian women’s movement, as a form of what social 

movement scholar Asset Bayat refers to as a “nonmovement” movement. The third 

chapter returns to the concept of digital media and examines how these technologies are 

used by social movements in democratic and authoritarian contexts. Next, Chapter 3 

focuses on how these technologies are used for social activism and offers examples of 
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online movements, examining campaign construction of collective identity, cultural 

production and the issues of corruption, censorship and surveillance in the IRI. Chapter 4 

turns to the specific case in question, women’s mobilization in the Islamic Republic of 

Iran (IRI), and provides a brief history of contemporary Iranian women’s movements, 

arguing that both pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary women’s movements have 

served as the foundation for today’s IWM. The data and methods chapter (Chapter 5) 

describes the project’s data and methodology, analyzing real time Twitter data through 

content and social network analysis to analyze what social media tactics and 

characteristics increase campaign influence and impact. Finally, Chapter 6 concludes by 

examining a series of critical contemporary events —both within Iran and abroad—

discussed on Persian Twitter, demonstrating how examination of social media discourse 

provides a unique and important perspective on international political affairs.  
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1. Media and Resistance in Authoritarian Contexts 

 

 

Media has long been used to disseminate information and influence beliefs and 

actions.  It should be noted that there are two type of information: information for other 

activists (coordination) and information for the general public (dissemination). This 

dissertation examines the use of social media by social movements to achieve both of 

these types of communication. In authoritarian contexts, these information flows are 

often the only evidence of a healthy civil society. A reliable and accountable press serves 

as one of the few opportunities for activists to advance their mission and recruit support 

and funding. And yet it is in restricted contexts that civil society and human rights groups 

remain restricted and repressed by the state. This dissertation does not claim that 

information communication technology (ICT) will be able to solve all of the problems 

and injustices of authoritarian regimes. The same tools that benefit civil society or 

activists can just as easily (or more easily) be used by corrupt officials and governments 

to surveil populations and stifle freedom of expression.  

The establishment and widespread use of social media has shifted international 

information flows from an era of publishers to platforms. Regardless of who benefits 

most from the use of ICT such as social media, it is critical that researchers and the 

academic community examine how these technologies are reshaping the way individuals 

and groups engage with politics and policy and how these shifts impact state-societal 

relations. High speed, low-cost global communication and payment platforms have 

revolutionized information dissemination and mobilization at all levels of analysis 
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(individual, national and international). National level officials engage in digital 

diplomacy through platforms such as Twitter and Instagram and official national and 

international news outlets report on this social media content. This represents an 

important shift from publications and local and national broadcasting to global online 

platforms as the primary source for information and news. It is no longer solely large 

media corporations that write today’s headlines but rather individual contributors and 

influencers producing content online that produce top stories and trends. Individual 

citizens internationally use online platforms to express their opinions on leaders and 

current events. Social media also allows for tangible activism and mobilization as some 

even use their birthdays as an occasion to raise funds for causes they are passionate 

about. Small non-governmental organizations (NGOs), non-profits and others in the civil 

society sector are able to solicit funding from all over the world through global financial 

payment systems and technologies that support online billing and payment. Civil society 

organizations (CSOs) and other organizations can also solicit volunteers and sponsors 

from a wider pool of applicants thanks to advances in connectivity that facilitates remote 

work and contributions.  

Despite their benefits, these technologies can also be weaponized. They have been 

used by nation-states and other groups to attack the integrity of local and national 

elections and launch cyberattacks on software and infrastructures.  These cybercrimes 

range from large scale attacks on nuclear facilities such as 2010 Stuxnet to online threats 

against human rights activists and other groups.i The same global financial systems that 

promote easier funding of human rights and social justice initiatives are also used by 
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transnational criminals for the purposes of money laundering, various forms of 

trafficking, transnational crime and other illicit activity. Cryptocurrencies are the main 

payment method of dark net drug markets such as Alpha Bay and the various iterations of 

Silk Road. Classified platforms such as Backpage (no longer active) or Craigslist are used 

by human traffickers to advertise their victims who are forced to sell sex for money. 

Many sex trafficking victims are ironically cut off from communicating with anyone 

other than their trafficker and experience abuse, neglect and severe trauma.  

Given these developments, researchers are trying to determine how to best combat 

malicious and illicit online activity, often turning to digital data for evidence. While 

online content provides an important new resource for knowledge and research, using 

social media as social science data comes with several limitations.  

Social Media as Data and Research – Limits and Possibilities  

The internet and various advancements in digital communication such as social media 

have provided researchers with a wide range of data, greatly expanding the information 

available for analysis. With these new opportunities come several limitations. It must be 

noted that the population active on social media is not representative of the general 

population. Only individuals of a particular socio-economic status would be able to 

access the technologies necessary to tweet for a social or economic cause. These 

preconditions for online activism include but are not limited to literacy, technical 

knowledge, and internet access. Despite the population not being representative, there are 

still a large number of Iranians who are active members of Twitter, and the discourse 
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taking place on social media platforms, though not inclusive, are still important real time 

information to consider when analyzing social movements.  

Location data is useful information to know when tracking social movements, but this 

data is often difficult to reliably obtain from social media posts on platforms such as 

Twitter. There are two fields included in Twitter data for location. One is self-defined and 

the other is geotagged longitude latitude coordinates. The self-defined category is a free 

response field where users can write anything from “Michigan, USA” to “Citizen of the 

World,” making the field unreliable for locating a user. The second location field which 

is geotagged is much more useful, but because the default setting for geotagging is off, a 

user would have to turn this feature on in order for this field to be populated. As a result, 

very few (1-1.5%) tweets are geotagged.  

Like location data, demographic information regarding a user’s personal identity or 

demographics are particularly difficult to obtain. Some projects, such as that established 

by the MITRE Corporation have successfully developed software to predict a user’s 

gender through machine learning algorithms with relatively high accuracy. Despite these 

developments, it is important to note that information such as user gender is not readily 

available or a pre-established field on Twitter as it on many other social media platforms 

(ex. Facebook).ii Similarly, it is often difficult to determine a user’s socio-economic 

status, race, or ethnicity from social media profiles. Collection of this type of information 

would require manual coding or sophisticated computer programs and would still 

produce results that are not entirely accurate. Because of this, analysis of social media 

data is often limited to the user features and characteristics that are known such as 
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friends, account age or content produced. Similar to location data, many platforms allow 

users to self-define identity categories/characteristics such as gender. While this data can 

be useful for analysis, users can also create multiple or false accounts, making this 

information unreliable. 

Social media produces a vast amount of data that can help social scientists discover 

insights about public and government officials’ opinions and beliefs. This type and 

volume of data was not available prior to the 2000s and little has been done to 

systematically explain what can (and ought to) be done with this data. Given a lack of 

clear research methods or protocols surrounding social media research, this dissertation 

seeks to contribute to the nascent field of computational social science by providing clear, 

replicable models and methods for collecting social media data to analyze social 

movement mobilization. 

Twitter Data as Public Discourse 

 Since being launched in March 2006, Twitter now has grown to have 100 million 

active daily users who produce over 500 million tweets per day. These active users range 

from famous politicians, such as United States President Donald Trump to global 

celebrities and brands. Like users of many social media platforms, most Twitter users 

tend to access the application from their phones, with 80% of tweets originating from a 

mobile device. The high percentage of mobile phones use allow users without steady 

internet access or computer hardware to access the service.iii 

Despite the limits and problems of using social media data mentioned in the 

previous section, this project seeks to map the Iranian Twittersphere in order to determine 
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how the microblogging platform is being used by activists to discuss socio-political and 

economic issues.  Of the over 500 million daily tweets posted on Twitter’s platform, 

approximately one million tweets are circulated in Farsi (Persian) language. This large 

volume of Persian tweets is a valuable resource for Iran scholars. Despite similar projects 

that collect language and location specific social media data, to the researcher’s 

knowledge, no endeavor to collect, process and analyze the overall Persian Twittersphere 

has been attempted. To collect this data, the researcher has worked closely with 

collaborators to collect and analyze all Persian language tweets since September 2019. 

This data is then used to map the discussions, topics and networks that comprise the 

Persian Twittersphere.  

Users engage on Twitter by tweeting (publicly broadcasting) to an imagined 

audience of networked individuals. What is unique about Twitter versus other social 

media platforms is that the audience of a tweet is a mixture of public and private users. 

Unlike Facebook, where a relationship has to be mutual in order for certain content to be 

viewable, Twitter allows users to form non-reciprocal relationships. Unlike the closed 

system of many other platforms, the majority of the content posted on Twitter is viewable 

by those who do not have Twitter accounts and require no sign-in or authentication to 

access. This mixture of public and private attention requires users to find a balance 

between transparency and authenticity when portraying themselves to this imagined 

network audience.iv  

Twitter’s inclusive and open structure allows it to gain wide reach and impact and 

encourages user content production. In fact, the majority of Twitter’s success can be 



 

14 

 

attributed to the fact that it is a technology that has largely been shaped by its user driven 

innovation and creativity. As Eric von Hippel’s Democratizing Innovation explains, it is 

only after a user has an opportunity to experiment with a technology and become 

accustomed to it that they are able to adapt the technology to their specific needs and 

preferences.v The creators of Twitter never predicted that the platform would end up 

being the primary channel of communication for the 45th president of the United States or 

that people would be using Twitter to discuss topics such as political elections, sexual 

harassment and environmental issues on a global scale. Following a similar trajectory to 

the establishment of the Twitter microblogging platform itself, the origins of hashtags on 

social media platforms went from a simple suggestion made by Chris Messina for 

organizing online communities and groups to an overnight success, rapidly gaining global 

popularity and subsequently impacting the way we communicate.vi Hashtags have now 

become a form of expression embraced not just online, but also in real life (IRL).  

The Origin Story of the Hashtag 

Hashtags have become a key organizing mechanism for groups and movements 

helping to unify users and content around phrases and key terms. Hashtags are entirely 

user generated implemented by using a # (also known as a “pound” or “hash”) symbol 

before a word or phrase to identify messages on a particular topic or theme. On social 

media platforms like Twitter and Instagram, hashtags allow for the phrase to be 

hyperlinked and connected to an index that makes the topic searchable or discoverable by 

users. Because hashtags serve this organizing purpose, they have become a powerful 

marketing tool for businesses that constantly revise their marketing, outreach and 
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branding in an attempt to attract more attention and gain more followers and subscribers. 

These same benefits allow for other groups, such as social movements, to more easily 

disseminate information regarding their campaigns and to mobilize support. This 

dissertation seeks to examine the use of social media by the Iranian women’s movement 

to determine how these digital campaign efforts differ from or are similar to the 

marketing and branding techniques of companies on Twitter.  

In fact, some of the most successful or popular hashtag campaigns have been 

propagated not by private companies, but rather by grassroots movements such as #metoo 

and #blacklivesmatter. These examples show that hashtags can have implied meanings of 

hashtags, used as a short cut for complex concepts and events. Today, individuals make 

statements like “I had a #metoo moment,” signaling that they assume everyone 

understands what this means. Hashtags thus become shorthand to discuss complex social 

and political issues.  

It is important to note three points about hashtags. First, hashtags are dynamic and 

can change based on development of critical events or moments. It should be noted that 

the language, spacing and punctuation are important for the functioning of a hashtag. For 

example, #White Wednesday (without the s) is a completely different campaign based 

out of Germany. Second, hashtags are not all long-lasting, raising the question what is the 

average lifespan of a hashtag? As will be seen with Blue Girl or the 2020 parliamentary 

election hashtags, these phrases are often widely used prior to a targeted event and then 

use of the hashtag quickly declines after the event has happened. Finally, hashtags are not 

always effective or do no always go viral. Research on best practices for hashtag use 
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found that using more than 2-3 hashtags in a post or tweet does not gain more 

engagement/attention. Despite these findings, it seems that determining what makes a 

successful hashtag campaign is difficult as previously successful hashtag movements 

have unique and specific contexts in which they gained popularity, preventing them from 

being generalizable to other cases.  

Hashtags are important because they provide a voice for minority and vulnerable 

populations and help document human rights violations and abuses. Photographs, videos 

and testimonies are often used by international, regional and local human rights 

organizations to defend and protect unlawfully punished activists. Second, hashtags allow 

for coordinated collective and connective action, serving as useful tools for organizing 

and mobilizing. By explicitly using hashtags, users self-select into (established or new) 

digital communities or groups. Hashtags allow for communication and coordination 

amongst movement members, an important resource especially in times of mobilization 

or crisis. Movements are able to use cultural activism to push for social change and then 

work toward political reform by mobilizing members based on shared grievances and 

constructing collective identities that connect users online. Protest hashtags allow for 

social movement content to be produced and shared transnationally, allowing future 

movements to learn tactics and lessons from the movements that came before.  

Third, an additional function of hashtags is that it serves to sum up a user’s post. The 

transnational engagement and summarizing functions are perhaps some  of  the most 

important features of hashtag campaigns because they help a movement or group gain 

audience attention and cut through all of the noise present on social media platforms.  
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While the first two functions of memes and hashtags are very useful resources for 

a social movement, the outside impact of hashtags allows content to go viral, serving as a 

social shortcut and organizing principle facilitating public discourse about sensitive 

issues such as sexual harassment, environmental crisis and human rights violations. It 

also allows for easy diffusion and increased attention. Most hashtags are one to three 

words long phrases. Successful hashtags are abbreviated bits of information that are 

easily transferable in short text format through social media and microblogging 

platforms. Hashtags often serve to sum up the content of a post, very similar to the use of 

“TL:DR” (too long: didn’t read), allowing for users to absorb the information even if they 

are only skimming their social media feeds. This TL:DR characteristic of hashtags allows 

for the inclusion of these phrases to gain attention and influence, cutting through the 

flood of information available to users on platforms like Twitter.  

From Memes to Movements: Protest in the digital age, networked creativity and 

cultural production  

 Memes and hashtags are able to create a shared experience and intimate 

connections between users despite great distances. While sometimes silly, memes are 

cultural objects that are important for social movements because they are a welcoming 

invitation for participation. As author of Memes to Movements An Xiao Mina mentions, 

memes say “Look! This is easy, you can do this too!” and encourage users to generate 

and share their own content to contribute to the digital cultural community associated 

with the topic. Using satire, humor and symbolic imagery, memes are often used for 

covert subtle commentary and criticism of authoritarian regimes like that of China or 
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Iran, allowing activists to express their discontents while avoiding government censors 

and media restrictions.vii   

 Zeynep Tufecki’s explores the interactions between technology and society, 

studying the use of technology by social movements through networked protest. Twitter 

and Teargas examines the role the internet played in the Zapatista uprisings, the Arab 

Uprisings, the Occupy Movement and Gezi Park, providing insights into the public 

sphere and governance in the 21st century. Tufecki released the title in 2017 and made it 

available for free to read at twitterandteargas.org. Tufecki also addresses the particular 

role these technologies play in authoritarian contexts, explaining how governments are 

moving from censorship to attention-grabbing and misinformation online on social 

media.viii  

Research Questions  

This dissertation analyzes non-violent social movement use of media, hashtags 

and other features available via ICT to 1) gain (increased) attention both within the 

country and internationally and 2) organize and mobilize action to advance movement 

objectives. The examination of the Iranian women’s movement (including My Stealthy 

Freedom (MSF) and related digital campaigns) through Twitter and other social media 

analysis provides an important case study of (transnational) feminist movements (in the 

Islamic world). Through the power of presence expressed through images and other 

online content, Iranian women have successfully voiced their demands for the elimination 

of the gender discriminatory policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) including but 

not limited to compulsory hijab and exclusion or restricted access of women to political 
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and public spheres. These movements occasionally seek to put pressure on formal state 

structures through overt opposition and protest and dissent, but more often they seek to 

indirectly influence policy by practicing cultural activism in an effort to shift societal 

attitudes and norms and pressuring non-governmental and international organizations to 

push for state reforms. For example, supporters of #Blue Girl created hashtags such as 

#FifaStandUp4Sahar and #ComeWithMetotheStadium, signaling demands for FIFA to 

stand up and put pressure on the IRI to end its systematic gender discrimination by 

allowing women into soccer stadiums.  

Research Design  

Data collection included harvesting tweets in real time through Twitter’s 

Application Programing Interface (API), explained in more detail in the data and 

methodology chapter. These tweets were then processed using user engagement and 

social network analysis.  Data from Twitter was supplemented by cross referencing 

primary and secondary sources on the Iranian women’s movement as well as through 

conducting semi-structured interviews with movement members and the Iranian 

academic, civil society and human rights communities. Analysis of all Persian language 

tweets (Chapter 6) allowed for examination of the wider context of Twitter discourse in 

Iran, providing a unique lens into the opinions and behaviors of Iranians living within the 

country and those abroad.   

Blurring the state boundary – Women, Media and Resistance 

While this dissertation examines both regime and population technical literacy 

and social media usage, the particular case of the women’s movement against 
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compulsory hijab and other gender discriminatory policies under the IRI is highlighted as 

a case of successful use of population technical literacy in an authoritarian context. The 

Iranian women’s movement (IWM) has successfully gained international attention and 

demonstrates how prominent Iranian women continue to occupy public spheres (to a 

higher degree as when compared with its neighbors in the region). This challenges 

(Western) perceptions of women in public space in the Muslim or Arab world who are 

often viewed as sheltered, oppressed and voiceless. Like previous forms of media, art and 

culture, social media has been used by Iranians to express their policy demands and 

discontents, pressuring the Islamic regime to reform its gender discriminatory policies.  

This study also seeks to explain the emergence of what has commonly been 

referred to as an Iranian women’s movement (IWM). While this phrase has been widely 

used, the practices that make up the various campaigns for gender equality in the country 

have often been disparate and, it is argued, have only been perceived as a cohesive 

movement in recent decades. Much of this can be attributed to the emergence of the 

international women’s rights movement in the 20th century. This international (legal) 

framework placed a primary emphasis on women gaining recognition as right bearing 

citizens under the state, thus muting or distracting attention from socio-cultural aspects of 

the women’s movement that took place outside of formal state structures and institutions. 

This dissertation seeks to move beyond this rights and state-based narrative to provide a 

more holistic perspective on gender in the IRI.  
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2. Social Movement and Social Media Theories 

 

 

Dynamics of Contention - Social Movement Theory  

Social movements are not single-episode expressions that melt away under an act 

of repression, but rather “they are prolonged, many-sided processes of agency and 

change, with ebbs and flows, whose enduring ‘forward linkages’ can revitalize popular 

mobilization when the opportunity arises.”1 Through an analysis of various contentious 

episodes occurring as part of the contemporary IWM, this dissertation examines the 

interaction between the state and its opponents while recognizing the dynamic 

relationship and overlap between these groups.  

 Social movements commonly try to pressure the state to fulfill social demands or 

claims. It should be noted that movements must agree on what these social demands are 

and how to best achieve them. If there are differences in movement goals and strategies, 

which is often very common within contemporary movements mobilizing and organizing 

online, mobilization and movement sustainability becomes more difficult. Movement 

actors, or challengers, are often viewed as external entities with an overtly political 

purpose, that aim to reform the governmental structure or influence the current state 

behavior. However, this approach is limited and therefore an insufficient framework for 

our analysis of contention. As Asef Bayat explains, even if social movements are not 

engaged in a political campaign, they may still be involved in what Alberto Melucci calls 

 
1 Bayat, Asef. Life as Politics: How Ordinary People Change the Middle East. Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 2010. Print, 24. 
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“cultural production.”2 A key example of both of these efforts emphasized by culturalist 

social movement theorists is the mobilization of Iranian women and students during the 

1990s. By practicing the art of presence and persistence, these groups were able to 

successfully place claims upon the state, through promoting certain cultural 

performances; even despite their organizational inferiority and resource disparity. 

 Antonio Gramsci perceives the state as the unity of consent and coercion and 

rejects the separation between civil society and the state. His concepts “war of position” 

(a strategy of the subaltern to establish societal hegemony and encircling the state) as 

well as “passive revolution” (changing the political elites’ strategy to avert social 

movements by appropriating their aim, so that “the state, the original target of change, 

takes charge of the process,”)3 help account for the continual shifts in power between the 

state and the subaltern. While passive revolution may result in some degree of reform, its 

ultimate goal is demobilization of social movement actors.  

 Noting this dynamic interaction, Bayat claims that social movement analysts should 

not write of social movements as if they are groups, but rather as consisting “of sustained 

interactions between challengers and authorities.”4 Like many other scholars of social 

movements, Bayat claims it is rare that a single, unified group makes the challenge but 

rather that movement organizers seek to build coalitions under invented names and 

discipline participants to maintain the illusion of a united front. Drawing attention to the 

routine nature of social protest and repression, Bayat quotes Charles Tilly in saying, “the 

 
2 Bayat, Making Islam Democratic, 94.  
3 Ibid., 90.  
4 Ibid., 195. 
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whole apparatus bears a remarkable resemblance to that of electoral campaigns.”5 In this 

view, the cycles of mobilization and repression actually serve to reinforce and sustain one 

another. This dissertation focuses on the IRI, an important regional actor in the Middle 

East that has recently undergone various waves  of social unrest in the public sphere. This 

case provides unique insight into the policies and cultures of the region and the Islamic 

world. The study will employ a mixed-methods approach to analyze the use of traditional 

and new information communication technologies (ICTs) over the past decade, utilizing 

both historical evidence as well as a digital or cyber ethnography to examine trends in 

several women’s movements in the IRI.   

Social Movements: Beyond political opportunity structures to relational fields 

Social movement theories such as resource mobilization involve factors such as 

Charles Tilly’s concepts of “opportunity” (factors that facilitate action) and “suppression” 

(factors that restrict it). This perspective views activists as repressed outside forces that 

fight states, whereas Jack A. Goldstone argues that our analysis of social movements 

needs to “be situated in a dynamic relational field,”6 where the continuous actions of 

“state actors, allied and counter-movement groups, and the public at large all influence 

social movement emergence, activity, and outcomes.”7 This broadening of social 

movement actors to the public at large drastically diverges from traditional SM theory, 

 
5 Charles Tilly, History, Sociology and Dutch Collective Action, via Bayat Making Islam Democratic, 149  
6 Goldstone, Jack A. “More Social Movements or Fewer? Beyond Political Opportunity Structures to Relational Fields.” Theory and Society, 
vol. 33, no. 3/4, June 2004, pp. 333–65. Crossref, doi:10.1023/B:RYSO.0000038611.01350.30. 
7 Bayat, Making Islam…, p 18-21, Goldstone, 334 

https://doi.org/10.1023/B:RYSO.0000038611.01350.30
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which typically focuses on the individual or society as a starting point rather than seeing 

SMs as a dynamic, ongoing process.  

         While the blurred boundaries between formal and informal action has been 

addressed by scholars in the field, Goldstone further blurs these boundaries by proving 

how social protests and routine political participation are complementary, citing striking 

parallels between protest and institutionalized politics such as elections. For example, 

Goldstone mentions how it is not just political parties, but also social movements, which 

influence the outcome of electoral contests.8 In his relational approach, Goldstone names 

two principles related to political opportunities and protests. First, societies with any 

stage of democratic institutions are likely to show persistent social movement activity 

involving both institutionalized action and protest. Second, major protest cycles are likely 

to be triggered by major society-wide crises. In agreement with Jeff Goodwin and James 

Jasper, Goldstone notes major shortcomings of the concept of political opportunity 

structure, concluding that in actuality, “open and democratic societies encourage protest, 

generally making it more useful and attractive.”9 Like Goldstone, Bayat sees social 

movements as involving a wide range of actors and encompassing formal as well as 

informal action. While this dynamic framework allows for a comprehensive perspective 

on what exactly a social movement entails, further explanation is necessary in order to 

identify and evaluate our particular cases. 

 
8 Goldstone 
9 Rudd Koopmans. “Movements and media: Selection processes and evolutionary dynamics in the public sphere. Theory and Society. Vol 33, 
Numbers 3-4, 367-391., 370) <http://www.springerlink.com/content/m0644pl667151121/> 
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Social Movements and Changes in the Public Sphere 

             With the development of trans-border and satellite communication, Jayne 

Rodgers identifies two senses of the active “public,” both of which are challenged by 

state attempts to control media organizations.10 The first is “the equation of public with 

institutionalized political power, contrasting with private, non-state activities.” 11 Rodgers 

argues that there can be a second interpretation of public in which the concept is available 

to the general public, signifying visibility or openness. This unclear definition leads to a 

blurred distinction between private and public life in the Middle East. Thus, as Rodgers 

explains, with the increasing use of the internet, public political activity will intrinsically 

be linked to the private realm.  

Similar to Rodgers’ bifurcation of the public, Asef Bayat’s Life as Politics 

distinguishes two factors that render the streets as an area of protest. The first is the use of 

public space as a site of contestation between the actors and the authorities. In this sense, 

what makes the streets a political arena is the active or participative (as opposed to 

passive) use of public space. This is because these sites (sidewalks, public parks, 

intersections, etc.) are increasingly becoming the domain of state power, which regulates 

their use. The state ensures that these domains remain orderly, and expects users to 

operate them passively, as an active use of the street actually serves to challenge the 

authority of the state.”12 Second, the streets create a dynamic network among the people 

who use and operate the public space. In other words, this network represents 

 
10  Rodgers, 77-81 
11  Rodgers, 77-81 
12 Bayat, Asef, Life as politics How Ordinary People Change the Middle East. Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 2010. Print, 63 
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“instantaneous communication among atomized individuals that is established by tacit 

recognition of their common identity, and which is mediated through real and virtual 

space.”13 As shown through cases such as the #BlueGirl campaign’s pressure on the 

Iranian government to allow women into soccer stadiums, it is argued that the connection 

between digital activism and the takeover of public urban spaces contributes to the 

success of social movements in terms of gaining attention and concessions from the state.   

 Social movement scholar Asef Bayat developed the concept nonmovement social 

movements, or the collective endeavors of non-collective actors, which constitute a key 

vehicle through which active citizenry might be recognized. This is because of the 

nonmovement actors’ constant mobilization against, and negotiation or engagement with, 

the dominant powers (in this case, the state). Not only do nonmovements cause 

significant change in the actors’ life chances; they may in the meantime “evolve into 

sustained social movements and contentious politics when the opportunity arises.”14 In 

this sense, social nonmovements are fragmented and often inaudible collectives, but their 

power in numbers allows them to act collectively when needed in order to protect a 

common interest.   

 By successfully using the art of presence, the nonmovements of Iranian women 

were able to pressure (or what Bayat calls “socialize”) the state to meet its needs. Asef 

Bayat claims a nonmovement may use the art of presence to subvert authoritarian state 

rule because the state rules by “weaving its logic of power” (through norms, rules, 

 
13 Ibid.  
14 Bayat, Making Islam Democratic, 250 
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institutions) “into the fabric of society,”15 what Bayat calls socialization of the state. 

Building upon Jack Goldstone’s idea of both political parties and social movements 

influencing institutional outcome, Bayat develops the concept of “nonmovements,” 

consisting of both active and passive networks that shift social perception, and so 

profoundly alter the relationship between state and public without a head on assault on 

the state.  

Bayat mentions four main distinctions between nonmovements and social 

movements, with two points being of particular significance for the current 

 analysis.16 First, while SM actors are involved in “extraordinary deeds of 

mobilization and protestation that go beyond the routine of everyday life, nonmovements 

are made up of practices that are part and parcel of the ordinary practices of everyday 

life,” such as a woman trying to attend college or work in public. Second, nonmovements 

are carried out by fragmented groups, whose power lay not in the actors’ unity, but rather 

in their “power of big numbers.” This power in numbers is a key notion of Bayat’s 

nonmovements, described as when a large group of people acting in common has the 

“effect of mobilizing and legitimizing those acts that are otherwise deemed 

illegitimate.”17  

 
15 Ibid, 70.  
16 Four differences between SMs and nonmovements; from active to passive expression of dissent  

1. Nonmovements tend to be action-oriented rather than ideologically drive and quiet rather than audible.  
2. Whereas social movement leaders usually mobilize the constituencies to put pressure on authorities to meet their demands, 
“nonmovement actors directly practice what they claim, despite government sanctions”.  
3. Third, unlike social movement actors who are involved in “extraordinary deeds of mobilization and protestation that go 
beyond the routine of everyday life, nonmovements are made up of practices that are part and parcel of the ordinary practices of 
everyday life”, such as a woman trying to go to college or work in public.  
4. Finally, it is critical to remember that nonmovements are not carried out by small groups of people at the margins. Rather, 
they are common practices of everyday life carried out by millions of people who albeit remain fragmented.   In other words, the 
power of nonmovemets does not life in the unity of actors, which may then threaten disruption rests on the power of big numbers” 
(20)  

17 Bayat, Asef. "Making Islam Democratic: Social Movements and the Post-Islamist Turn. 20 
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 Passive networks —meaning large numbers of individuals who share messages 

and meanings but not for mobilization for political protests (such as demonstrations, 

confrontational sit-ins, occupations or marches)-  are a key feature in nonmovements, 

defined as instantaneous communications between atomized individuals, “which are 

established by tacit recognition of their commonalities directly in public or indirectly 

through mass media.”18 This model stands in contrast to active networks, where 

individuals with similar positions are brought together deliberately for joint, purposive 

actions.19 Nonmovements are the prevalent form of activism in regions like the Middle 

East because authoritarian states, which are generally intolerant of any organized dissent, 

tend to fragment the subaltern. Practicing the art of presence means finding a space where 

you can subvert the dominant ideology. Iran’s Green movement, which contested election 

fraud and demanded democratic reform, had its roots in various nonmovements, which 

“then burst collectively into the open,”20 once a political opportunity arose. Similarly, the 

dissent of oppressed groups in Egypt, which had been shared in passive networks prior to 

January 25, 2011, also took to the streets and occupied public spaces in major cities in 

surprising numbers in order to express their discontent and to fight for the protection of 

human rights.  

 The significance of this concept lies in the idea of imagining a movement of 

atomized individuals who are largely deprived of organization and deliberate networking. 

Similar to Benedict Anderson’s notion of imagined communities, Bayat’s concept of 

 
18 Ibid.,  14 
19 Ibid.,  22-3 
20 Ibid., 250 
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passive network implies that individuals may be mobilized to act collectively without 

centrally constructed networks. Consequently, passive non-movements are more 

common, as they require no physical space in which to convene. The street as a public 

space has an intrinsic feature that makes it possible for people to become mobilized after 

establishing passive networks. Although they are a fragmented union, once the atomized 

actors are confronted by a threat, their passive network turns active for the purposes of 

defending their common interest. In 2009 the threat to individual Iranians came through 

overturning the perceived popular vote of the June 12th election, in order to install a 

President who was rejected by the voters.  This led Iranians to take to the streets in 

massive protest marches.  However, this active movement was crushed by harsh 

government repression of nonviolent protestors. Thus, in the weeks and months following 

these protests, although the political movement was defeated, the Iranian people created a 

nonmovement of their own, which is struggling to survive but still active today in public 

spaces like the internet.  

Social Movements and Media: The Internet as Politics 

Douglas Kellner explains how developments of the technological revolution have 

transformed and expanded Jürgen Habermas’ concept of the public sphere. Whereas 

Habermas previously had distinguished between ‘production’ and ‘interaction’, Kellner 

observes that these same distinctions can no longer be made. He claims the most 

important shift brought about by the revolution is the fact that now, new media and 
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computer technologies are increasingly serving the interests of the people rather than the 

institutional elites, leading to a new opportunity for advances towards democratization.21  

Addressing the interaction between social movements and the media, Ruud 

Koopmans claims that all actors involved in social movements “use the mass media as a 

crucial source of information on each other’s views and behavior, and evaluate and adapt 

their own strategies as a result of the reactions they bring about in the public sphere.”22 

However, in non-democratic contexts, governments do not have as much of a problem 

with violently suppressing those who are threatening or even just positioning themselves 

against the regime. It is partially for this reason that so many social justice movements in 

the developing world depend on communication with the international community in 

order to avoid arbitrary or unjust arrest or torture of citizens who are simply criticizing 

the regime rather than posing a risk to its security. 

While claiming “the Internet provides the possibility of an alternative symbolic 

economy, forms of culture and politics, and instruments of political struggle,” 23 Douglas 

Kellner also recognizes that it is up to the oppositional movement to make proper use of 

its resources. In contexts like Iran, explicit dissent is extremely risky, as authoritarian 

regimes are often better equipped at suppressing dissent than movements are at 

mobilizing. Larry Diamond claims this superiority is caused by cross-regime 

communication about repression tactics.24 Although the communicative potential of the 

 
21 Kellner, Douglas Habermas, the Public Sphere and Democracy, 16 
22 Koopmans, Ruud. “Movements and media: Selection processes and evolutionary dynamics in the public sphere. Theory and Society. Vol 33, 
Numbers 3-4, 367-391., 370) <http://www.springerlink.com/content/m0644pl667151121/> 
23 Kellner, Douglas, Situational Oppositional Politics, (14-15) 
24 Diamond, Larry. 1993. “Introduction: Political Culture and Democracy.” In Political Culture and Democracy in Developing Countries ed. Larry 
Diamond. Boulder: Lynne Rienner, publishers. 1-33. 
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internet is apparent, the critical question is if political inclusion in the cyberworld can 

translate to concrete political achievements and social movement (SM) success. In other 

words, does digital media have the potential to mobilize political action both on and 

offline? For our purposes, the advantage of the internet is the potential it gives actors “to 

challenge this spatialization of politics and to contribute to the ongoing reconfigurations 

of political practices.”25 

Koopmans asserts that media is a new public sphere which hosts the primary, 

although indirect, interaction between social movement actors and political authority. 

During a time when the distance between state and society seems to be constantly 

growing, non-hierarchical platforms such as the internet may help to balance out the 

inequalities of the social movement process. Despite this claim, the political and 

historical context must be taken into account when assessing a social movement’s 

establishment and evolution. As Jayne Rodgers (2003) suggests, a  “paradox of the 

spread of the Internet as a tool of political activism is that states are necessarily both 

drivers of the technology and among those who have the most interest in controlling 

certain aspects of its development.”26 Despite the advantages of social networking sites 

and other digital media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, these benefits are often 

limited, entirely absent, or may actually serve to repress political expression under 

draconian regimes such as that of the IRI.  

 
25 Rodgers, Jayne. Spatializing International Politics: Analysing Activism on the Internet. Routledge, 2003. 
26 Ibid. 
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 The presence of public mobilization followed by high levels of repression and 

finally a retreat back to more subtle forms of resistance is a recurring pattern among 

Iran’s human rights and women’s movements.  In this cycle of repression and 

mobilization, the state has utilized a strategy of selective displays of violence as well as 

the tactic of passive revolution. According to Charles Tilly, “their strategy resembles that 

of many old-regime European rulers, who lack the capacity for continuous surveillance 

and control of their subject population,” and thus respond to popular protests  “with 

exemplary punishment- rounding up a few supposed ringleaders, subjecting them to 

hideous public execution, and thus warning other potential rebels of what might befall 

them.”27 Tilly adds that this strategy is ironically most successful when the “specialists in 

coercion,” the state, “never actually has to deploy their violent means.”28 Through the 

selective and often excessively harsh punishment of dissent, the state is attempting to 

intimidate other political activists from publicizing their opposition.  

 While SMs have been successful in occasionally gaining control of segments of the 

public sphere for the purposes of movement mobilization, validation, and enlarging the 

scope of contention, the reality is that the media in Iran is under strict control of the 

ruling elite. Using Gramsci’s strategy of passive revolution, powerful political positions 

such as the Supreme Leader and principles such as the velayat-e-faqih (the 

guardianship of the Islamic jurist) in Iran present the illusion of reform while in reality 

co-opting the movement under control of the state’s institutionalized politics. The 

 
27 Tilly 223 
28 Ibid., 223 
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strategic use of media by social movement activists to publicize unjust treatment by the 

state and to broadcast their displays of contestation has occasionally been temporarily 

permitted by the government authorities. In many cases, given the political reality and 

limitations of social movements in authoritarian contexts, activists are eventually forced 

into submission or co-opted by the state.  

Potentials and Shortcomings of Social Media Activism  

Potentials of Digital Activism  

 Jeroen Van Laer and Peter Van Aelst examine various forms of internet supported 

and internet-based activism. These include the ability to collect money and donations and 

organize transnational demonstrations. One of the more creative tactics outlined by the 

authors is culture jamming, or changes the meaning of corporate advertising through 

artistic techniques that alter corporate logos visually and by giving marketing slogans 

new meaning, such as when a MIT graduate student emailed Nike about printing the 

word sweatshop on a pair of their custom sneakers. Figure 3 categorizes digital activism 

along two dimensions: the extent of internet support and the risk threshold of 

participation. Thus, activities such as consumer behavior are low-risk and internet-

supported (low-level use of online tactics) while more dangerous protest activities such as 

hacktivism are both high risk and are internet-based (extensive and necessary use of 

internet). This two-dimensional categorization is useful for social movement (SM) 

research as it helps demonstrates how in the 21st century almost all forms of activism are 

at least internet supported, if not internet based. In other words, it helps identify the 

connection between online and offline activism and mobilization. 
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The internet and other medium such as poetry, print media, and photography has 

allowed for the flourishing of subtle, subversive protest under repressive governments 

that are skilled at silencing voices of dissent and opposition. ICT innovation impacts the 

way collective communities such as social movements form and behave. These 

innovations have also brought with them new policy concerns. Many of these concerns 

are related to internet or media regulation such as data storage, privacy and online 

anonymity. This dissertation argues that access to and protection of a free, universal and 

open global internet is in the best interests of actors at all levels of analysis. Free and 

open technology benefits mass knowledge distribution, collaboration and innovation. 

Any attempt to fragment or exclude populations from the online public sphere should be 

deemed as unjust and undemocratic.   

Despite what social media protest literature correctly points out as the 

privatization of online public sphere, innovative uses of the internet have allowed social 

movements to successfully campaign for global human rights. By using crowd and open 

source technologies, these groups combat crime and corruption occurring on a local or 

individual level by garnering transnational support. These movements construct 

collective identities to promote values such as transparency, accountability, corporate 

responsibility and human dignity even in repressive authoritarian contexts. As shown in 

Chapter 3 Figure 6, the spread of information on the internet is not limited in the number 

of people it can reach, unlike previous modes of information sharing.  

 The potential of online activism to influence policy depends on the context in 

which activists are operating. As Zeynep Tufecki (2017) explains, in the authoritarian 
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context of the contemporary Middle East, activism might be easier in the internet era, but 

this does not necessarily result in more favorable results for civil society organizations.ix 

The IRI has succeeded in using both old and new technologies to exert its power and 

conduct corruption without detection. At the same time, individual Iranians have begun to 

use technologies in innovative ways to expose and oppose state-sponsored cases of crime, 

corruption and terrorism. 

The digital revolution has created a potential arena for individual Iranians to voice 

their opinions and discontent through media outlets at home and abroad. Iran is one of the 

most connected countries in the Middle East and given its highly educated population, 

there is tremendous potential for challenging corrupt and illicit practices through the use 

of technology. The percent of the Iranian population with internet connectivity increased 

dramatically from 10.8% in 2005 to 70% in 2017. As of December 2017, the IRI had 

40,000,000 Facebook subscribers (48.8% of the population) despite the platform being 

banned in the country.x It is important to note that many Iran’s social media accounts are 

accessed not through computers, but smartphones. According to World Bank 2018 data, 

there are over 108 mobile cellular subscriptions for everyone 100 people, meaning that 

some Iranians have not just one, but multiple cellular phone subscriptions.xi In contrast, 

there were only 11.988 fixed broadband subscriptions and 37.264 fixed telephone 

subscriptions (both of which are normally used for connecting to the internet via 

computer) per 100 people in 2018.xii  The IRI’s mobile penetration rate recently reached 

over 110% with 52.2 million mobile users as of March 2018. This shows a sharp rise 

from the 39.5% active mobile phone penetration rate in 2008.xiii  
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The international community has remained connected to the Iranian public 

through innovative uses of internet communication and social media platforms. While the 

Islamic regime has attempted to censor or limit these communications, the advanced 

technological capabilities of individual Iranians have allowed these channels to remain 

open. For example, when Facebook and Twitter were banned in the IRI, Iranians quickly 

adapted by turning to alternatives such as Telegram or the darknet. The Iranian 

population has developed a wide range of censorship circumvention tools and techniques, 

including the use of virtual private networks (VPNs) and The Onion Router (Tor).  

Shortcomings and Risks of Digital Activism  

 Despite the tremendous potential of technology for advancing civil society 

agendas in the IRI, many scholars warn of the shortcomings and risks of online activism. 

Norris (2001) points to the digital divide or the inequality in internet access between rich 

industrialized countries in the North and developing countries of the global South. Van 

Laer and Van Aelst (2010) argue that new media has lost its newness, making it more 

difficult to create a significant impact. For instance, companies no longer passively wait 

for future hackivist actions online but instead proactively invest in software to prevent 

such attacks.xiv  

 One of the strongest criticisms of digital activism is that the internet only creates 

weak ties. Earl and Shussman (2003) notice that in an era of e-activism, most members 

quickly move on after participating in online activism and do not feel a need to get 

permanently engaged. In addition to the criticism of weak ties, Dencik and Leistert 

(2015) Critical Perspectives on Social Media and Protest: Between Control and 
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Emancipation observes two other shortcomings of social media activism: the problem of 

visibility and the problem of political elaboration. Because information on social media 

needs to be quick, short and immediate, users do not have the space and time to fully 

articulate their political opinions. This is what Dencik and Leistert refer to as the problem 

of political elaboration. The problem of visibility refers to the fact that social media 

campaigns have a difficult time getting attention when competing within the information 

overflow associated with the era of big data.xv 

 Despite the aforementioned shortcomings of digital activism, the most severe 

challenge for successful use of social media for democratization, civil society 

advancement and regime accountability and transparency in the IRI is the fact that the 

authoritarian regime is better equipped and resourced to use these technologies for the 

advancement of state interests. Thus, Iranian technology users must be sufficiently 

innovative in order to successfully circumvent and overcome the Islamic regime’s 

repressive technology policies in order to achieve their socio-political and economic 

goals. This relates to the role of the user in technology innovation, as will be explained in 

the following section.  

Population and Regime Technical Literacy 

Recognizing the lack of clear research regarding the use of information for 

resistance and revolution, Steven Lloyd Wilson offers a third way of examining activism 

in the era of social media and digital communication. Rather than seeing the power 

playing field of the internet as exclusively in favor of the people or regimes, Wilson 

proposes a third theory of information and revolution that considers the concepts of 
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population and regime technical literacy as determinants for the likelihood of regime 

transition in authoritarian contexts.xvi  

This dissertation uses Wilson’s concepts of technical literacy of populations and 

regimes to examine the technical literacy of online movements and collectives. By 

analyzing the inner workings of online campaigns and their networks, this study seeks to 

explain how transnational actors not always associated or considered a member of either 

the regime or population of a particular country are using social media and internet 

technologies to shape and influence the debates surrounding women’s issues and rights in 

the IRI.  

Technology Innovation 

 Eric Von Hippel (2006) argues that the development of new technology is often 

driven by the creative use of its consumers. It is not the innovator that controls how the 

technology is used, but ultimately the technology user that determines the future path and 

iterations of the technology. For example, Twitter was originally developed by Jack 

Patrick Dorsey in Oakland, California to dispatch couriers, taxis, and emergency services 

from the Web.xvii At the time of the technology’s inception, Dorsey likely never imagined 

that the tool would eventually be used by activists in the Middle East and around the 

world to communicate and organize mass public protests in contexts like 2011 Egyptian 

Revolution. This limitation is not unique to online technology, as Von Hippel points to 

the establishment and evolution of wind surfing as another example of user-driven 

technology innovation.  
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Evolution of Movement Hashtags - The Collaborative Use of Technology to 

Challenge Authoritarian States   

 Several hashtag campaigns have been established by the MSF and related 

movements. After the initial two hashtag campaigns, #MyStealthyFreedom and 

#WhiteWednesdays, the #MyCameraIsMyWeapon campaign demonstrates the gender 

equality and social justice movement’s shifting back to more traditional, explicit protest 

against the IRI and its discriminatory policies. Starting in 2017 activists began to use the 

hashtags #WhiteWednesdays and #MyCameraisMyWeapon to expose instances of 

discrimination and harassment and show ordinary Iranians stepping in during public 

modesty disputes to defend individuals accused of improper hijab. White Wednesdays 

demonstrates the movement picking white, a symbol of freedom and peace in Iran and a 

specific day of the week to signal for the collective action of dispersed actors. The 

hashtag was in part a reaction to Vida Movahed’s protest against the veil where she 

removed her white headscarf, tied it to a stick, and stood on an electrical box in Enghelab 

(Revolution) Square with the hijab up like a fist of protest. Vida disappeared shortly after 

her arrest in late 2017, inspiring the campaign #whereisshe and is currently in Iranian jail, 

denied the amnesty and release she was promised.  

One of the more recent IWM hashtag campaigns, #BlueGirl, is related to Iran’s 

unofficial ban of women from soccer stadiums. On September 4, 2019, an Iranian 

woman, Sahar Khodayari, set herself on fire outside of Azadi stadium to protest this 

policy.xviii  On October 10, 2019, Iranian women were temporarily allowed in soccer 

stadiums after nearly 40 years of being prevented from attending games. This shows the 
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policy impact of subtle non-movement protest. While international pressure on the 

Iranian regime and global sports organizations such as FIFA have failed to make the 

opening of soccer stadiums permanent, Iranian women are still attending the games 

disguised as men to circumvent these restrictions. As a response, the state has resorted to 

arresting women who attempt to attend games.  

Through the campaign of #MyCameraIsMyWeapon, MSF members reveal the public 

harassment of women either by ordinary people or the morality police. Many of the 

associated videos expose the authorities beating or harassing women they deem as 

practicing bad hijab (veil). The hashtag has elicited a huge debate in Iran and related 

content has been viewed by millions of people around the world. Even regime officials 

have admitted that the campaign has caused them to change their behaviour and that they 

are now scared of being filmed while harassing women. This is an example of how online 

activism leads to real policy impact and shows how the MSF campaign’s tactic and 

methods shifted from the use of subtle protest to actively challenging the repressive state 

through more explicit acts of dissent.  

Like previous use of media as a resource by social movements, MSF uses tactics such 

as the broadcasting of iconic images that expose the state's harsh repression of non-

violent protest in order to garner support. By exposing establishment violence that 

represses their campaigns on social media, these peaceful identity movements use 

cultural production to unite around shared moral outrage and gain audience attention.   
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3. Digital Media and Democracy – Digitalized Action Repertoires 

 

 

The use of ICT by state and non-state actors has influenced the policies of both 

authoritarian and democratic governments, but the use of social media activism takes 

drastically different forms in these two contexts. This dissertation focuses on the use of 

collaborative processes by social movements in the case of Iran. An examination of the 

use of digital media and other technologies to promote human rights and social justice 

contributes to an interdisciplinary perspective in fields including but not limited to social 

movement theory, collective action, revolutions, information technology, and science and 

technology policy. By constructing collective identity and building solidarity online, 

social movements are able to both document repressive state behavior as well as 

challenge existing power dynamics, including issues such as police brutality, 

establishment violence, and gender discrimination.  

Jeroen Van Laer and Peter Van Aelst’s “Digitalized Action Repertoires” claims 

that social movements harness the power of digital media to promote their causes and 

accomplish their goals. The networked public sphere of the internet has allowed for 

innovative tactics with which social movements can construct collective identities based 

on shared grievances and opportunities. These digital media have also provided 

movements with a vital resource to achieve international visibility, publicity and 

attention. It is difficult today to find a social movement or collective cause that is not in 

some form supported by digital media or the internet. “Internet and Social Movement 
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Repertoires: Opportunities and Limitations” uses two dimensions to analyze the 

interaction between online and offline activism: 1) the extent of internet use and 2) 

thresholds to participation. The second dimension includes cost-benefit, risks, and issues 

of identity at the movement or internal level while also being strongly influenced by the 

regime type and international environment.  

 

 

 

 

Online spaces offer anonymity but mobilizing into physical public spheres by 

promoting a real-life protest via Facebook or other social media brings with it additional 

participant costs, especially in repressive contexts. Even online behavior has the potential 

to reveal an individual identity, potentially leading to negative consequences for online 

activism. For instance, companies and governments collect and track user activity to 

Figure 3 - Internet and Social Movement Action 

Repertoires (Jeroen Van Laer & Peter Van Aelst) 
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create targeted advertisements and customize user services. Platforms and technologies 

ask users to create accounts or online identities either immediately upon using the 

technology or as a prerequisite for access to particular features or services. It is argued 

that social movement scholars should see thresholds to participation as occurring on two 

levels or stages – online action and offline – each of which entail different costs.  

Given the risks associated with engaging in resistance and protest in repressive 

contexts, why do these social movement actors still choose to engage in online activism? 

As is often the case under authoritarian contexts, individuals who refrain or are prevented 

from participating in formal policy instead organize in and around institutions that are not 

within the scope of traditional or conventional politics. Given this exclusion by the state, 

movements resort to engaging in unconventional political participation. For example, the 

Muslim Brotherhood is an influential group in Egypt, but the organization was banned 

from participating in Egyptian politics prior to the country’s 2011 revolution. By creating 

an identity in opposition to the state, these movements succeed in putting pressure on 

repressive regimes to be more responsive to the needs of civil society. Thus, through 

effective and innovative uses of technology, social movements have successfully pushed 

for democratization and human rights that benefit marginalized and vulnerable segments 

of the population.  

ICT in the MENA Region and Iran 

Access to affordable and reliable internet contributes to socio-economic 

development.xix Iran has a mixed record when it comes to investment and progress with 

ICT, but it is also one of the top countries designated as an enemy of the internet 
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(Freedom House). Despite widespread, harsh censorship, Iranians are skilled at 

circumventing these restrictions through VPNs, filter breakers, or even transferring data 

through satellite TV signals. 

Democracy and Socio-economic Development 

Political scientists often refer to the forms and processes of the state by using 

terms such as authoritarian, totalitarian or democratic. Distinctions between these regime 

types are increasingly difficult to make because many of the world’s current regimes 

exhibit at least some characteristics of an institutional electoral democracy. Countries 

such as Iran fall short of being classified as “liberal democracies”. The state 

systematically denies its citizens basic civil and political rights such as the right to 

assembly or petition the government. Because of this repression, social movement actors 

in authoritarian governments often partake in more implicit, subtle forms of opposition.  

The internet has allowed for the flourishing of subtle, subversive protest under 

repressive governments that are skilled at silencing the voices of dissent and opposition. 

ICT innovation impacts the way collective communities such as social movements form 

and behave. These innovations have also brought with them new policy concerns. Many 

of these concerns are related to internet or media regulation such as storage, privacy and 

online authentication. This dissertation argues that access to and protection of a free and 

universal or open global internet is in the best interests of actors at all levels of analysis. 

Access to affordable and reliable communication technology benefits mass public 

knowledge, information dissemination, collaboration and innovation. Any attempt to 
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fragment or exclude populations from the international digital public sphere should be 

deemed as unjust, undemocratic and a threat to international security.   

Despite what social media protest literature correctly points out as the 

privatization of the online public sphere, innovative use of the internet has allowed social 

movements to successfully campaign for global human rights and social justice issues. 

By using crowd and open source technologies, these groups combat crime and corruption 

occurring on a local or individual level by garnering transnational support. These 

movements successfully construct collective identities to promote values such as 

transparency, accountability, corporate responsibility and human dignity.   

 While dissident movements in authoritarian countries have emerged due to 

increased economic difficulties, this provides only a partial explanation for the rise of 

people power movements in the Middle East. To be clear, the Arab Uprisings and the 

Iranian Green movement had clear economic grievances. However social justice and 

democratic claims such as those promoting human rights, freedom of speech and ability 

to participate in a open, transparent democratic political system were primary goals of the 

movements. Armed with the internet, these collectives also had the resources necessary to 

mobilize to express their shared grievances and form collective identities. The use of 

technology to express a combination of economic and non-material demands can be seen 

through the Kefaya (Enough) movement’s slogan of “Bread, butter and social justice” 

leading up to the 2011 Egyptian revolution.   
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The Importance of Context: Social Movement in a Climate of Fear  

 The use of media and communication information to facilitate state repression and 

establishment violence is an effort to minimize threats to state sovereignty and strengthen 

the regime’s grip on power. While these threats to internet freedom and basic civil and 

political rights hinder democratization in countries like Iran, a multitude of international 

actors are outspoken proponents of preserving the internet as a space for open and free 

discussion and collaboration, actively fighting for and protecting internet freedom and 

maintaining a democratic virtual public sphere.  

There are various approaches to studying social movements and social movement 

organizations (SMOs). Three dominant theories include that of relative deprivation, 

resource mobilization and new social movements (NSMs). Relative deprivation is when 

people compare achievements and realize they are not getting their fair share, thus they 

join social movements. Resource mobilization occurs when social movements have 

access to key resources such as knowledge, money, media, labor or solidarity. Unlike 

these two traditional social movement theories, NSMs emphasize the achievement of 

non-material goals. Instead of focusing on conventional forms of contention such as 

street protests, NSM theorists focus on sources of social movements such as politics, 

ideology, and culture. Because their products and goals are intangible goods, NSMs are 

not subject to the limitations of traditional collective action. Like the contributors to open 

source software (OSS), online social movement actors often innovate without the 

expectation of financial reward. Instead, these actors are motivated by non-financial 

social incentives such as improved reputation or respect for human rights.  
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Social movements as technological innovators 

Technology has also reinvented productivity and collaboration in the world’s 

capitalist marketplaces. Yochai Benkler (2011) argues that the internet has brought about 

two major changes: the expanded role of nonmarket enterprises and radical 

decentralization.xx Thomas Malone’s (2015) collective intelligence similarly examines 

the shift to user or non-expert production of knowledge on the internet.xxi By analyzing 

collective connection cases and the inclusion of non-experts, Malone addresses how to 

enable people and computers to connect in a way that will allow individuals to act more 

intelligently than any person, group, or computer. Projects such as NASA Mars 

Clickworker where over 80,000 people volunteer to successfully identify two million 

craters on Mars show how results collected from crowd-sourced, user-collective projects 

are just as accurate as results gathered from the work of highly qualified PhD students. 

These innovative uses of technology for collaborative projects demonstrate the potential 

of computers to challenge human intelligence and social capital.  

 Benkler argues, “the reorganization of production, and the advances it can bring 

in democracy, autonomy, and social justice will emerge, if it emerges, only as a result of 

social and political action.”xxii He also draws attention to the potential behind the 

internet’s decentralization, leading to the emergence of nonmarket, nonproprietary 

production and distribution. This allows groups like Ushahidi, a technology non-profit 

with the aim of helping marginalized people raise their voices, and other non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) to recruit volunteers from all over the globe in order 

to achieve its goals. The internet has brought with it the tremendous power of large-scale 
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creative collaboration. The only question remains how these new developments will 

evolve under the repressive conditions of authoritarian governments.    

The importance of motivated users or participants is critical to the study of social 

media activism. In other words, digital media technologies are only able to contribute to 

social movement success if the collective already has a strong user base. In an interview 

with MSNBC, on-the-scene journalist Richard Engle explains the overthrow of Mubarak 

in Egypt not as a Twitter revolution, but rather as the mobilization of long-standing 

offline identities through the use of digital media and social movements in the period 

immediately preceding the 2011 revolution. “This didn’t have anything to do with 

Twitter and Facebook. This had to do with people’s dignity, people’s pride .... Now, the 

protests and the Twitter and all the social networking stuff helps ... but that’s not why 

they’re out. They’re out because of mismanagement and a system that has really gotten 

so far away from its people.”xxiii. In short, it is not digital media or ICT, but the people 

behind these tools that allows them to be used for social movement success.  

ICT Interventions and Democratization - Internet as Public Sphere  

It would be difficult to identify a social justice or human rights advocacy group 

that does not have some form of online presence. Firms, governments, and a range of 

other actors use digital media to reach a larger audience and to make their information 

more easily accessible. While almost every organization today has a website and social 

media account, this does not necessarily mean that these online spaces are reaching an 

audience or promoting collaboration or democratic discourse. This raises important issues 

of trust, attention, and visibility of social movements operating online.  
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Melissa Loudon and Theo Mazumdar address the use of technology as both an 

enabler of protest mobilization for social movements as well as a tool for repression of 

dissent by the state. The authors conclude that the use of particular technologies seems to 

be more helpful in promoting protest. Testing the hypothesis that mobile devices were 

most influential in spreading information and mobilizing individuals, to take to the 

streets, the authors found that the use mobile phones was not as significant for protests as 

were social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter.xxiv  

Attention and Trust: Using Technology to Examine Collective Behavior 

Along with the flood of information available today, consumers of digital media 

are often overwhelmed by the sheer amount of content available. While this increased 

data has tremendous potential for researchers to analyze the actions and events occurring 

in the online public sphere, the average user is simply thrown into an ocean of 

information that can be difficult to navigate. This leaves content consumers highly 

susceptible to the dangers of misinformation and media bias. Even technologically savvy 

users are at risk of falling prey to fake news and information or cyber-attacks. In this 

struggle for attention, social movements can learn valuable lessons from successful 

online campaigns launched by brands on social media in order to increase their impact 

and engagement online.  

The rise of user generated content and commons-based peer production has 

brought with it a media revolution that challenges existing relations between the state and 

civil society. Previously, protest materials were kept underground and only disseminated 

decades later through outlets outside of the country. For example, Hengameh Golestan 
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was one of the only photographers to document Tehran’s street protests against 

compulsory hijab during the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Golestan quietly and carefully kept 

her negatives of the February 1979 events until she was safely able to develop and 

publish them as part of her ‘Witness 1979’ series.   

 

 
Figure 4 - Hegameh Golestan – Witness 1979 Seriesxxv 

 

 

 

With the development of technology, individuals are capable of becoming a 

journalist and human rights advocate as citizens of the world have stepped up to the 

challenge and successfully used their mobile phone cameras as weapons against injustice. 

Promoting universal human rights such as freedom of speech, internet freedom, and 

human dignity, these groups mobilize (often non-violently) both online and offline in 

order to protect and promote social justice. These groups are also able to overcome issues 
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of trust by establishing reciprocity to establish and maintain strong cooperative 

relationships both on and offline. 

A Push for Techno-Ambivalence  

Much of the literature addressing the use of social media, or social networking, by 

social movements falls within one of two camps: the techno-optimists and the techno-

pessimists. Kidd et. al. suggest a middle ground between these two extremes that takes 

into consideration both the limits and the possibilities of social movements using new 

technologies to organize and mobilize collective action. Drawing from the arguments and 

cases presented by both of these perspectives, this dissertation approaches the case of the 

Iranian women’s movement from a position of techno-ambivalence.  

Techno-optimists 

These scholars overestimate the power of new technologies. Scholars promoting this 

perspective include Clay Shirky (2008) who argues use of social media to galvanize 

activism. Manuel Castells (2011) agrees with Shirky, positing that social media is critical, 

but there is also a need for real life interaction. Movements are often leaderless. Other 

scholars who examines the use of social media to effect change are Jennifer Aaker and 

Andy Smith (2010) and Phillip N. Howard (2015).    

Techno-pessimists 

In opposition to techno-optimists, techno-pessimists argue that social media 

technologies either have not (significantly) changed the way social movements form and 

evolve, or that these technological advances are actually hindering the ability to organize 

collectively for socio-political change. Techno-pessimist scholars include Malcolm 
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Gladwell (2010), Evgeny Morozov (2011) and Navid Hassanpour (2014). Christian 

Christensen (2011) argues that media is just as useful for powerful leaders as they are for 

protestors, citing example of the repression of protesters using surveillance and 

monitoring in 2009 Iran.  

Similar censorship and privacy breaches exist in other authoritarian countries such as 

China. The high level of Chinese regime technical literacy allows officials to constantly 

surveil the population through applications like WeChat which serve as a one stop shop 

for citizen transactions. Transportation, banking, groceries and other services are 

available through the app, allowing the state to track and monitor individual activity. The 

country’s sophisticated registry and facial recognition also help construct a surveillance 

state.  Domestic and foreign users who abuse WeChat or ‘spread malicious rumors’ such 

as commemorating or discussing Tiananmen Square, are blocked from the app.xxvi By 

2020, China hopes to have a social credit system fully operational nationwide. Introduced 

in 2014, the program has been piloted in several cities is also experimenting with using 

social ranking systems to reward favorable behavior and punish or publicly naming and 

shaming citizen transgressions.xxvii Surveillance and civil rights abuses are even harsher 

for China’s predominately Muslim populations (Uighurs, Kazakhs, Uzbeks and Kyrgyz) 

who are forced to submit biometric information and are subsequently surveilled and 

punished by police for even the smallest offense.xxviii  

A Third Path: Techno-ambivalence  

A preferred alternative to techno-optimists and techno-pessimists is techno-

ambivalence as it considers the arguments and evidence of the techno-optimists and 
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techno-pessimists. Techno-ambivalent scholars include Dhiraj Murthy (2013), Pablo 

Gerbaudo (2012) work on choreography of collective action, Sherif H. Kamel (2014) 

study of the 2011 protests in Egypt, and Anastasia Kavada (2015) analysis of ICT use 

during Occupy Wallstreet.  Daniel Kreiss and Zeynep Tufecki (2013) argue that while the 

decentralized structure of the occupy movements was beneficial in some respects, the 

same structure made it difficult to achieve a coordinated response or decision. For 

example, when noise complaints were made because of the Occupy drum circles in New 

York, the Zuccotti protests were almost shut down because the protesters could not 

coordinate (despite having access to social media and new technologies).xxix  

Sreberny and Torfeh (2016) and Bajoghli (2019) write from a perspective of 

techno-ambivalence to specifically address the media environment in Iran. Bajoghli’s 

Iran Reframed: Anxieties of Power in the Islamic Republic provides an in-depth account 

of pro-state media production within the country through extensive ethnographic work 

with members of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corp (IRGC). The book provides a 

nuanced view of media production in the IRI, challenging the misconceptions that 

authoritarian regimes practice ubiquitous censorship and repression.xxx Cultural 

Revolution in Iran: Contemporary Popular Culture in the Islamic Republic focuses on 

the underground world of new technology, media and entertainment to demonstrate how 

despite the religious conservativism of the establishment, Iranians are able to use creative 

cultural practices to successfully negotiate and resist the repressive system.xxxi 
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Examples of Online Movements Use of Technology  

Examples of online movement innovative use of technology include Ushahidi, a free 

and open source-mapping platform established in 2007 to monitor the 2008 Kenyan 

elections. The Ushahidi platform has since been used in over 150 countries to combat 

corruption, monitor elections and conduct crisis mapping through crowd-sourced 

technology. The company’s software was even used in recent US elections, serving as an 

example of technologies innovated in the developing world spreading to the developed 

world. Other examples of internet-based collaborative production include Linux, Pirate 

Bay, Wikipedia (and other Wiki projects), eBay, and Uber. These innovative and 

inclusive platforms have lowered thresholds to participation, allowing for more 

representative membership. Additional features such as user feedback and contributions 

allow these tools to be more responsive to specific user needs. As seen in the case of 

Speak to Tweet in Egypt, both individuals and firms are adapting to these developments 

in collective action and collaboration in the era of platform technologies.  

As will be discussed in Chapter 4, several transnational feminist movements have 

also used social media and digital technologies to disseminate information and spread 

their messages. Given the advancement of camera technologies, the common smart phone 

can be used to document activism. Many activists take selfies and photographs of 

transnational protests and post these images online, encouraging other users to do the 

same. These tactics can be successful even in authoritarian or repressive contexts as the 

more users that post, the lower the risks of activism for additional activists. Practicing 
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Bayat’s power in numbers, these movements are able to mitigate participation costs and 

avoid detection and repression.  

(Re-) Defining the Public Sphere Through Collective Identity and Cultural 

Production  

Social movements (SMs) have successfully created links between online activity 

and physical activism in the context of authoritarian regimes. Bottom up networked 

public spheres are used to communicate, disseminate information, discuss, form, plan, 

and mobilize street protests. These groups build upon a shared identity based on common 

grievances. This dissertation seeks to analyze digital media’s impact on individual 

participation in dissent, protest, and other political activities as well as formation of 

collectives for the purposes of creative collaboration. Social movements use technology 

in innovative ways to overcome fear and to construct online networked public spheres 

that promote wider, more diverse and inclusive civil societies that communicate, connect 

and collaborate transnationally.  

Cases of social movement use of digital media in the Middle East show the ability of 

social movement actors to mobilize actors both online and offline. By using social media 

to promote action in public spaces, recent movements demonstrate the tremendous 

potential to raise their probabilities of success through the innovative use of technology. 

Occupying sports stadiums, parks and public squares via online collaboration has allowed 

social movements in Iran and other countries in the Muslim world to mobilize individuals 

onto the streets despite harsh limits on internet freedom and freedom of expression. The 

U-Shahid software originally implemented in Kenya was used to monitor Egypt’s 2010 
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elections, and to map instances of sexual harassment in Egypt with a project called 

HarassMap, showing how citizens can collaborate to solve issues left unaddressed by the 

state.xxxii A similar campaign to Harassmap, Harasswatch, was launched in Iran a few 

years prior to HarassMap, in 2006. xxxiii The social media accounts of Harasswatch 

document accounts of Iranians who have experienced sexual assault and also advertise 

the advocacy and prevention campaigns of the organization. By mapping instances of 

sexual harassment, sharing stories, and posting videos and posters, these public 

awareness campaigns address controversial issues the  state has essentially ignored. 

Women in Iran (and outside of the country) similarly use (Twitter) hashtags such as 

#cameraismyweapon, #mystealthyfreedom #whitewednesdays and #bluegirl to expose 

instances of sexual assault and gender-based violence and to contest compulsory hijab for 

women. 

Social Movements and the Levels of Analysis 

Individual level 

When deciding when to participate in a movement, individuals conduct a cost-

benefit analysis of potentially protesting both online and offline. Citizens must evaluate 

and express their preferences regarding both online and offline protest. Some scholars 

argue that protesting online may a have lower risk of action than participating in street 

protests. Either way, individuals assess the potential harm against the potential benefits of 

participation in order to determine their course of action. While this rationalist 

perspective has dominated social movement theories such as relative deprivation and 

resource mobilization, it is argued that the participation of individuals in contemporary 
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civil society and new social movements (NSMs) is much more complex than these 

rational frameworks suggest. Researchers must consider socio-cultural components in 

order to fully assess the establishment and maintenance of 21st century social movements 

and collective action.  

National/nation-state level 

The national level of analysis focuses on the nation-state or regime versus the 

subaltern or civil society. Scholars working in this field often address digital media issues 

such as state censorship, internet sovereignty (or the proposal of a two-tiered internet), 

state limitations, filtering, shutting or slowing down of internet services and software, and 

domestic internet policy and regulation. While much of the literature in this field focuses 

on state sponsored censorship, recent advances and innovation in technology warrant a 

broader state-level analysis. The introduction of artificial intelligence has brought about 

advances in image and video surveillance, introducing new areas of research that remain 

largely unexplored. Even relatively simple technology such as geolocation can be used by 

the state to serve its own domestic and foreign interests. For example, after the outbreak 

of Covid-19 in Iran, the government released an app, AC19, which sought to detect if 

individuals were infected with COVID-19 outbreak. After its release, Iran’s Health 

Ministry sent a mass SMS to all Iranians encouraging them to install the app and check 

for symptoms of the virus. The app was taken down from the official Google Play Store 

and other application marketplaces on March 9th due to sanctions but is still available to 

users via the website ac19.ir. While the app is unable to detect if a user is infected, it was 

later revealed that it collected the user location data of over four million Iranians. This is 
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just one example of governments releasing technology to track and collect their personal 

data of its citizens.xxxiv  

International/global level  

 International level internet policy, regulation, and law are still in its infancy. 

Because the current international system perceives the basic unit of analysis as the 

nation-state, much of the success of international level policy depends on the cooperation 

of regional and national governments. Various entities challenge the dominant nation-

state perspective regarding online activity. Despite this recent shift, the strength of 

international law and global social movements is limited to the strength of the individual 

country and domestic level capacities in which they take place. Given the global scope of 

the internet, external (and often private) entities are able to greatly influence the situation 

inside of a particular country.  

Using Technology to Achieve Social Movement Success 

Despite the potential for successful movement use of digital media, some argue 

that regime technical literacy outweighs that of online collectives. Despite state 

repression and establishment violence, many movements have successfully used social 

media to advance their interests and goals. Innovative uses of technology such as using 

media to expose and “name and shame” corrupt and unjust public officials and the use of 

unmanned armed vehicles (UAVs) to map social movements and the actions of “digital 

humanitarians” contribute to social movement success. As shown by Erving Goffman’s 

presentation of self and other theories of individual behavior, the simple act of creating 
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an online presence contributes to movement strength as online forums allow for clear, 

measurable signals of membership and movement support and mobilization.  

Demonstrating this phenomenon in Egypt, Contesting the Repressive State explains, 

“Facebook users can easily gauge how many others feel the same way they do by looking 

at the number of “likes” on a Facebook page. These “likes” embolden individuals to 

participate online due to threshold-based safety calculations that the government will not 

single them out if many others online express similar opinions” (Jumet, 73). Taking 

advantage of this aspect of social media, movements are able to signal their strength in 

numbers to other members and even movement bystanders, thus significantly lowering 

the thresholds and costs of participation. 

Naming and shaming campaigns in the context of corrupt governments helps to 

expose regimes that are complicit in the presence of police brutality and human rights 

abuses. Activists in Egypt explain to an interviewer “If this is how the government and 

authorities act, how can we expect the public to act?”. By documenting instances of 

establishment violence and human rights abuses, these collectives bolster their resources 

and reputation, preventing future state repression. xxxv 

How artificial intelligence (AI) and other technologies promote and protect human rights  

 Two recent projects in the realm of humanitarian assistance and crisis 

management have incorporated machine-learning technologies in order to advance 

human rights and track digital activism. The first project by WeRobotics involves the use 

of unmanned armed vehicles (UAVs) in order to document civil disobedience in public 

spaces. The second project by Zachary Steinert-Threlkeld introduces a new class of 
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automated methods based on computer vision and deep learning which can automatically 

analyze visual content data related to political events such as social movements, making a 

major contribution to the study of political communication, identity and politics.xxxvi 

While the first of their kind, these studies provide insight into the future of policy 

methods,  modeling and prediction made available by new technologies. Rather than 

seeing the increase in data as a problem, researchers should instead seek to discover 

innovative solutions to working with the data available.  

 The development of facial recognition, text, image and video analysis, satellite 

imagery, geolocation, UAVs, and other technologies should be explored as a path to 

advance human rights agendas at all levels of analysis. At the individual level, citizens 

can establish or contribute to online campaigns and petitions. Individual states and 

nations can use communication technologies to monitor elections or disseminate critical 

information to the public in times of crisis or unrest. International organizations and 

multinational or transnational corporations can use digital communications to increase 

interaction with partners or to forge cross-cutting public-private partnerships (PPPs) that 

support and promote human rights. These efforts can already be seen by global 

campaigns for human rights and social justice.  

 Because online platforms blur the line between the various levels of analysis, the 

cat and mouse game played between states and social movements over the control of 

digital media should be analyzed using a multi-level, interdisciplinary approach. 

Transnational actors and tactics allow social movements (and states) to learn from one 

another. The rapid speed with which information flows allows for the process of political 
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discussion to unfold in a way that potentially allows for more transparency but can also 

result in confusion and distraction. Only in a world with nearly four billion smart phones 

could we witness campaigns that not only protest police brutality and other forms of 

establishment violence, but also have also established video and media archives that 

allow for the in-depth analysis of evidence related to human rights abuses.xxxvii By 

collecting and analyzing this often publicly available data, social scientists can make 

informed recommendations regarding social media and public participation.     

By documenting and disseminating content and concrete evidence of local human 

rights abuses, online networked communities generate global support for their causes. 

This not only helps expand influence and increase membership, but it also serves to 

protect activists by involving outside international actors. By gaining wide-spread 

support and attention, these groups may successfully prevent repression by authoritarian 

regimes. Through strategic use of the power of presence and large numbers provided by 

online networks, social movements are able to sustain themselves even in harsh contexts 

of repression and establishment violence.  

Mobilizing individuals not only within the country of interest but also 

transnationally, many social movements have succeeded in establishing global reach and 

engaging a diverse audience and membership. These bottom-up people power 

movements often succeed where the state has failed to create a unified national or other 

collective identity. This can be seen in countries, like Iran, whose governments have 

sought to construct national public identity through the use of mass and digital media but 

ultimately fail to impose their top-down ideals of citizenship.  
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Taking Back the Public Sphere of the Internet 

The collection and analysis of photographs and videos related to human rights and 

social justice movements is a promising new development in the fields of sociology, 

political science, communication and computational social science. While these 

innovative technologies have provided researchers with valuable new data with which to 

analyze developments in the public sphere, there are also concerns about the sheer 

amount of information brought about by this wave of “big data”. Artificial intelligence, 

and specifically machine learning, provides a, albeit partial, solution to the tedious 

process of manually processing the tremendous amount of data flooding the internet. 

While increased data provides benefits for research and analysis, this information can 

also serve the interests of repressive governments. States can use social media data to 

suppress and attack regime opponents. Governments will often make fake accounts to 

surveil and repress potential dissent. For example, the Egyptian regime had government 

officials make social media accounts as young gay men to target the LGBTQ population 

in the country.xxxviii In an attempt to repress online dissent, many authoritarian 

governments invest in undercover cyber armies that surveil dissident accounts and report 

any overly suspicious or threatening activity. While some of the intimidation is 

performed online in the form of harassment and digital attacks, suppression of digital 

activism also takes place in real life.  

 As previously addressed, Critical Perspectives on Social Media and Protest: 

Between Control and Emancipation observes three shortcomings of social media 

activism: the problem of visibility, the problem of political elaboration, and the problem 
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of weak ties (Dencik and Leistert, 2015). Because information on social media needs to 

be quick, short and immediate, users do not have the space and time to fully articulate 

their political opinions. This is what Dencik and Leistert refer to as the problem of 

political elaboration. However, as this study’s examination of the Iranian women’s 

movement (IWM) shows, social media platforms can serve as a forum to initiate contact, 

maintain communication, and facilitate the construction of collective identities based on 

shared grievances. Through their interactions with the international internet community, 

social movements are also able to successfully overcome the problems of visibility and 

weak ties. xxxix The brevity of tweets makes them subject to Dencik and Leistert’s 

criticism of political elaboration and it must be noted that the social media accounts and 

content of these campaigns represent only one, albeit important,  facet of the overall 

movement.   

Examples like Speak to Tweet show the ability of individuals and technology 

firms to adapt to these limitations of social media activism.  Most innovation is 

cumulative and collaborative. Big disruptive innovations are often not in large, 

mainstream corporations but rather in more “underground” spaces. Another shift 

contributing to movement success is that innovators are no longer in control of how 

innovative technologies are used in practice. For instance, the creators of Twitter did not 

intend for their social media/microblogging platform to become a tool in toppling the 

repressive Egyptian ruler Hosni Mubarak in 2011. However, by creating and using Speak 

to Tweet, Twitter and Egyptian activists and technology firms collaborated to circumvent 
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the censorship of the government and continue to publish evidence of resistance and 

repression online.   

The Speak to Tweet example demonstrates how emerging new markets provide 

the ideal environment for passionate and innovative users and firms. These movements 

are often bottom-up, initiated by grassroots members of the general public and take on 

informal and non-hierarchical organizational structures. The use of digital media and 

cultural production for social movement success is also innovative and creative, 

providing subtle commentary just like previous forms of art and culture. The user or 

content producer, not big companies or official state channels initiates this type of 

creative expression and cultural activism. These public expressions challenge traditional 

assumptions regarding individual identity and consumption. Here, production is based on 

social capital, not monetary profits. By participating in cultural activism online, 

individuals are now better equipped than ever to contribute to movements and play to 

their strengths through content production and dissemination.  

At the same time, large companies use patents, copyright and other regulatory 

mechanisms in order to stifle innovation and competition. For example, the Iranian 

government has established that Telegram and other private communication companies 

can only operate if they establish servers within the country.  The examples of Telegram 

in the IRI and Speak to Tweet in Egypt demonstrate the new role private third parties 

play as information gatekeepers, working with both civil society and governments1. 

These measures along with selective censorship of online content, surveillance and 

violent repression of peaceful opposition are all mechanisms used by the state in order to 
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stifle digital activism. With countries like China and Iran seeking to establish their own 

national sovereign intranets, there is also growing concern about the prospects of 

maintaining the internet as an international, open public sphere used for information 

sharing, collaboration and mobilization. Disputing arguments of weak ties associated 

with online participation, it has been shown that digital collectives often use the power of 

digital media to strengthen already established offline relationships.  

Arguments made against the feasibility of online networked public spheres to 

form collectives in the interest of influencing policy is that by relying on virtual 

communication, these groups form “weak ties” and struggle to establish a sense of trust 

amongst their members. While this is a valid concern, there is substantial evidence which 

shows that social platforms are quite capable of self-regulating members and online 

content. By establishing reliable administrators and developing community monitoring 

and regulating systems, many online collectives (such as gaming communities) are able 

to construct rating and regulatory systems that allow members to make collective 

decisions on community rules while also honoring individual contributions. The 

decentralized, non-hierarchical structure of online communities can allow for increased 

participation, representation and transparency while overcoming the issue of weak ties if 

properly constructed, regulated and maintained.  

It is important to note that there is a strong relationship between formal and 

informal institutions and practices when it comes to online collective action seeking 

policy change. Much of the progress, creativity and innovation witnessed by new social 

movements has involved user generated content and the hard work of online volunteers. 
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These individuals are not contributing their time and efforts in the hopes of gaining 

monetary rewards. They are acting out of a sense of collective identity, humanity, dignity 

and service. These online collectives may be decentralized and dispersed across the 

globe, but this by no means deems them unorganized or uncoordinated. By properly  

planning and delineating modules that can be executed by individuals without depending 

on others, these groups have succeeded in mapping out projects from beginning to 

completion and crowd-sourcing large-scale endeavors powered solely by the 

contributions of online volunteers.  

Even firms now offer comment and feedback sections that allow for user or 

consumer feedback on the goods and services of providers. Not only do these sources of 

feedback create trust and reputation within these online networks, but these systems are 

also constantly updated and openly accessible to anyone within the community, allowing 

for more representative commentary and discussion. Finally, many of the online 

collectives that seek policy change have strong linkages to offline communities. In many 

cases, these online networks are actually just extensions of long-standing offline 

collectives. These groups already have a strong sense of social trust. Thus, their online 

presence only serves to expand upon and amplify their membership and influence.  

This study seeks to address how ICT can foster or supplement state 

transformation and revolution by practicing cultural activism and publishing movement 

content online. While online discussion and policy debate can contribute to changes in 

public consciousness, the simple act of documenting and broadcasting human rights 

abuses and other injustices also leads to increased movement sustainability and success. 
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The internet provides a networked public forum where activists can plan, mobilize, and 

achieve social movement success across and within borders.  

Social Media and Social Movements: Collaborative Cultural Production and 

Technology Innovation 

 

Civil society use of IT - Innovative Use of Technology and Media to Combat 

Corruption, Evade Repression, and Strengthen Civil Society 

 Even in authoritarian contexts, social movements have successfully combined 

online and offline activism by creating links between online activity and physical 

activism. Bottom up networked public spheres have been used to facilitate international 

discourse and to plan and mobilize protests. Iranian activists have used social media and 

other technologies to construct shared identities based on common grievances. This 

dissertation seeks to analyze digital media and other ICTs impact on forms of collective 

action and creative collaboration, examining how information flows are both staying the 

same and changing due to the introduction of the internet in 1993.  

 The use of legacy media has long been a tool for civil society to acknowledge and 

discuss the disenchantment and discontent of the Iranian people. The authoritarian 

government’s tight control over newspapers and broadcast media has continued into the 

era of social and new media. Online platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, Telegram and 

Instagram have become targets of the IRI’s censorship tactics. While the use of these 

services is officially banned by the Islamic regime, government officials hypocritically 

continue to use these platforms to reach domestic and international audiences. Unlike 
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radio, newspapers and satellite television, the openness, decentralization and anonymity 

of internet communication has posed tremendous problems for the authoritarian 

government. Iranians have used ICT in innovative ways to collectively overcome fear 

and to construct online networked public spheres that promote broader, more diverse 

CSOs. Despite these successes, the Islamic regime has also succeeded in using ICT for 

the purposes of surveillance, state-sponsored violence and censorship of dissent.  

Censorship and Surveillance in the IRI 

For as long as the IRI has attempted to control and restrict media access, Iranians 

have skillfully circumvented these restrictions. Innovative work arounds to the repression 

of expression by authoritarian regimes is nothing new. The contentious dynamic between 

censorship and circumvention existed in the eras of publishing, music and film, so the 

repetition of these dynamics in the internet era seems only natural. Despite this continued 

cat-and-mouse narrative, a key difference remains. In the digital era, media restrictions 

are often less apparent or sometimes completely invisible, making them increasingly 

difficult to detect and therefore challenge.  

Access to affordable and reliable internet is critical for social and economic 

development. Connectivity is essential for conducting business both domestically and 

internationally, which is why the recent internet blackout is so concerning. The 

government’s fear of a loss in power was so severe that it still decided to shut down the 

internet despite tremendous costs.  

While the IRI’s approach to censorship has always been harsh, it was previously 

much less extensive. What is unique about the November 2019 network disruption is that 
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it was a nearly total shutdown. According to Netblocks, an independent, non-partisan 

civil society group working at the intersection of digital rights, cyber-security and 

internet governance, Iran’s traffic dropped to 5% of normal activity beginning on 

November 16 and only began to be restored late November 21. The country’s limited 

mobile broadband connectivity, distributed by three national providers, experienced 

similar disruptions.xl The return of internet traffic to normal happened gradually, which 

could have several explanations. It is possible that Iranians began self-censoring once 

internet was restored, fearing the same fate as the hundreds who were arrested and killed 

during the protests.xli An alternative explanation could be that connections were only 

partially restored with limited speed and access in the first days of re-establishing 

connections. This bold move signals that authorities are both aware and fearful of the 

power of international communication, and it serves as yet another warning of how easily 

and quickly an entire population of over 80 million people can be disconnected from an 

international public sphere many take for granted.  

The IRI was one of the first countries in the Middle East to connect to the internet 

in 1993 and it has experienced a rapid growth in connectivity ever since. Iran has a high 

internet penetration rate with nearly 70% of the over 81 million Iranians having access to 

the internet. Furthermore, a 2017 survey shows that 24% of Iranians use Twitter every 

day and that 63% believe Twitter is a trusted source for news.xlii Despite the official ban 

on many social media sites, nearly 50% of Iranian are on Facebook and data shows 
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most29  Persian tweets are coming from inside Iran.xliii Iran’s telecommunications industry 

is almost entirely controlled by the state and until recently was partially owned by the 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard (IRGC), the state’s powerful paramilitary organization.xliv  

Previously, the government suppressed the internet by censoring or blocking what 

it deemed as inappropriate content through software that targets websites and keywords. 

Another common tactic is to throttle connection speeds as happened during the 2009 

election unrest. The government controls information flows by restricting the number of 

and maintaining tight control over Internet Service Providers (ISPs), which is what 

allowed officials to achieve a complete blackout in 24 hours. Officials also require ISPs 

to collect and store user records, including personal information and activity.  

Even with these restrictions, Iranians are tech savvy and digitally active. Persian 

ranks the 11th most popular language on the internet and there are nearly one million 

tweets in Persian (or Farsi) language per day.xlv Iranians skillfully circumvent restrictions 

by using virtual private networks (VPNs) and they enlisted similar techniques during the 

most recent shut down. Those inside the country use forums like Reddit to share 

information about circumvention attempts and receive advice and support from users 

during the outage. Another common work around is routing data transfer through satellite 

TV signals. While satellites are illegal, they are present in most households and remain a 

popular way for Iranians to gain access to external media. During the 1990s-early 2000s, 

authorities attempted to crack down on the use of satellites, but these efforts proved 

 
29 Nearly 75% of the Persian language tweets collected are coming from inside Iran. See Chapter 5 for data 

on number of tweets and unique users surrounding the November 2019 internet shut down.  
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ineffective and were subsequently abandoned. This created the opportunity for creative 

circumvention tactics such as the use of satellite signals to transfer data. Toosheh, a tool 

used to transfer data over satellite signals, was one of the top websites shared on Twitter 

before and during the shutdown.xlvi  

 

 

 
Figure 5 - Digital Society Project Social Media Monitoring and Arrestsxlvii 

 

 

 

 Data from the Digital Society Project shows that Iran has one of the harshest 

social media climates for activists, scoring low on both indicators for arrests for online 

political content and levels of government monitoring of social media (Figure 5). The 

country maintains tight control over each of the select national Internet Service Providers 

(ISPs), which is what allowed them to achieve an internet blackout that brought the 

country’s traffic to 5% of normal activity within 24 hours in November 2019. This recent 
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move was a departure from previous instances of internet repression during times of 

internal unrest. While authorities severely throttled internet connection speeds during the 

2009 Green Movement and various periods of public unrest in 2017-2018, they did not 

seek to achieve a complete shut down as occurred in November 2019, signaling that the 

authorities are more paranoid about public unrest now than they have been in the past.  

Before the November 2019 blackout, authorities restricted access and officially 

banned social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. The state has even gone as 

far as to try to create their own national versions of popular Western services/platforms 

(such as Cloob or Facenama, alternatives to Facebook). Despite attempts to portray the 

government as coercive and inflexible, in practice, many Iranian officials and state media 

outlets are active users of popular social networking sites such as Twitter and Instagram. 

Institutional elites boast large followings on these supposedly banned platforms, 

signaling that media restrictions exist only on paper and are rarely enforced or only 

loosely punished if violated. Popular Iranian figures active on Twitter include the 

country’s Supreme Leader and President, as well as Communications Minister 

Mohammad Javad Azari Jahromi.  

 Even when Iranians cannot directly access Twitter directly, popular dissemination 

accounts like Twitter Farsi, a Telegram channel with over 530,000 subscribers, compile 

and share content from the Persian Twittersphere.  The digital era is also witnessing a 

disturbing new form of authoritarian censorship - instead of simply blocking or 

countering the opposition or pushing state content, governments flood platforms with 

information (or disinformation) intended to distract or confuse users, placating 
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dissent. Chapter 6 addresses the November 2019 internet blackout and its implications in 

more detail.  

Evolution of Information Communication Technology (ICT) 

While information dissemination on the internet has drastic similarities to print 

and other media, there are a few key differences that distinguish communication 

dynamics via internet technology from other mediums. First, the cost of transmission as a 

function of number of recipients is drastically lower for reaching large audiences, 

facilitating the mobilization of Bayat’s power of large numbers.   

 

Table 1 –Internet and Other Technology  

Technology Est. Dissemination 

Print 1440   One to many 

Telephone 1849 One to one 

Radio 1895 One to many 

Television 1927 One to many 

Internet 1983 Networked, 

reciprocal  

 

 

Social movements have also greatly benefited from related developments in technology 

such as more powerful and portable cameras and the reduced cost of storage. Mobile 

phones capable of capturing higher quality images and other improvements in mobile 

technologies have provided users with powerful tools for expression. With the release of 
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smartphones, including the first iPhone in 2007, users can now easily access the internet 

and hundreds of thousands of apps that help connect and communicate. Mobile phones 

have also experienced design improvements making them smaller while increasing 

processing power, allowing for more productivity and mobility. High quality cameras on 

easily concealable high storage devices makes creating, storing and sharing media and 

other content, even in large quantities and under repressive contexts, possible. 

 

Figure 6 - Cost of Transmission as a Function of Number of Recipientsxlviii 

 

 

 

Second, international internet regulations have lagged behind the rapid evolution of these 

digital technologies. As a result, digital communications are not held to the same 

journalistic and reporting standards of legacy media. Despite calls for the breaking up of 

large technology companies that serve as the gatekeepers of information flows, the 

responsibilities and guidelines for implementing and overseeing these changes remains 
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unclear. This problem is compounded by the difficulty in determining and targeting the 

actors involved in malicious online activity such as strategic misinformation campaigns.   

More research on how to regulate the internet and digital communication is 

necessary. Research centers such as the recently established Center for an Informed 

Public (University of Washington) aim to promote democratic discourse and combat 

strategic misinformation. The sheer volume of content produced on the internet calls for 

new approaches to critically engage with the historically unprecedented amount of  

information being circulated.  

Hashtags, Memes, Trolls: Communication and Collective Action in the 21st Century 

Hashtags  

Hashtags were established relatively recently as an organizing mechanism on social 

media. Hashtags were first used on Internet Relay Chat (IRC) in 1988 to label groups and 

topics that were available across the entire network. This helped group similar messages 

and made it easier for users to find the information they were looking for. It was not until 

2007 that using hashtags to organize groups and communities on Twitter was suggested 

by Chris Messina. In 2009, Twitter finally embraced the use of the hashtag and 

introduced a search tool so that users could see who else was using a particular hashtag. 

In 2010, Twitter introduced “Trending Topics,” which displays the most popular hashtags 

on the platform at a given time.xlix  

Eventually, hashtags became popular on internet forums and social networking 

platforms and were used to index topics and make them searchable, connecting all users 

who use the term or phrase. Hashtags are completely user generated, which means that 
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anyone can create a hashtag by simply placing a # symbol in front of a word or phrase, 

but the popularity of that hashtag can vary. Hashtags are a way for users to sum up their 

posts or self-select into groups or conversations. An individual might post something 

about their professionally productivity and end with #workhard. Some hashtags have 

become consistently used by online communities through their temporal repetition or 

common knowledge, such as #tbt (Throwback Thursdays), an internet trend where users 

post nostalgic pictures of their past accompanied by the hashtag #tbt. Other hashtags have 

much shorter life spans and are only used surrounding a particular event or moment (ex. 

Superbowl, elections, etc.).  

Hashtags are more popular on some platforms than others. Twitter and Instagram in 

particular, two of the most popular social media platforms used by Iranians, see the most 

widespread use of the hashtag. Hashtags are also used for Twitter Trends, which tracks 

trending topics on Twitter. Two recent trending topics on Iran - #IranProtests and 

#Soleimani - demonstrate how despite the absence or tension of formal diplomatic 

relations, policy issues involving Iran are still prominent in online discussions.  

The history of the use of hashtags on internet platforms demonstrates the important 

role technology companies play in supporting or opposing features. If Twitter never 

agreed to indexing hashtags in 2009, hashtag use may not be as prominent today. Other 

feature changes and updates from Twitter are also important to note for this project. 

Several features (Table 2) have been added to Twitter since its launch and are essential to 

consider when analyzing the use of the platform by social movements.  
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Table 2 - Twitter Added Features (2013-2017) 

Year  

2012 Twitter mobile app made available in Farsi and Arabic, allowing users 

in the region to use their own language to communicate.l 30 

2013  Twitter launches a music app called Twitter Music for the iPhone. 

April/ May 

2015 

Twitter introduces quote tweets (a form of retweet).  

Nov 2015 Twitter replaces the Favorite button with a Like button and the star 

symbol (used to symbolize favoriting) with a heart symbol. 

May 2016 Twitter announces that photos, videos, and the person's handle will 

not be counted in the 140 characters, and that a tweet beginning with a 

handle will be seen by followers. 

Nov 2017 Twitter announces doubling the traditional 140-character limit to 

280 characters for all users. 

 

 

From Memes to Movements  

 A meme is a photo, video or short text that spreads rapidly from person to person 

through non-genetic means, especially through imitation. The term was introduced in 

1976 by British evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins in his work The Selfish Gene. 

Like the spread and mutation of genes in biological evolution, internet memes evolve, 

change and often go “viral” or gain tremendous popularity on social media platforms and 

the internet at large. Like hashtags, memes are completely user generated and because of 

their simple and often silly nature, they encourage widespread participation, making them 

the perfect tool for social movements seeking to mobilize members.  

 

30 Previously, tweeting in Arabic or Farsi meant using Latin characters to spell out what the Arabic or Farsi 

word might sound like. In addition to this being an imprecise solution, it also led to various alternative 

spellings for the same word or phonetic/translation of a letter (ex. Farsi ی could be seen as a Latin I, ee, ey, 

or y).  
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The creative and expressive nature of these cultural objects make them 

particularly effective in repressive or authoritarian contexts as they allow activists to 

express their views while avoiding detection and repression by the state. These memes 

and digital campaigns also hold personal and collective significance. While most memes 

are created within the general guidelines or structure of those that came before it (what 

makes it a meme), there is also room for individualization and personalization. Users 

reproduce the meme with their own individual flare, or in the case of MSF and related 

campaigns, with their own faces or bodies performing the call to action, whether 

documenting themselves walking unveiled in the street or attending a soccer match 

disguised as a man.  

Successful Digital Campaigns - #metoo and #blacklivesmatter  

The power of memes and hashtags lies in their ability to create shortcuts for 

societies and other groups to discuss complex or controversial issues. For example, online 

activists use the hashtags #metoo and #blacklivesmatter to raise awareness about and 

discuss controversial topics like sexual assault and police brutality, issues that were rarely 

explicitly addressed in public or spoken about openly. In the same sense, everyday 

objects can be repurposed and used as symbols of subtle resistance. Examples include the 

use of yellow umbrellas in 2014 Hong Kong, wearing sunglasses in a profile picture in 

China, or the use of green or white headscarves, ribbon or clothing in Iran. Social 

movement practices often evolve with new developments and innovations in technology. 

As the author of Memes to Movements explains, the popular practice of a user changing 

their avatar or profile picture to show his or her beliefs has become the equivalent of 
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activists wearing an armband or t-shirt in previous decades. By posting a profile picture 

with a rainbow, one shows symbolic solidarity with and support for LGBTQ rights 

without having to explicitly type or state this view or belief. The impact this has on 

people’s social media feeds is significant. When a user scrolls through his or her feed, 

they see each user’s profile picture next to their post, making it easy to gauge how many 

users in their network support a particular cause.  

Power of Images Online 

 Much of these online movement tactics (memes, hashtags, etc.) have one thing in 

common: they use the aesthetic appeal of visual (especially human) content to cut 

through the flood of information on social media platforms and gain attention.  

Images help social movement attention and mobilization, mitigating the opportunity costs 

associated with activism, potentially creating a positive cycle of online resistance and 

protest. By showing their faces and taking selfies, members of the IWM and other Iranian 

social movements practice Bayat’s power in numbers, lowering the costs of participation 

noted by Van Laer and Van Aelst. For example, MSF activists are less afraid to post 

videos or photos of themselves in public without hijab because if hundreds of thousands 

of Iranian women are removing their hijabs, they are less likely to be arrested or 

intimidated by morality police. This shift from more stealthy or subtle protest can be seen 

when women went from mostly videotaping themselves or having their colleagues video 

record them from behind walking without hijab without showing their faces to posting 

photos and videos showing the face of the user and sometimes even stating names and 

personal information. This shift in posting anonymously or without identifying 
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information to posting with real names and faces shows the power of the internet to 

mitigate risks of activism and bring people to action despite the potential negative 

consequences of mobilizing under an authoritarian government.  

 Images also provide several other benefits for social movement activists 

organizing and mobilizing online. Pictures and images cut across or help overcome 

language barriers – even those without Farsi language skills are able to understand the 

overall message of the movement. Even if the context or content of the media is unclear, 

users will often engage in conversation to help community members who speak other 

languages explain and understand what is happening. Socio-psychologically, human 

beings are attracted to images, and in particular images containing people or human 

beings. Eye tracking studies demonstrate that despite individual differences in viewing 

behavior, viewers are attracted to certain similar areas within pictures, such as people. 

Other studies demonstrate the importance of people on company website images as they 

make the organization seem more personal and attractive. When looking at a webpage, 

users reported more positive feedback about a website if it displayed an image containing 

people.   

The Era of Online Distractors  

Despite the benefits of social media platforms for social movements, there is also 

a new and disturbing government tactic of flooding networks with information intended 

to distract users and derail social movement progress. While free expression can promote 

social justice and human rights, the free and rapid flow of information makes it 

particularly difficult to regulate online abuse and harassment. Trolls, or online 



 

81 

 

troublemakers, are present in every digital campaign. A tremendous amount of movement 

resources goes to online administration and monitoring of trolls, bots and harassment on 

accounts and pages with high levels of traffic. Movements also struggle with how to 

curate their websites and accounts and must deliberate about content and censorship. 

Most of the opposition and abuse of MSF members is targeted at exhausting  movement 

resources in terms of time and energy. Throwing sticks in the movement’s path, online 

trolls (potentially associated with the state) comment on the campaign’s Instagram or 

Twitter with harassment and threats. While movement administrators move to block these 

accounts, during an interview, one content moderator reports that the abusive users 

simply create new accounts after being banned by Instagram and continue their 

harassment under the new username. Platforms do not have sufficient structures in place 

to combat this type of harassment, leaving online campaigns to use their resources to 

protect themselves from online attacks by taking down sensitive and offensive content 

instead of working towards their primary goal of achieving the movement’s aims of 

information dissemination and mobilization.  

A primary tactic of malicious internet actors is to distract or divide online 

networks by inserting divisive or controversial topics into forums. These efforts result in 

fractionalization of previously unified groups, sending users into a state of panic and 

confusion. Once the bonds of the collective have been broken, the movement is forced to 

use resources to both recover from the online attack and rid their content of these 

distractions.  
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Case Studies of IWM use of technology – Hashtag Campaigns  

 Despite the harsh repression and censorship of social media by Iranian authorities, 

the Iranian public has succeeded in harnessing the power of the internet to launch various 

social media campaigns. This dissertation examines several digital campaigns (such as 

One Million Signatures (OMS), My Stealthy Freedom (MSF) and Blue Girl), analyzing 

the obstacles and benefits brought about by the use of technology for activism. Activists 

who had previously protested the IRI’s lack of liberal democracy and established a strong 

coalition of students and women formed the Green Movement following the contested 

presidential election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2009. In the second and third cases, 

the Iranian public succeeded in challenging the state’s perception of a women’s proper 

role in the public sphere through online cultural activism.  

Censorship and Circumvention Surrounding the Green Movement (2009)  

 Jürgen Habermas (1991) argues that the presence of a successful public sphere 

allows for citizens to put pressure upon governments to be more transparent. The free 

flow of information promotes pluralism in the political, social, and cultural spheres. In 

the past, the government has had a strong grip on the control of mass media legally 

available in Iran (music, film and television), and to this day tries to maintain this power. 

However, parallel to this rapid development, Iranian developer and user tactics for 

circumventing governmental restrictions have also matured. Such tactics have been used 

since the days of print media (ex. changing the title of a publication to avoid censorship), 

and state-run television broadcasts (ex. the wide-spread presence of illegal satellite 

dishes). In the digital era, the use of anti-filtering software, virtual private networks 
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(VPNs) and proxies allow users to access blocked content and avoid digital surveillance, 

demonstrating that Iranians continue to find innovative and creative ways to circumvent 

media restrictions. The emergence of rapidly expanding communication technologies 

during the 1990s was a time where the Islamic regime went from being the pinnacle of 

power to having to engage in harsh repression tactics in order to maintain its position as 

the gatekeeper of Iranian media.  

 Similar techniques are used to circumvent censorship in other authoritarian 

countries with repressive media environments. For example, nearly 30 percent of internet 

users in China regularly use VPNs to access blocked websites and content despite a 

government ban.li Much like the media black market of satellite television in Iran that 

delivers the music and entertainment of foreign artists despite their being banned, in 

North Korea, bootlegged foreign TV, radio shows and DVDs are smuggled into the 

country since access to the global internet is restricted to political elites.lii  

 Not only have new developments in media and technology helped recruit 

participants for protest movements and other forms of collective action, mass and social 

media have also served to inform the international community of human rights violations 

occurring in Iran. Following Iran’s 2009 Green Movement that erupted after the 

contested presidential election of hard-liner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, several Iranian 

activists used online campaigns to express their grievances, which has led to their gaining 

tremendous attention in traditional news media and the international community. A 

graphic video depicting of the death of 27-year-old student activist Neda Agha-Soltan 

during a street protest on June 20th, 2009 went viral on YouTube shortly after being 
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posted and Neda soon became a symbol of martyrdom and unity amongst protestors. For 

weeks after Neda was shot by Iranian authorities in Tehran, demonstrators marched 

bravely against the extreme repression of the state, chanting slogans of solidarity such as 

“Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid, we are all together” a phrase they repeated during the 

protests of 2017-2019. To circumvent government repression and crackdown on 

protestors, Iranians used the Islamic cycle of mourning for the deceased to pre-schedule 

the dates to commemorate the young martyr. 

IWM Hashtag Campaigns – Women in Public Space  

 The case of Neda Agha–Soltan helped express Iranian discontent with the 

treatment of women and human rights activists through the use of a viral Youtube video 

that gained widespread international attention. Almost ten years later, Masih Alinejad, a 

former Iranian parliamentarian journalist, founded the My Stealthy Freedom movement 

opposing the IRI’s mandatory Islamic dress code and gender discriminatory laws. Soon 

hundreds of thousands of Iranian women both inside and outside of the country began 

sending Alinejad pictures and videos of themselves without chador or head cover in 

public, sharing their content with the hashtags #mystealthyfreedom, #whitewednesdays 

and #mycameraismyweapon. One decade after Neda Agha Soltan’s death, Sahar 

Khodayari committed suicide to protest the IRI’s gender discriminatory laws, sparking a 

transnational movement #BlueGirl, supporting Iranian women’s right to public space. By 

partaking in everyday acts of resistance against the state, these women were able use 

Asef Bayat’s (2009) non-movement’s power in numbers, or collective action that is 
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spontaneous and not centrally directed, to pressure the state into being more responsive to 

their demands for gender equality and human rights.liii 

Punishing Happiness- Banning Music and Dance 

The cases of Sahar Khodayari, a young girl unable to enjoy watching her favorite 

soccer team in a stadium because of her gender, or the banning of foreign media deemed 

to have immoral content are examples of the IRI’s repression of freedom of expression 

and ultimately the stifling of a long and rich cultural tradition with strong roots in artistic 

expression such as dance, music and poetry. Two notable cases that made social media 

headlines serve as examples of the Islamic Republic’s punishment of online expression 

through dance and music.  

Pharrell William’s Happy Video – May 2014  

A Youtube video from May 19, 2014 showing six young Iranians dancing to the 

popular song ‘Happy’ by Pharrell Williams went viral shortly after being posted. The 

individuals in the video were arrested by Iranian authorities and sentenced to up to one 

year in prison and 91 lashes for posting the video of them acting immorally and 

appearing without hijab. Though they were eventually released on bail, state television 

later showed the young Iranians making forced confessions stating that they were tricked 

into making the video for an audition.liv  



 

86 

 

 

 

Figure 7 - #DancingIsNotACrime Maedeh Hojabri 

 

In May 2018, Iranian social media influencer Maedeh Hojabri was arrested for posting 

videos of herself dancing on Instagram and also forced to make false confessions and 

apologize on state television. In solidarity and support, Iranians around the world posted 

videos of themselves dancing with the hashtag میتا برقص م یبرقص  (Dance to Dance).  

These cases of the state punishing users for what they post online is dangerous as it 

extends the repressive gender discriminatory policies of the IRI into the virtual public 

sphere.lv  
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Figure 8 - Iranians dance in support of Maedeh Hojabri 

 

The Vote No Vote Campaign – Iran’s 2020 Parliamentary Elections 

Since its establishment in 2014, the MSF campaign and related movements to 

increase access to public space and opportunities for Iranian women have experienced 

repression and harassment through both digital and real-life threats. Those who seek to 

give a voice to or protect these women’s activists in their fight against gender 

discriminatory laws are also harshly repressed. As the MSF campaign is in part a 

continuation of the wave of unrest that followed the fraudulent election of President 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, many of the movement’s activists were targeted in 2009 are 

again being targeted in 2019. Human rights lawyer Nasrin Sotoudeh, one of the founding 



 

88 

 

members of the OWS campaign, was arrested for her active role in the 2009 Green 

Movement and was sentenced again in March 2019 for defending women who were 

imprisoned for peacefully protesting compulsory hijab. Following her shocking sentence 

of 33 years in prison and 148 lashes, Sotoudeh was arrested at her home on 13 June 2019. 

In response to Sotoudeh’s arrest, Amnesty International called for a one million-person 

global campaign to demand that the Iranian government release the activist. As of June 

2019, 1,100,000 people had signed AI’s petition.lvi Activists have also organized support 

for the release of Sotoudeh by using the hashtag #freeNasrin on social media platforms. 

On July 29, 2019, Iran’s revolutionary courts announced that any person caught sending a 

video to Masih Alinejad would be subject to 1-10 years in jail.lvii  

February 2020 Parliamentary Elections 

The disputed presidential election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was the catalyst of 

the 2009 Green Movement. As is shown in this section, similar movements were 

established surrounding the 2020 parliamentary elections. Members of the MSF and 

related campaigns established a new hashtag, رای بی رای (Vote No) in summer 2019 in an 

attempt to boycott the 2020 parliamentary and Assembly of Experts elections. The link 

between MSF and the No Vote campaign is explained in more detail in the concluding 

chapter addressing the Persian Twittersphere, but it is important to note that while MSF’s 

main goal is gender equality and advancing the rights of women in public space, the 

campaign also focuses on more explicitly political issues and events such as the national 

elections. Using hashtags such as #Vote no vote users called for a boycott of the 
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parliamentary elections and posted videos of themselves listing reasons for supporting the 

boycott campaign.  

With this extensive call for boycott, it is no surprise that voter turnout was likely even 

lower than the government reports (42%). Social media reports claim that the actual 

turnout numbers are much lower, especially in major cities (turnout in Tehran was only 

25.4%).lviii The aftermath of the Ukrainian airliner shooting and the parliamentary 

election flop demonstrate that repressive governments can no longer hide its 

manipulation of the electoral system as content posted by Twitter users during the 

elections contradicted the claims of high voter turnout announced by Iranian officials.  

In late July 2019 a new hashtag emerged as part of the MSF campaign. Vote No 

Vote/ “Ray bi ray” (رای بی رای) encourages users to post short (1-2 minute) videos 

explaining why they will not be voting in Iran’s 2020 Majiles (parliamentary) elections, 

citing reasons ranging from economic hardship due to increased sanctions, high levels of 

inflation and unemployment, and the rising price of basic goods.  While previous 

elections also witnessed the extensive vetting of potential candidates, the government’s 

effort to repress reformists and moderates prior to the 2020 parliamentary elections 

reached unprecedented extremes. Over 9,000 of the potential 16,000 candidates were 

disqualified from running approximately one week before the election, leaving  7,000 

candidates to vie for the 290 seats (with five seats held for religious minorities). Many of 

the disqualified candidates were reformist or moderate and were disqualified on the 

grounds of corruption, bribery, fraud or other crimes. Perhaps most surprising was that 

the list of barred candidates included 90 current parliamentary members. The online 
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campaign to boycott the Majiles and Assembly of Experts elections continued through 

voting day on February 21, 2020. Iranians tweeted about their intention to vote or not 

vote prior to the elections, and on the day of the vote, several users posted videos of 

empty polling stations to demonstrate the low turnout.  

A few days prior to the election on February 19, the first case of coronavirus was 

reported in the religious city, Qom. This was the first case of the virus in the Middle East. 

Many claimed that Iranian officials attempted to stop news of the outbreak from 

spreading in an effort to increase what was expected to be an extremely low voter 

turnout. In fact, Iranian state television did not make any public announcements about the 

coronavirus outbreak until several days later on Sunday February 23rd. In response to the 

outbreak, officials temporarily lifted the requirement for voters to have their fingers inked 

when voting. Additionally, schools in Qom and other cities were closed in an effort to 

contain the virus and many voters wore masks when traveling to polls to cast their 

ballots. Iranian officials delayed taking measures to slow the outbreak until after the 

election, resulting in the spread of Covid-19 to surrounding provinces and countries in the 

region.   

The Twitter conversations surrounding the elections also raised issues of bribery, 

corruption and election manipulation by Iranian officials. Several prospective candidates 

shared accounts of how they were asked to pay bribes in order to remain in the campaign. 

This led to a leak on how drug trafficking revenue and other dirty money is being used in 

parliamentary elections. On January 27, 2020 former member of parliament and potential 

candidate for the 2020 elections, Mahmoud Sadeghi, announced in a tweet that 
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middlemen had asked him for up to $300,000 to pass inspection by the Guardian 

Council.lix   

As seen in Figure 9, similar to Blue Girl, the No Vote or Ray bi Ray campaign also 

followed the typical pattern exhibited by targeted hashtag campaigns -  increased use 

leading up to the event of interest and then a sharp decline after the moment or event of 

interest (in this case, the February 21, 2020 elections).  

 

 

 
Figure 9 - No Vote Election Boycott Timeline of Tweets 

 

 

 

Corruption beyond elections 

Transparency International’s corruption index ranks Iran 130 out of 180 countries 

observed. Based on 2017 data, neighboring Turkey and Pakistan have better rankings of 

81 and 117 respectively, while Afghanistan and Iraq rank lower than the IRI at 177 and 

Iraq at 169 respectively, among the lowest of ranked countries.lx While much of the 
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country’s state-sponsored illicit activity is related to corruption that comes with long-term 

one party rule, there are other explanations for Iran’s state-sponsored crime, including 

factors such as population dynamics, geographic location and the government’s 

traditional Islamic values.  

 Isolation from the global financial system has caused the IRI and its financial 

surrogates to engage in subterfuge. A lack of state capabilities has left the Iranian 

population frustrated at their low standard of living. These frustrations are further 

exacerbated by the country’s high level of connectivity, which allows Iranians to view the 

luxurious lifestyles Iranian ex-patriots living abroad and exposes the country’s population 

to global consumer goods and services unavailable to them due to re-imposed U.S. 

sanctions.   

Demographic and socio-economic causes of corruption and crime 

 Population dynamics contribute greatly to the Iranian public’s sense of discontent 

with the current Islamic regime. Rapid population growth that began in the 1980s along 

with the hardships experienced from a near decade long war with neighboring Iraq 

challenged the IRI’s ability to provide basic goods and services for its citizens. Despite 

these setbacks, state-sponsored education initiatives following the 1979 Islamic 

revolution allowed Iran to be substantially more educated compared to its MENA 

neighbors. Iran’s adult literacy rate increased from 85 percent in 2008 to 93 percent in 

2015, significantly higher than the regional average of 63 percent.lxi These developments 

resulted in a highly educated but frustrated generation armed with the skills and tools to 

collectively combat inequality and discrimination based on identity.  
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 While the Iranian population is well educated, many graduates are unable to find 

jobs or provide for their families. Over 40% of the unemployed in Iran are university 

graduates. Unemployment disproportionately impacts the young, female, educated 

population of Iran. The Statistical Center of Iran (SCI) reports the 2017 total rate of 

unemployment for the country as a whole at approximately 12% and the unemployment 

rate among 15 to 29-year-olds at 25%, but many analysts argue that actual rates are much 

higher. A December 2017 report compiled by Iran’s parliament discovered that job 

prospects for young educated women are much lower than the national rate in some 

provinces, with the unemployment rate among university-educated women in some 

provinces such as Kurdistan and Kerman hovering around 80%. The same 2017 

parliamentary report revealed that Tehran, Iran’s capital, has 41% unemployment overall 

and that in some provinces youth unemployment rates ranged between 50 and 63%. 

Unable to earn legal wages, unemployed youth are forced in illicit activity, often by 

joining forces like the IRGC or other state-sponsored organized crime, thus contributing 

to the country’s involvement in corruption and illicit activity.lxii  
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4. Social Movements in Contemporary Iran 

 

 

Women’s Status in Iran  

Due to increased access to education following the 1979 Islamic Revolution, 

Iranian women and youth have achieved high levels of education. Over 50% of Iran’s 

college students are women, but upon graduation these women are often unable to apply 

their skills in the job market due to high levels of unemployment. Unemployment rates 

for women are significantly higher than those for men. While overall youth 

unemployment hovers at around 20%, a staggering 42% of Iranian women ages 15 to 29 

are unemployed.lxiii The combination of high education and high levels of unemployment 

creates fertile ground for public discontent and opposition.   

Codified Gender Discrimination 

Divorce, custody and other familial laws in Iran (ex. inheritance) are gender-

discriminatory and favor males. One small victory in this realm came in October 2019, 

when the IRI amended its nationality law to allow women who marry foreign nationals to 

pass their Iranian nationality and citizenship onto their children. Before the passing of 

this amendment, women who married foreigners were unable to pass their Iranian 

citizenship to their children, signaling a small but welcomed victory for the IWM.lxiv 

Women are also excluded from the political realm and are barred from running as 

president. They can, however, serve in other political positions. Iran has had several 

female parliamentarians. One female MP, Fatemeh Rahbar, died in March 2020 due to 
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coronavirus. Despite having some prominent female political officials, like in other 

countries, Iranian women are still severely under-represented in the political sphere. 

Codified gender discrimination and the country’s illiberal democratic political structure 

further exclude Iranian women from political participation. For example, hundreds of 

thousands of Iranian women attempt to run each presidential election but are disqualified 

by the Guardian Council before making it to the ballot. Because Iranian women are 

excluded from the political sphere, they often turn to informal, unconventional protest to 

advance their interests.  

The Iranian Women’s Movement (IWM) – Moving Beyond Rights  

The Iranian women’s rights movement (IWM) is a formation of disparate 

practices and events. In many ways, what is referred to as the IWM remains fractured and 

is only unified through its general goal of advancing the (often legal) rights or status of 

women in Iran. Like many social movements, the goals of the movement often differ 

from activist to activist (or faction to faction). This study considers the women’s 

movement as any activism inside or outside of the country that seeks to promote gender 

equality and increase equal access to public space and freedom of expression for Iranians 

with a particular focus on tactics such as subtle everyday protest. Going beyond a rights-

based approach by demonstrating how media and cultural production has allowed for 

alternative depictions of women in public spaces to challenge traditional state narratives, 

it is argued that the socio-political shifts brought about by acts of everyday resistance and 

cultural production gain international attention and may also lead to shifts in formal 

domestic policy.  
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From Green Wave to White Wednesdays and Blue Girl (2009-2019)  

The Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) has experienced a range of protests and social 

movements since the 1905-1911 constitutional revolution. The Iranian people are acutely 

familiar with conflict, revolution and political unrest. While the role of women has been a 

key element of protests of previous centuries, this dissertation focuses on contemporary 

protests and social movements occurring since the disputed election of former President 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2009. It is argued that the case study examined here, the 

Iranian women’s movement (IWM), comprised of My Stealthy Freedom (MSF), Blue 

Girl and related campaigns have their origins in and close connections to a long lineage 

of women’s and human rights movements, including the 2009 Green Movement that 

occurred shortly before the numerous regional protests comprising the Arab Uprisings. 

By examining online cultural production by the IWM, this dissertation contributes 

to existing new social movement literature by focusing on a case in a non-Western 

context. While many scholars have written about the Arab Uprisings and other social 

movements in the Middle East, an in depth, academic account of the Iranian women’s 

movement use of social media has yet to be written. Through the collection and analysis 

of original data this study seeks to contribute to an understanding of online cultural 

activism and examine how creative dissent unfolds in the repressive media environments 

of authoritarian governments. Analysis of the national and international communication 

network structure of the IRI and its attempts to isolate the population and restrict 

international information flows through the creation of a national internet network 
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(NIN/SHOMA) serve as an important case to assess the potential consequences of nation-

states implementing their own sovereign communication networks.  

Women’s movements, nationalism and the veil 

Iranian women serve as important symbols of nationalism (and resistance) in both 

pre- and post-revolutionary Iran. Since 1979, the public appearance of women has taken 

on a particularly important role for the Islamic regime and Iranian society. Having been 

prevented from wearing the veil during the modernization initiatives of the Pahlavi 

monarchy, the imposition of mandatory hijab after the 1979 revolution came as a 

tremendous socio-cultural shock. Iran, the world’s only theocracy, is the only nation-state 

that requires public covering (exceptions –Saudi Arabia and Indonesia). These case 

studies allow for analysis of how art and cultural impact, interact with and shape politics 

of the public sphere and cause shifts in the relationship between state and society.  

The practice of veiling first took place in Ancient Mesopotamia, pre-dating all 

Abrahamic religions. Penal codes distinguished who was and was not allowed to wear the 

veil. The veil was worn by elite aristocratic women as a symbol of their socio-economic 

class. Female slaves and prostitutes were forbidden from covering and faced harsh 

punishments if they violated this law. Thus, the practice of veiling represented not only 

an individual’s social and economic status, but also helped delineate ‘respectable women’ 

from those who were publicly available.lxv    

Under the Pahlavi dynasty, women were forced to unveil in 1936 following a 

wave of women’s policy reforms initiated by Reza Shah. The cultural reforms imposed 

by the Pahlavi dynasty sought to follow Western models of secularization (laicism) as a 
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path for Iranian modernity and joining the developed world. Despite these efforts to 

improve and modernize Iran, these reforms often directly clashed with the Islamic values 

and background of the country and its citizens. This forced public unveiling was not only 

a misguided project of the monarchy, but also incorrectly pushed for a development path 

based on Western standards ill-suited to Iranian cultural values.   

Women and Media in 20th Century Iran 

Iranian women have long been vocal and outspoken about their socio-political 

beliefs. As early as the 10th-11th century female Iranian poets wrote verses to present the 

female perspective in literature and art. During the era of the Constitutional Revolution, 

several female writers and publications provided platforms to discuss issues related to 

culture, gender, and civic life. In 1919 Isfahan Sediqeh Dowlatabadi became the founder 

and editor of Zaban-e-Zanan (Women’s Voice). The publication addressed some of the 

more controversial women’s issues of the time and was one of the harshest critics of the 

veil.lxvi  

The rule of Mohamed Reza Shah (1941-1979) saw the birth of several women’s 

rights organizations, including the Women’s Organization of Iran (WOI) under Princess 

Ashraf (the shah’s twin sister) which encouraged education for change and securing 

economic independence for women. Victories of the WOI included passing of the Family 

Protection Law of 1975, which gave women equal rights in marriage and divorce, 

increased minimum age of marriage and improved women’s custody rights. A second 

victory of the WOI was that it practically eliminated polygamy and made abortion legal 
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by removing the penalty for the operation. Women were encouraged to run for public 

office and were granted suffrage in 1963.  

Compulsory hijab under the Islamic republic 

The newly established Islamic regime enforced several policies that reversed 

various aspects of the Family Protection Laws of 1963 and 1975. In addition to the 

implementation of compulsory hijab for women in 1981, these reforms lowered the 

minimum age for marriage and repealed many of the rights of women in public spaces 

and movement (inheritance, familial laws, freedom of movement). At the same time, the 

post-revolutionary era also marked drastic improvements of women’s education and 

employment as literacy rates soared and women became an active part of the workforce 

during the near decade long Iran-Iraq war. This resulted in an increased number of 

women in universities and various sectors of the workforce.  The Center for Strategic 

Studies conducted a national survey of public opinion about compulsory veil in 2018 and 

found that nearly half of Iranians are in favor of ending the compulsory hijab law.lxvii  

From Publishing to Platforms – The rise of internet campaigns  

One Million Signatures Campaign (2006)  

The One Million Signatures (OMS) for the Repeal of Discriminatory Laws, also 

known as Change for Equality, was launched in 2006 by prominent Iranian women 

activists such as Nobel laureate Shirin Ebadi and Nasrin Sotoudeh. The campaign aimed 

to collect one million signatures in support of changing the gender discriminatory laws of 

the IRI. The movement used the power of numbers and ICTs to achieve its aims of 

amplifying women’s voices and promoting collaboration and cooperation for democratic 
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change. OMS used social media and internet technologies to disseminate information on 

gender equality and collect online signatures in support of the campaign.   

Several of the campaign’s founding members have been awarded global honors for 

their promotion of democracy and human rights. Shirin Ebadi received the Nobel Peace 

Prize in 2003 and Nasrin Sotoudeh, who is currently under arrest for her defense of 

Iranian human rights activists, was awarded the 2012 Sakharov Prize for Freedom of 

Thought and the 2019 Council of Bars and Law Societies of Europe (CCBE) Human 

Rights Award. In 2009 Women’s Learning Partnership (WLP) published "Iranian 

Women's One Million Signatures Campaign for Equality: The Inside Story" written 

by Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani who were also founding members of the campaign. The 

work provided a “valuable case study of how to build a movement in the 21st century not 

only to bring change in societies ruled by autocratic governments or influenced by radical 

fundamentalism, but also in the more open and tolerant societies that have yet to achieve 

full equality for women.”lxviii  

The establishment of the OMS Campaign became a model for digital campaigns and 

arguably set the stage for future movements such as the Green Movement and My 

Stealthy Freedom. Due to its inclusive structure, the OMS campaign was able to gain 

widespread support amongst Iranian women of all different backgrounds and serves as a 

model of mobilization not just for activism in authoritarian contexts, but for all social 

movements that seek to harness the power of digital technologies to achieve their goals.  
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My Stealthy Freedom (MSF), Blue Girl and related campaigns (2014-present)  

 Launched in 2014 by former Iranian parliamentary journalist Masih Alinejad as a 

campaign combating compulsory hijab, the My Stealthy Freedom and related campaigns 

do not oppose the practice of veiling but rather promote freedom of choice of public 

appearance, freedom of belief and call for an end to gender discriminatory laws. The 

movement also uses non-violent tactics. Many of the movement’s activists have been 

depicted handing out flowers to women wearing the veil in the metro as an olive branch, 

calling on their fellow Iranian women to stand with them and fight for the freedom of 

choice to wear, or not wear, the veil.  

Girls of Revolution Street- Vida Movahed and the 2017-2018 IWM  

 

 

 

 
Figure 10 - Vida Movahed (Radio Farda) 
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On December 27th, 2017 Vida Movahed protested government corruption by 

standing on an electrical box on Enghelab Street in Tehran, Iran, with her white headscarf 

on a stick, inspiring the White Wednesday digital campaign.  A few years earlier in 2014, 

Masih Alinejad had launched her My Stealthy Freedom (MSF) campaign against 

compulsory hijab while living in exile. Once Movahed was arrested, the MSF campaign 

quickly evolved to support Movahed and shifted to using the phrase #WhiteWednesdays. 

#WhiteWednesdays shows the use of color by the women’s movement to signal a 

unifying theme for subtle protest, often the only option available for movements 

operating under repressive conditions. The white scarf symbolizes surrender and the 

imagery amplifies the peaceful nature of the movement faced with harsh state repression. 

The woman’s militaristic stance is reminiscent of previous images of Iranian women 

protesting during the 1979 revolution (Figure 11). This demonstrates how movements 

often invoke iconic or recognizable imagery from previous activists to evoke connections 

between women’s movements across time.   
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Figure 11 - Hengameh Golestan, Witness 1979, Smithsonian Gallery 

 

 
Figure 12 - 1979 Freedom to Choose, Iranian Archives 

  

 

 

Soon the image of Mohaved was remade, remixed and shared by artists and users on the 

internet, drawing further attention to her unjust arrest. One of the most popular cartoon 

versions of her protest is the one below by Instagram user @UGC and inspired calls for 

establishing a No Compulsory Hijab Day on December 27th.  
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Figure 13 - Cartoon of Vida Movahed’s 2017 Protest 

 

 

Movement collective identity is often formed around the expression of moral outrage 

against state violence. The civil rights movement in the United States circulated media, 

imagery and videos of the violent state repression of their peaceful protests. For example, 

there was widespread broadcasting of the hosing down of black students attempting to 

desegregate schools. This documenting of abuse by authorities helps social movements 

gain both local and international support. The ability of the IWM to reach a global 

audience through social media platforms allows for transnational connection and 

collaboration with women’s movements in other regions.   

Blue Girl/دختر ابی – The Case of Sahar Khodayari – Women and Soccer 

 In March 2019, Sahar Khodayari attempted to attend a soccer game at Azadi 

stadium by dressing as a man to avoid detection. She was arrested for three days and was 
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later informed that she may face up to two years in prison for her crime. In early 

September, Khodayari self-immolated outside of a courthouse in protest of this 

punishment. Her death on September 8, 2019 led to widespread outrage by social media 

users and sparked a campaign to put pressure on FIFA and the Iranian government to 

stand up for the right of Iranian women to attend soccer matches. Serving as a martyr for 

the plight of Iranian women attempting to enter public spaces, Sahar became known as 

the “blue girl” after her favorite team’s colors.lxix Hashtags such as “دختر ابی” and 

“FIFAStandUpForSahar” were tweeted and retweeted hundreds of thousands of times in 

the days leading up to and after her death, drawing attention to the de facto ban on 

women entering soccer stadiums as well as the irony that Iran’s largest stadium is named 

Azadi, or Freedom, but restricts women from entering the space.  

 After pressure from FIFA to end the ban on women from stadiums, the IRI agreed 

to sell tickets to women for the first time in nearly 40 years for the Iran-Cambodia 

qualifying match on October 10th, 2019. Ticket sales for the women’s only section were 

not openly advertised by the government, resulting in information about the concession to 

again be disseminated by Iranian women through social media. Iranians excitedly 

announced their purchases of the approximately 4,000 women’s section seats and 

encouraged others to attend the match with the hashtag #  Come) #  ایبا_من_به_ورزشگاه_ب

With Me To the Stadium) in early October 2019.lxx In similar cases where authorities 

have permitted female fans into soccer stadiums, this concession has often been reversed 

quietly just moments before or the day of the event. FIFA sent monitors to Iran for the 

October Iran-Cambodia match to ensure that the female ticket holders were allowed to 
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attend. These ticket sales and the permitting of women into soccer stadiums for the Iran-

Cambodia match was yet another temporary concession for the Iranian women’s 

movement that came at a tremendous cost. After the match took place, a video of a 

woman holding up a sign with “Blue Girl” being targeted by stadium security gained 

widespread attention on Twitter. Fellow fans can be heard screaming “Let her go!” in the 

video, demonstrating how even this temporary concession did not take place without 

contention.  

As seen in Chapter 5, the use of #BlueGirl saw a sharp spike around Sahar’s death 

and the October 10th match and then quickly declined. The phrase appears in the top 

Persian language hashtags  of September 2019. This case represents a rather typical 

lifespan of a hashtag - they are often established surrounding a particular event (in this 

case, Sahar’s death and the October 10th match), and then quickly drop in frequency after 

the event has transpired. On paper, Sahar was representative of many young women 

living in Iran. She was a 29-year-old, college educated, single unemployed soccer fan. In 

many ways, her story and background resonated with women around the world and 

encouraged others to speak up against the stadium ban. Sahar was living with her 

conservative family and the reaction of her father to her act of resistance shows how the 

state’s gender constraints are reinforced by family structures. Sahar’s father’s statement is 

revealing: “It was wrong of her to go to the stadium . . . It is not appropriate for women to 

go to stadiums.” “It is a crime,” he added, situating her actions outside established 

morality and legality. “I never stopped her from watching soccer on television at 

home.”lxxi 
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One #BlueGirl video shows a woman warning a bus full of people in route to the 

Iran-Cambodia not to mention Blue Girl at the stadium, but these warnings were not 

heeded. Comments on posts make claims that the women holding the sign 

commemorating Sarah was drugged or on the influence of drugs. On 12 September 2019 

an arrest warrant was issued for Saba Kamali, an Iranian actress, after her post on 

Instagram in support for the death of the Blue Girl, claiming that Sahar had suffered 

worse treatment than Imam Hussein ibn Ali, the grandson of the prophet Mohamed and 

revered martyr to Shi’a Muslims. She removed the post hours later after receiving 

criticism, claiming that her imaginary dialogue with the third Imam were personal and 

intimate and that she removed them because they had been misunderstood. lxxii 

Transnational Feminism and Violent Repression of Non-Violent Movements  

The Blue Girl movement has also had impact in the region. At a soccer match in 

Kabul Stadium, young Afghani women hold placards honoring Sahar Khodayari and 

expressing support for Iranian women’s access to stadiums. Afghanistan’s sports 

stadiums are still recovering from their use as execution sites. Women are now permitted 

to attend matches, but Afghani women still remember a time when their rights were 

curtailed and they were excluded from these public spaces under Taliban rule.   
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Figure 14 - Afghani women show support for #bluegirl  

 

 

 

These instances of transnational feminist solidarity demonstrate how digital 

content production can help mobilize support for social movements.lxxiii  The connection 

and communication between women across borders demonstrates how gender facilitates 

the construction of collective identity, allowing women’s movements to share and learn 

from one another’s experiences. Women in Turkey, Saudi Arabia and other Muslim 

countries in the Middle East and throughout the world strive to gain equal access to 

public space and express their discontent with socio-cultural perspectives that encourage 

or allow gender discrimination. Practicing the power in numbers, the voices of women in 
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repressive Islamic societies are now able to speak out online about their experiences, 

sharing their struggles and successes and learning from other activists around the world 

about how to best advance their interests and gain concessions.   

Iran has an extremely young and urban population. The median age of Iran’s 

population is 30 years old and over 75% of the country lives in urban areas.lxxiv  The 

country’s youth is more tech savvy and capable of using these tools to advance their 

socio-political and economic interests. Young Iranians use social media platforms like 

Twitter to express their beliefs and discontents with the government, society, and their 

everyday lives. Having found common ground and identity through discussing their 

everyday lives, this highly connected population is then able to quickly mobilize in 

response to key events such as the November 2019 spike in gas prices that led to street 

protests and were quickly repressed by the government. It is the fear caused by the outcry 

of Iranians on the internet, especially on platforms like Twitter and Facebook, that led the 

Iranian government to shut down the internet, blocking nearly all network 

communications. Reports show that over 1,500 protesters were killed during the 

government repression of the November 2019 protests. Users on Twitter are still calling 

for justice for and information about these victims.lxxv  

Flowers for Peace – Yasmin Aryani 

The use of flowers to judge hijab is not new. In 2012, the IRI launched a 

campaign directing morality police to distribute flowers to women they believed were 

following “good hijab”, thus incentivizing compliance with the country’s Islamic dress 

code through public acknowledgement, praise and reward of obedient citizens.lxxvi  
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Figure 15 - Activist Arrested for Handing Out Flowers on Tehran Metro 

(IranWire)lxxvii 

 

 

 

 

Like the civil rights movement in the United States and other non-violent 

movements throughout the world, the Iranian women’s movement has successfully used 

the state’s own tactics as a way to challenge gender discriminatory policies.  

Empowering Muslim Women Through Digital Campaigns 

Muslim women are redefining Islamic dress and demonstrating that the internet is 

a diverse and open space for discussion and deliberation about issues such as gender and 

Islam. Yasmin Aryani’s activism points to the important fact that the individuals involved 

in the MSF and related campaigns are not against hijab, but against compulsory hijab and 

gender inequality. The campaign seeks to promote gender equality and freedom of 

expression, including the right to choose public dress and appearance. Yasmin’s bridging 
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of the divide between Muslim and secular women in Iran through her act of passing out 

white flowers as a sign of solidarity and comradery to women in chador shows that 

movement members are supportive of those who make a conscious decision to observe 

Islamic dress. It is when hijab is imposed against a person’s will or wishes that the 

movement wishes to prevent.  

Supporting freedom of dress and expression, the MSF and related movements 

encompass a wide range of beliefs. While some practice stealthy freedom through 

removing their hijab, others post images of themselves covered and explain how they 

consciously choose to wear the hijab, sharing accounts of how much this decision has 

empowered them and improved their lives. #Worldhijabday (WHD) and related 

campaigns represent Muslim women on social media platforms like Twitter proudly 

expressing their faith and challenging the stereotype that most Muslim women who cover 

are coerced into doing so by societal or familial pressure.  

World Hijab Day (WHD) 

In the same way that some IWM members take off their veils in defiance of the 

Islamic Republic’s penal codes, other women in the IWM women who consciously 

choose to wear the veil and follow Islam have initiated discourse on how the choice to 

cover is empowering. Websites like hautehijab.com discuss Islamic fashion and seek to 

promote religious tolerance and combat stereotyping and harassment of Muslims. Since 

its launch in 2013, World Hijab Day (WHD) has been recognized and celebrated by New 

York State, the House of Commons in the UK and the Scottish Parliament. In 2019, the 

https://hautehijab.com/
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WHD movement successfully lobbied to pass a bill declaring February 1st a national 

holiday in the Philippines. 

 

 

 
Figure 16 - Women Celebrate World Hijab Day (WHD) (hautehijab.com) 

 

 

In reaction to the calls for celebrating World Hijab Day, many activists associated 

with the My Stealthy Freedom campaign reacted with calls for No Hijab Day, arguing 

that forced hijab is oppressive and sharing their personal stories of being coerced into 

covering.  

World Hijab Day 2019 and 2020 
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Figure 17 - World Hijab Day Tweet February 2, 2020 

 

 

As the tweet above shows, a key finding from #WorldHijabDay2020 is that the most 

popular tweets were those posted by “ex-Muslim” women who express how repressed 

and unfree they felt when forced to wear hijab and how free they feel now living in more 

democratic countries that allow women the choice of dress and freedom of expression. 

Users promoting hijab gained attention, but many users also opposed WHD. One user 

tweeted an image (Figure 18) encouraging Muslim women who cover to support the right 

of other women to choose if they will cover or not, showing how many involved in the 

movement view covering as a personal choice and generally support freedom of dress for 

others.  
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Figure 18 - World Hijab Day 2020  

  
 

One of the most popular MSF tweets of 2018 was a video of Yasmine 

Mohammed replying to #WorldHijabDay by posting a video of her removing a head 

covering and setting it on fire (Figure 19). She posted a similar video in 2019 and in 2020 

Mohammed made a video wearing both a burqa and a hijab, posting with the hashtags 

#nohijabday and #freefromhijab (Figure 20). Notice how in the 2019-2020 tweets 

Mohammed calls to women not just in Iran, but also the rest of the world. The February 

1, 2020 tweet gained over one million views and tens of thousands of responses and likes 

within one day of being posted.  

https://twitter.com/asaudiweirdo/status/1223953869702672384?s=20
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Figure 19 - Yasmine Mohammed NoHijabDay Video 2018 

 

 

Figure 20 - Yasmine Mohammed NoHijabDay Videos 2019-2020 
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Female Iranian fashion designer Naghmeh Kiumarsi embodies her own notion of 

culture and identity and uses fashion to value the differences among Iranian women, as 

opposed to a single identity under the Islamic dress code. Political fashion reporter and 

author of Tehran Streetstyle, Hoda Katebi describes herself as a “sarcastic (& angry) 

Muslim-Iranian, creative and community organizer.” Katebi created the website 

JooJooAzad (“freebird” in Farsi) as a way to tell the story of hijab-wearing Muslim 

women through a celebration of their culture, tradition, identity, and history of resistance 

and struggle.”lxxviii Hoda’s #becauseweveread campaign launched an international book 

club that furthers understanding of the world and encourages constructive discourse 

surrounding Islam. Katebi also goes beyond the issue of Muslim women to raise 

awareness about ethical clothing and textile production and advocates for the rights of 

garment workers, fighting tirelessly for social justice in the fashion industry.   
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5. Network Analysis of the Persian Twittersphere 

Data Collection 

Twitter Harvesting 

Twitter data was harvested on MSF and related hashtags including White 

Wednesdays (WW), My Camera is My Weapon (MCW) and Blue Girl in both English 

and Farsi language. Tweets were collected in real time from 2018-2019 through various 

tools (Social Feed Manager, Python) and using the researcher’s Twitter credentials to 

access Twitter’s Application Programming Interface (API). Tweets were collected at 

three levels: specific movement hashtags, general topic terms, and all Persian language 

tweets.  

Semi-Structured Interviews and Other Sources  

Semi-structured interviews with movement members including translators and 

content moderators supplemented the Twitter data collected and analyzed for this project. 

Other social media platforms, such as Instagram, Facebook, WhatsApp and Telegram 

were also monitored. Much of the content for the MSF and related campaigns were cross 

posted on these various platforms. Because of this frequent cross-posting and content 

replication, the analysis of Twitter provides a relatively accurate picture of the online 

discourse related to the movement across platforms.  

Semi-Structured Interview Findings  

The MSF campaign is run by a small group of volunteers and associates of Masih 

Alinejad. Most of the movement members work remotely from international locations 

(Iran, Europe, Canada, United States, etc.), translating movement content and guiding 
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Masih’s public relations campaign. There are various accounts that are loosely affiliated 

with the movement. One of the campaign’s lead volunteers mentioned that given the open 

and public nature of the digital campaign, the movement does not get to choose who it 

interacts or is associated with. Some volunteers interviewed mentioned that they believe 

the IRI is involved in a campaign against the movement, seeking to disrupt their efforts to 

mobilize and gain attention and support for their cause. Attacks against the campaign 

range from minor harassment to threats and privacy breaches. Interviews with movement 

activists revealed several stories of the regime attacking protestors online, especially 

those that are vocal about their opposition to the current regime.  

Three levels of data  

 To analyze the online public discourse surrounding the My Stealthy Freedom and 

related campaigns, three levels of data were collected and analyzed.  

Persian Language Twitter Methodology 

 

 In order to provide an overview of what is being discussed in Persian on Twitter, 

all Persian tweets were collected. The method of collecting all Persian tweets consisted of 

running a query for a list of Persian stop words and the Persian alphabet. The search for 

all tweets using Persian language was established in September 2019. Analysis of social 

movement activity and critical events through this unique data allows for empirical 

evidence of patterns and trends during moments of local, national and international 

importance.  

Topic level key terms and movement hashtags 
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 To provide a meso-level analysis of the public discourse surrounding women in 

public space, terms such as woman/women and hijab were collected and analyzed. Many 

of these terms overlapped with results of the specific movement hashtags such as women 

and hijab. The third and most detailed level of analysis involves campaign specific 

hashtags such as My Stealthy Freedom, White Wednesdays and My Camera is My 

Weapon. Additional IWM terms such as Blue Girl and terms related to Nasrin Sotoudeh 

(#freeNasrin) were also collected and analyzed in order to examine the discourse 

surrounding these particular individuals and events related to women in public space in 

the IRI.  

Variables, Research Questions and Hypotheses 

After tweets are collected, several variables are created to analyze the use of the social 

media platform by the IWM. These variables include retweets/favorites count (DVs), 

character count, hashtags, media, readability score, user friends count, user followers 

count, account age, reply count, and quote count (IVs) (Table 4 – Variable Descriptions). 

Hypotheses  

In order to measure the impact of the use of media, hashtags and content on audience 

attention, the following hypotheses are tested:  

H1: The use of images will significantly increase retweet (and favorite) count. 

H2: The use of hashtags will significantly increase retweet (and favorite) count. 

H3: Social network analysis (SNA) of movement co-occurring hashtag graphs 

will reveal information about network structure and interactions.  
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Data analysis 

 

 

Table 3 – September 2019 Top Persian Hashtags 

Farsi/Persian English Translation/Topic Count 

جمعنای _نیحب_الحس   The Love of Hussain Unites Us 219350 

EXO K Pop 122917 

BloodLustRegimeMustGo BloodLustRegimeMustGo 89186 

 Arbaeen is the introduction to األربعین_مقدمة_الظهور 

the return 

79184 

جمعنای_نیالحس   Hussein unites us 67610 

نرایا  Iran 61731 

 Holy Defense 53767 دفاع_مقدس

 Lordegan 50985 لردگان 

 Hepco 47197 هپکو 

دیشه  martyr 44641 

 

Total Tweets: 15,175,875 

 

 

The top words and phrases used in Persian language Twitter from Table 3 focus 

on religious and militarist topics. Discussion about the prophet Hossein, the Arbaeen 

pilgrimage and martyr are frequent. Other topics include instances of collective action 

and protest. For example, the Lordegan hashtag was used by users from the town 

Lordegan to disseminate accusations that 300 people in the community were infected 

with HIV during a diabetes screening.lxxix The HEPCO hashtag was used during labor 

protests that arose due to increased layoffs and increased mismanagement at the Heavy 

Equipment Production Company (HEPCO) after the industrial complex was privatized in 

2017. While HEPCO once employed over 8,000 workers, now only about 1,000 

employees are left.lxxx Security forces responded to both of these protests which were 

fueled by over 40,000 tweets each (over a two week period) with harsh repression, which 
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these movements then captured via video and pictures and posted online to document 

these instances of establishment violence against non-violent activism.  

A key finding of Persian language tweets is that there was a significant decrease 

in the number of Persian tweets during the internet blackout in November 2019 (number 

went from approximately one million/day to roughly 200,000-300,000/day). This data 

suggests that a substantial proportion of the tweets being produced and collected in 

Persian language (approximately 75%) are coming from inside Iran.  

 

 

 
Figure 21 - Number of Farsi Language Tweets Per Day (November 2019) 
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Figure 22- Number of Distinct Users Posting in Farsi Per Day (2019) 

 

 

As seen in Figures 21 and 22, the number of Persian language tweets dropped 

comparably to the internet shutdown and the number of distinct users returned to 

relatively the same level once Iran came back online. Based on this data, it is reasonable 

to assume that many of the tweets collected both before and after the shutdown are 

coming from Iranians inside Iran (using circumvention software to access Twitter), 

supporting claims of the high level of Iranian technical skill.  

MSF 2018 Methodology and Models 

The following data analyzes various tweet variables such as media count (images, video, 

hyperlinks), character count and hashtag count to determine how these factors influence 

the number of retweets a tweet receives. In this sense, retweets serve as a proxy 

measurement for impact, attention or influence on the microblogging platform.  

Initial models measuring retweets included variables such as flesch reading ease 

score and sentiment analysis (Appendix - Initial Models). Model 1 contains only flesch 

reading ease score and media count as independent variables, with neither of these 

variables having a statistically significant impact on retweets (DV). Models 2 and 3 
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demonstrate that variables such as media inclusion in a tweet increases the number of 

retweets by 4. As expected, other variables associated with influence on social media 

such as friends count and favorites count (how many times a user likes or favorites a 

tweet) also have a statistically significant positive impact on retweet count. After running 

these initial models, it was determined that favorites count should serve as its own 

dependent variable and that reading ease and sentiment should no longer be included as 

independent variables given that they did not provide any additional information or have 

significant impact on audience attention.  

All tweets containing the movement phrases My Stealthy Freedom (MSF), White 

Wednesdays (WW) and My Camera Is My Weapon (MCW) were collected in both 

English and Farsi language. The tables below show the variable descriptions, descriptive 

statistics and regression results for the three movements with retweet count as the 

dependent variable. Independent variables include character count, hashtag count, media 

count, user friends count, user’s followers count, favorite count and user account age (in 

days). These independent variables represent all factors that might impact a tweet’s 

retweet count.   

 

 

 

Table 4 - Variable Descriptions 

Attribute Type Description 

Retweet Count Integer  Number of times tweet has been retweeted. 

Character 

count 

Integer Number of characters in tweet.  

Hashtag count Integer Number of words or phrases preceded by a hash sign (#) used in tweet 

to identify messages on a specific topic. 

Media Count Integer Number of media (images or video) in tweet.  
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User Friends 

Count 

Integer Number of users account is following (AKA their “followings”). 

Under certain conditions of duress, this field will temporarily indicate 

“0”. The number of accounts that user follows that also follows them 

(reciprocal).  

User’s 

Followers 

Count 

Integer Number of followers account currently has. Under certain conditions 

of duress, this field will temporarily indicate “0”. The number of users 

following the account but is not followed back (non-reciprocal).  

Statuses Count  Number of tweets by user.  

Favorite Count Integer Number of times tweet has been liked by Twitter users. 

User Account 

Age 

Integer Days since account has been created. 

Quote Count Integer Number of times tweet was retweeted with comment. This allows for 

the content of the original tweet to display on retweeting user’s 

timeline. 

Reply Count Integer Number of replies to tweet. Comment shows below the original tweet 

and not on the replier’s timeline.  

Mentions Top 

User 

Integer Number of times tweet mentions (@) a top contributor within the 

dataset.  

 

 

Variables related to tweets fall into two categories: 1) features related to the tweet 2) 

features related to the user. For example, User Friends Count, User’s Followers Count 

and User Account Age all relate to the individual Twitter user, while variables such as 

retweet, media, hashtag, character count, and favorite count all relate directly back to the 

tweet.  

It is important to understand how these variables impact influence factors such as 

likes favorites and retweets. For example, related to user data – a user with more friends 

or followers is likely to gain more attention and has a higher probability of receiving 

more retweets or likes because the account’s content is seen by a larger audience.  

Various modes of engagement with a tweet can also help determine the individual 

tweet’s popularity and the nature of discourse surrounding the issue. For instance, there 
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are various ways a user might react to or share content from another user. These include 

retweets, favorites, quotes and replies.  

Categories of Tweet Engagement 

- Retweet – Sometimes called a “blind retweet,” a retweet is when a user simply 

re-posts or shares a tweet without adding any additional content. Shares of this 

type can be equated to a blind support of a topic or comment, as the user is 

allowing this to be shared on his/her own timeline, making it visible to all people 

who follow that account. 

- Favorite – Liking or favoriting a tweet involves clicking on the heart icon under 

the tweet content. This is similar to retweeting in that it is essentially endorsing 

the tweet’s content, but the original message does not appear in the timeline of the 

person who liked or favorited the tweet.  

- Quote – Similar to a retweet, a quote tweet is one where the user also retweets the 

original content but chooses the option to “Retweet with Comment”. When using 

this option, a user retweets the original tweet and adds their own post above. For 

instance, users could add additional hashtags, mention other users who might be 

interested in viewing the content, or they could post a comment supporting or 

opposing the original tweet. In this sense, a quote tweet still replicates the original 

tweet content, but the comment that is added could be positive, negative or 

neutral.  

- Reply – Replies are responses to a tweet. Unlike retweets and quotes, a reply 

tweet does not cause the original tweet to display on the timeline of the user 
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engaging with the tweet, and thus could be positive or negative. In other words, 

reply count depicts the level of engagement with a tweet but tells the researcher 

little about if this engagement was either positive or negative.  

 

 

Table 5 - MSF 2018 Descriptive Statistics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2018 Retweet Models   

 

 

  

Table 6 - 2018 Retweet Model (Favorite Count) 

Attribute Mean SD Min Max 

Retweet Count 28 292.7717 0 10228 

Character count 123 26.18365 18 152 

Hashtag count 4 4.044617 0 19 

Media Count 0.4 0.6959265 0 4 

User Friends Count 2298 3779.532 0 38100 

User’s Followers Count 31563.78 638331.5 0 23915156 

Statuses Count 31900.17 51679.99 0 711949 

Favorite Count 53.54334 582.4339 0 20645 

User Account Age 1862.644 1164.562 0 4233 

Quote Count 4.393939 108.9117 0 4085 

Reply Count 3.332629 52.45469 0 1932 

Mentions Top User 0.06694856 0.250021 0 1 

 MSF WW MCW 

(Intercept) -9.14                   

(5.23) 

-9.70 ***               

(2.52)   

-52.42 ***                 

(12.00)    

Character Count 0.03                   

(0.04) 

-0.06 **               

(0.02) 

-0.14                      

(0.10) 

Hashtag Count -0.20                      

(0.27) 

0.39                    

(0.25) 

1.52                    

(1.19) 
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*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05 

 

MSF = My Stealthy Freedom 

WW = White Wednesdays 

MCW = My Camera Is My Weapon 

 

 

 

 

 

For MSF, each additional media (image or video) increases the likelihood of 

retweet by 3.68 at the 95% confidence level. Surprisingly, each media increase for MCW 

significantly decreases retweets by 40.00 at the 99.9% confidence level. This might be 

explained by the fact that MCW tweets are the most likely to contain media. As expected, 

increases in variables such as favorite count, user friends count and user account age 

increase likelihood of retweets, but only slightly. Hashtag count, or the number of times 

the user placed a # before the word or phrase rather than using the plain text did not seem 

to have any statistically significant impact on the tweet’s retweet count for any of the 

three movements. 

Media Count 3.65 *                    

(1.54)   

-1.42                        

(0.99) 

-40.00 ***                  

(6.56) 

User Friends Count 0.00 ***                    

(0.00) 

0.00 ***                 

(0.00) 

0.02 ***               

(0.00)   

Users Followers Count -0.00                     

(0.00) 

-0.00 ***             

(0.00)   

-0.00                       

(0.00) 

Favorite Count 0.50 ***                    

(0.00) 

0.45 ***                  

(0.00) 

0.49 ***                  

(0.01) 

User Account Age 0.00                        

(0.00) 

0.01 ***                

(0.00) 

0.02 ***                     

(0.00)   

Total Tweets 1419    4869    1149   

R2 0.98 0.83 0.86 

Adj. R2 0.98 0.83 0.86 

Num. obs.  1419 4869 1149 

RMSE 38.72 42.32 99.02 



 

128 

 

While the explanatory power of the retweet model in Table 6 is high (0.98, 0.83, 

0.86), there is also a possibility that retweet and favorite count might be correlated. In 

order to account for this overlap, an alternative approach removing the correlated variable 

and adding replies and quote count was conducted below in order to develop a model that 

has high explanatory power without including correlated variables to prevent potential 

issues of multicollinearity. Thus, Tables 7 and 8 remove Favorite Count and add Reply 

and Quotes.  

 

 

 

Table 7 - 2018 Retweet Count 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 MSF WW MCW 

(Intercept) -4.89 

(6.57) 

-7.98 

(3.11)  

-14.66 

(7.93)  

Character Count 0.03 

(0.05) 

0.07** 

(0.03) 

0.02 

(0.06) 

Hashtag Count -0.63 

(0.34) 

-0.65* 

(0.31) 

0.47 

(0.79) 

Media Count 7.69*** 

(1.93)   

6.29*** 

(1.21) 

-4.95 

(4.35) 

User Friends Count 0.00***                    

(0.00) 

0.00*** 

(0.00) 

-0.01 ***               

(0.00)   

Users Followers 

Count 

-0.00*                     

(0.00) 

-0.00              

(0.00)   

0.00                       

(0.00) 

User Account Age 0.00 

(0.00) 

0.00                  

(0.00) 

0.00 

(0.00) 

Quote Count -2.14*** 
(0.09) 

13.10*** 
(0.22) 

11.37*** 
(0.22) 

Reply Count 9.85*** 

(0.18) 

-0.62*** 

(0.17) 

0.03 

(0.18) 

R2 0.97 0.75 0.94 

Adj. R2 0.97 0.75 0.94 

Num. obs.  1419 4869 1149 

RMSE 48.53 52.25 65.23 
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Table 8 - 2018 Favorite Count 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Tables 7 and 8, character count has a small positive impact on WW retweets and WW 

and MCW favorite count. Hashtag count is only statistically significant for WW and has 

a negative impact. This result is the opposite of what was expected in Hypothesis 2, that 

an increase in hashtag count would increase retweet and favorite count. As Table 5 

shows, the maximum hashtag count of MSF 2018 was 19 with a mean of 4. The inclusion 

of this many hashtags results in a tweet that is nearly all hashtags which is not visually 

attractive and thus less likely to receive positive user interaction. Research has shown that 

 MSF WW MCW 

(Intercept) 6.47 
(10.88) 

-3.15 

(6.33)  

39.76* 

(16.35)  

Character Count 0.03 

(0.08) 

0.33*** 

(0.05) 

0.26* 

(0.13) 

Hashtag Count -1.04 

(0.57) 

-2.72*** 

(0.62) 

-1.85 

(1.62) 

Media Count 8.98** 

(3.21)   

22.76*** 

(2.46) 

43.77*** 

(8.97) 

User Friends 

Count 

0.00                    

(0.00) 

0.00* 

(0.00) 

-0.01 ***               

(0.00)   

Users Followers 

Count 

-0.00*                     

(0.00) 

0.00 ***             

(0.00)   

0.00                       

(0.00) 

User Account Age -0.00 

(0.00) 

-0.01***                  

(0.00) 

-0.02 ***                  

(0.00) 

Quote Count -3.59*** 

(0.29) 

15.11*** 

(0.45) 

9.29*** 

(0.46) 

Reply Count 8.38*** 

(0.35) 

8.38*** 

(0.35) 

9.90*** 

(0.37) 

R2 0.98 0.75 0.93 

Adj. R2 0.98 0.75 0.93 

Num. obs.  1419 4869 1149 

RMSE 80.42 106.29 132.56 
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using one to two hashtags increases user engagement, but past using two hashtags they 

begin to lose their effect. Tweets that use more than two hashtags actually show a 17% 

drop in engagement.lxxxi Thus, the overuse of hashtags by the campaign may explain the 

negative correlation between hashtag use and audience engagement.  

Confirming Hypothesis 1, media count has a strong positive impact on both 

retweet and favorite count across all movements (with the exception of MCW retweets). 

While this result is counter-intuitive, the fact that the MCW campaign is the most likely 

to contain media (photographs, video, etc.) explains the lack of statistical significance in 

this instance. User friends, followers and account age all have a statistically significant 

but minimal impact (<0.001) on retweets and favorites. Quote count is generally 

positively correlated to retweet and favorites count but has a negative correlation for 

MSF. This is perhaps because users chose to either retweet or retweet with comment 

(Quote). The other two movements in the model have strong positive and statistically 

significant correlations with both retweets and favorites. For example, each additional 

quote tweet gains the tweet approximately 15 additional likes (WW). Reply count is also 

positively correlated with retweets and favorites, with the exception of WW retweets.  

Analyzing Quotes and Replies 

Adding quote and reply count (Table 10) significantly increases the explanatory 

power of the model. Not only does the R and adjusted R2 increase by 0.96, but also the 

number of variables statistically significant for retweet count are fewer. Whereas in Table 

11, all variables but user account age were statistically significant for favorite count, in 

the second model (Table 12) only media count, user followers count, quote count and 
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reply count have statistically significant impact on the number of favorites. Finally, the 

magnitude of impact of media count on favorites is much stronger in the model that 

includes reply count. Based on the data, including one additional media in a MSF 2018 

tweet increased favorite count by nearly 9 at the 99% confidence level.  

 

Table 9 – Retweet Model 

(Intercept) 18.80  
(39.43) 

character_count 0.20  
(0.31) 

hashtag_count -4.22*  
(2.06) 

media_count 28.99*  
(11.60) 

user_friends_count 0.00*  
(0.00) 

users_followers_count 0.00  
(0.00) 

user_account_age -0.01  
(0.01) 

R2 0.01 

Adj. R2 0.01 

Num. obs. 1419 

RMSE 291.68 
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 

Statistical models 

 

 

Despite statistical significance for the variable of interest, retweets, a key 

limitation to these initial models is their low explanatory values. The model in Table 9 

including only the main six variables (character count, hashtag, media, friends, followers, 

account age) resulted in very low R and adjusted R2 (R2 = 0.01167, Adjusted R2 =  
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0.007473), demonstrating that models which include variables such as quote and reply 

count have higher explanatory value. The same holds true when running the model for 

favorite count.  

 

 

 

Table 10 - 2018 Retweets (Quote and Reply Count) 

(Intercept) -4.89  
(6.57) 

character_count 0.03  
(0.05) 

hashtag_count -0.63  
(0.34) 

media_count 7.69***  
(1.93) 

user_friends_count 0.00***  
(0.00) 

users_followers_count -0.00**  
(0.00) 

user_account_age 0.00  
(0.00) 

quote_count -2.14***  
(0.09) 

reply_count 9.85***  
(0.18) 

R2 0.97 

Adj. R2 0.97 

Num. obs. 1419 

RMSE 48.53 
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 

 

 

Running the MSF 2018 model with quote only or quote and reply count increases R2 

from .93 to .98 (Table 10). Similarly, the models for favorites count in Tables 11 and 12 

also have high explanatory power.  
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Table 11 -MSF 2018 Favorite (Quote Count Only) 

(Intercept) -18.68  
(21.12) 

character_count 0.46**  
(0.16) 

hashtag_count -3.35**  
(1.10) 

media_count 19.40**  
(6.22) 

user_friends_count 0.00**  
(0.00) 

users_followers_count 0.00**  
(0.00) 

user_account_age -0.01  
(0.00) 

quote_count 5.14***  
(0.04) 

R2 0.93 

Adj. R2 0.93 

Num. obs. 1419 

RMSE 156.15 
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 

Statistical models 
 

 

 

 

 

Table 12 - MSF 2018 Favorites (Quote and Reply Count) 

(Intercept) 6.47  
(10.88) 

character_count 0.03  
(0.08) 

hashtag_count -1.04  
(0.57) 

media_count 8.98**  
(3.21) 
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user_friends_count 0.00  
(0.00) 

users_followers_count -0.00*  
(0.00) 

user_account_age -0.00  
(0.00) 

quote_count -3.59***  
(0.14) 

reply_count 18.32***  
(0.29) 

R2 0.98 

Adj. R2 0.98 

Num. obs. 1419 

RMSE 80.42 
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 

Statistical models 
 

 

 

 

Content Analysis 

Text Analysis  

 
Figure 23 - Text Analysis of 2019 MCW Campaign 

 

 

Words over Time  
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Figure 24 - 2019 MCW Words Over Time 

 

 

 

Hashtag Use Over Time (Blue Girl)  

 

 
Figure 25 - 2019 Blue Girl Hashtag Use Over Time 

 

 

 

Data surrounding the Blue Girl case yielded two important findings. First, unlike 

the other women’s movement campaigns such as MSF, Blue Girl appeared to be much 
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more popular in Persian language than in English. Second, the hashtag witnessed a sharp 

spike on the day of the Iran-Cambodia match (over 7,400 instances on October 10th) with 

tweets related to the sale of stadium tickets to Iranian women for the first time in nearly 

40 years. This peak use of the hashtag demonstrates how these phrases are widely used to 

serve a specific purpose and then quickly lose popularity after the key event has occurred. 

In this case, the phrase BlueGirl was used widely through mid-October and quickly 

declined in use after the match occurred.  

 

  

 

Figure 26 - MSF Most Influential Users 
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Surprisingly, the movement’s “creator”, Masih Alinejad (@AlinejadMasih) is not one of 

the movement’s most influential users. However, figures such as Yasmin Mohammed 

(@yasmohammedxx) widely circulate content produced by Alinejad and her team of 

MSF volunteers.  

 

 

 

Figure 27 - Top Hashtags 

 

 

 

Figure 27 confirms that the top three phrases used by the IWM are the three 

campaigns that comprise the core of this study’s analysis. Iran is also one of the top 

hashtags used in the campaign, demonstrating the movement’s geographic focus. As will 

be seen later with the social network analysis (SNA), these campaigns also share co-

occurring hashtags with women’s and human rights movements in other regions of the 
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world, establishing transnational connection and showing support and solidarity through 

online cultural production.  

Top Users – Incorporating SNA into Regression Models  

Examination of the top users associated with each campaign allows for 

incorporation of network relationships into statistical models. The top active user and top 

retweeted user mentioned variables were created to determine if mentioning one of the 

top ten most active users would increase retweet and favorite count. While digital or 

hashtag campaigns are often leaderless or decentralized, adding the top user mention 

variable allows us to determine if relating content back to a top contributing user 

increases the likelihood of engagement via retweet or favorites.   

Methodology for determining top user 

Adding top user first involves determining the top users within each campaign 

dataset.  This is done by finding the top contributing user for each set. The second stage 

involved looking through each tweet in the set and determining if it mentioned one of the 

top 10 contributing users. The variable ‘Mentions Top User’ ranges from 0-10 with 0 

being no top contributing users mentioned in the tweet and 10 being all 10 top 

contributors being mentioned.  

Top User Regressions - 2018 Retweet Count 

 

 

Table 13 -  2018 Retweet Count (Top User Mentions) 

 MSF WW MCW 

(Intercept) -2.50 

(6.59) 

-7.23* 

(3.10)  

-14.88 

(7.94) 
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Top User Mentions (Table 13) shows that media count increases likelihood of 

retweet whereas increased hashtag count has a negative and statistically significant 

relationship with retweets. Quote and Reply count seem to have a relatively positive 

impact on retweet count with the exception of Quote Count for MSF (-2.14***) and 

Reply Count for WW (-063***) which are both slightly negative. This shows that each 

quote count or reply increases the likelihood of retweet, which makes sense. Quotes are 

essentially retweets with a comment that are then displayed on the posting user’s 

timeline, thus giving the tweet exposure to a larger audience and increasing the 

probability that it will be retweeted. As has been seen in previous models, user variables 

Character Count 0.03 

(0.05) 

0.07** 

(0.03) 

0.03 

(0.06) 

Hashtag Count -0.75* 

(0.35) 

-0.82** 

(0.31) 

0.37 

(0.79) 

Media Count 7.61*** 

(1.92)   

5.87*** 

(1.20) 

-4.82 

(4.36) 

User Friends Count 0.00***                  

(0.00) 

0.00*** 

(0.00)   

0.01*** 

(0.00) 

Users Followers 

Count 

-0.00**                     

(0.00) 

0.00                       

(0.00) 

0.00 

(0.00) 

Statuses Count -0.00*** 

(0.00) 

-0.00*** 

(0.00) 

-0.00 

(0.00) 

User Account Age 0.00 

(0.00) 

0.00 **                  

(0.00) 

0.00 

(0.00) 

Quote Count -2.14*** 

(0.08) 

13.02*** 

(0.22) 

11.36*** 

(0.22) 

Reply Count 9.85*** 

(0.18) 

-0.63*** 

(0.17) 

0.02 

(0.18) 

Mentions Top User -5.05 

(5.26) 

-7.48 

(4.11) 

-11.54 

(12.41) 

R2 0.97 0.75 0.94 

Adj. R2 0.97 0.75 0.94 

Num. obs.  1419 4869 1149 

RMSE 48.23 51.98 65.19 
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such as Friends, Followers and Statuses Count all have statistically significant but 

minimal impact (coefficient <0.001) on retweet count.  

 

 

 

 

Table 14 - 2017-2018 Farsi Retweets Count (Top User Mentions) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 MSF WW MCW 

(Intercept) -0.23 

(2.08) 

-4.32** 

(1.66) 

-4.30 

(3.48) 

Character Count 0.01 

(0.02) 

0.09*** 

(0.01) 

0.08** 

(0.03) 

Hashtag Count 0.05 

(0.22) 

-0.52*** 

(0.11) 

-0.62*** 

(0.17) 

Media Count 0.67 

(0.97) 

5.60*** 

(0.63)   

6.01*** 

(1.19) 

User Friends Count 0.00 

(0.00) 

0.00                  

(0.00) 

-0.00 

(0.00) 

Users Followers 

Count 

-0.00* 

(0.00) 

0.00**                     

(0.00) 

0.00*** 

(0.00) 

Statuses Count 0.00 

(0.00) 

-0.00*** 

(0.00) 

0.00 

(0.00) 

User Account Age -0.00 

(0.00) 

-0.00*** 

(0.00) 

-0.00 

(0.00) 

Quote Count 6.35*** 

(0.56) 

3.73*** 

(0.06) 

2.04*** 

(0.07) 

Reply Count 1.67*** 

(0.14) 

-0.52*** 

(0.03) 

1.49*** 

(0.04) 

Mentions Top User -6.62 

(13.47) 

-5.05 

(5.26) 

-8.36 

(6.33) 

R2 0.75 0.53 0.75 

Adj. R2 0.75 0.53 0.75 

Num. obs.  705 8399 3633 

RMSE 13.42 31.56 37.21 
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Table 14 depicts a retweet regression using 2017-2018 Farsi language data. The 

results are similar to those of the English language regressions, though the impact of 

hashtags and media are is slightly less in Farsi than they are in English. For example, 

each additional media increase retweets by 5.60 for WW in Farsi but by 5.87 in English 

(at the 99% confidence level).  The total number of tweets containing White Wednesdays 

are significantly higher than the number of tweets for the other two hashtags, showing 

that WW was the more popular hashtag campaign in both languages.  

Based on the data in Table 15, 2019 Retweets and Favorites, hashtag count only 

increased retweets for MSF and WW. There was a negative impact of including 

additional hashtags on both retweet and favorite count for MCW. Media count is highly 

statistically significant for retweet and favorite count across all campaigns except for 

MSF favorites. Increase in use of media significantly increased favorite counts for WW 

and MCW and retweet count for MSF (2794.54). Surprisingly, inclusion of additional 

media led to a statistically significant decrease in retweet count for WW (-756.69) and 

MCW (-251.59). One limit to this model is its low level of explanatory value. Compared 

to the 2018 models which all had R 2 above 0.75, the R and R2 in Table 15 ranges from as 

low as 0.02 to 0.32.  
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Table 15 - 2019 Retweets and Favorites – Top User Mentions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 
 

 

 MSF WW MCW 

 Retweet Favorite Retweet Favorite Retweet Favorite 

(Intercept) 119.68 

(99.46) 

-11.58*** 

(1.81) 

1288.46*** 

(28.42)  

-52.29*** 

(0.96) 

353.21*** 

(49.68) 

-109.21*** 

(2.19) 

Character 

Count 

-1.66** 

(0.64) 

0.10*** 

(0.01) 

-3.48*** 

(0.19) 

0.40*** 

(0.01) 

-0.28 

(0.33) 

0.84*** 

(0.01) 

Hashtag Count 24.97* 

(12.35) 

-0.15 

(0.22) 

133.56*** 

(3.56) 

-1.31*** 

(0.12) 

-70.77*** 

(4.87) 

-5.25** 

(0.21) 

Media Count 2794.54*** 

(47.56)   

1.21 

(0.86) 

-756.69*** 

(29.15) 

56.91*** 

(0.99) 

-251.59*** 

(46.89) 

107.77*** 

(2.07) 

User Friends 

Count 

-0.00                  

(0.00) 

-0.00*** 

(0.00) 

0.01*** 

(0.00)   

-0.00* 

(0.00) 

0.00** 

(0.00) 

-0.00*** 

(0.00) 

Users Followers 

Count 

-0.00                     

(0.00) 

0.00*** 

(0.00) 

-0.00                       

(0.00) 

0.00*** 

(0.00) 

-0.00 

(0.00) 

0.00*** 

0.00 

Statuses Count 0.00*** 

(0.00) 

-0.00 

(0.00) 

-0.00*** 

(0.00) 

-0.00** 

(0.00) 

-0.00*** 

(0.00) 

-0.00* 

(0.00) 

User Account 

Age 

-0.09*** 

(0.02) 

-0.00 

(0.00) 

0.06 ***                  

(0.00) 

-0.00*** 

(0.00) 

0.05*** 

(0.00) 

-0.00 

(0.00) 

Mentions Top 

User 

1389.75*** 

(39.67) 

-0.95 

(0.72) 

419.90*** 

(8.05) 

-2.28*** 

(0.27) 

816.57*** 

(15.75) 

-7.17*** 

0.69 

R2 0.32 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.06 0.15 

Adj. R2 0.32 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.06 0.15 

Num. obs.  12843 12843 209814 209814 59629 59629 

RMSE 2123.17 38.58 1709.04 57.95 1100.67 48.49 
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Social Network Analysis 

In order to analyze the network structure of users and content of MSF and related 

campaigns, tweet data was processed to make maps in various social network analysis 

(SNA) software, including Netlyic, Socioviz, NodeXL and Gephi. While findings from 

retweet and friends network graphs were insightful, they mostly confirmed information 

such as the top active or most influential users in the network which were previously 

discovered during content analysis and interviews with movement members. More useful 

for this project’s purposes was to construct co-occurring hashtags graphs that explain the 

relationship between hashtags related to the movement.   

Co-Occurring Hashtag Network Analysis 

In retweet network graphs the nodes are users and these nodes are linked through 

one user retweeting or friending another user. In co-occurring hashtag graphs the nodes 

are hashtags and the link between them is that they are used at the same time, or co-

occurring, within a tweet. The examination of co-occurring hashtag graphs is important in 

the analysis of cultural production because it allows the researcher to determine what 

hashtags were used in conjunction with movement key terms and phrases. Various 

centrality and other social network analysis measures represent measures of importance 

of each hashtag to that particular network. Examination of what languages and phrases 

are used in conjunction with key movement hashtags reveals that as the MSF and related 

campaign evolved, it began to engage in conversation and interact with transnational 

actors and feminist movements. While the movement gained international support early 
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on in countries like France and Germany, around 2018-2019 members began referencing 

and being referenced by similar women’s movements in Latin America and other parts of 

the world. 

My Stealthy Freedom Hashtag Graphs 

A common approach to using social network analysis (SNA) to examine social 

media data is to map retweet or friend networks where the nodes are users and the links 

are retweets or followers. While this approach can be useful to examine the behavior of 

online groups, mapping of the user networks did not provide more information than was 

already know through content analysis and interviews. To dig deeper into the content 

using network analysis, co-occurring hashtag graphs were created in order examine 

which hashtags are being used simultaneously and how (if at all) these related 

movements overlap.  
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Figure 28 - MSF 2014-2015 Co-Occurring Hashtag Graph 

 

 

 

Figure 28 shows a co-occurring hashtag graph of the MSF 2014-2015 tweets where the 

size and label of each node represents number of co-occurrence and the coloring of the 

node represented Eigen Vector Centrality. In the MSF 2014-2015 Co-Occurring Hashtag 

Graph, hashtags with the highest Eigen Vector Centrality (EVC) are hijab (0.920), 

Women (0.912) and WomensRights (0.821). This demonstrates the interests of 

movement members who use #MyStealthyFreedom along with hashtags representing 

their other issues or causes such as the hijab, women and women’s rights. While these 

results are expected (it makes sense that a women’s rights campaign would use terms 

related to women and women’s rights), these innovative methodologies allow researchers 

to use empirical evidence to confirm descriptive observations of social networks.  
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Figure 29 - MSF 2016-2017 Co-Occurring Hashtag Graph 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 30 - MSF 2018 Co-Occurring Hashtag Graphs 
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The above co-occurring hashtag graphs of MSF 2016-2017 (Figure 29) and 2018 (Figure 

30) show that users consistently post content related to Iran and women’s issues. In 

contrast, the hashtag graphs of the movement from 2019 in Figure 31 show several more 

international and transnational connections with the MSF and related movements.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 31 - MSF 2019 Network Graphs 
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Examination of the hashtag graph for MSF 2019 shows that the movement 

continues to interact heavily with related digital campaigns discussed here such as WW 

and MCW as well as several transnational feminist movements, represented by the large 

light green nodes in the bottom left corner of Figure 31. While this cross-movement 

interaction is expected since the movement began as MSF and evolved to use related 

hashtags, the fragmented clusters on the left and the large network at the top right show 

new networks that begin to co-reference and become associated with the original 

movement through co-occurring hashtags. For example, many of the terms from the 

subnetwork circled in blue are in Spanish, showing how the MSF campaign has forged 

transnational relationships with women’s movements in Central and Latin America.  

One related hashtag, #AintNoCinderella, is a campaign to fight victim blaming in 

India after a member of the Bharatiya Janata Party's (BJP) sons was accused of stalking a 

local radio DJ, Varnika Kundu. The party’s vice president, Ramveer Bhatti, responded by 

saying Varnika should not have been out so late. Indian women reacted by criticizing 

these regressive responses and posting pictures of themselves at midnight, claiming that 

there should be no restrictions on women in public space and proving that they are not 

Cinderella.lxxxii  
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Figure 32 - #IAintNoCinderella 

 

 

As often happens with cultural production by social movements, popular celebrities and 

public figures also participate in these memes, facilitating wide-spread transnational 

dissemination. The tweet below by Palak Sharma, a famous Indian actress, gained over 

4,000 retweets, demonstrating the impact celebrity endorsement can have on audience 

attention and engagement (Figure 33).lxxxiii  
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Figure 33 - #IAintNoCinderella 

 

Figure 34 depicts Mexican feminists call for action against femicide and the 

increased violence against women in the country and the region since the 1990s through 

hashtags like #MiUnaMas (Not One More). The campaign organizes protests such as the 

one depicted below. The protests followed the killing of two young women in January 

and February 2020 – Isabel Cabanillas de la Torre and Ingrid Escamilla. Both were 

murdered in Ciudad Juarez and Mexico City within two weeks, sparking outrage on 

social media. Cabanillas was a women’s rights activist and artist part of a 

collective, Hijas de su Maquilera Madre, which defends women’s rights, ecofeminism 

and gender equality. Cabanillas was reported missing on January 18 by her friends after 
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she did not return to her home after a night out and was later found shot dead in Ciudad 

Juárez, Chihuahua. In response, people protested and marched in cities across Mexico, 

calling for justice and the attention of the Mexican government to the epidemic of 

gender-based violence.lxxxiv  

 

 

 

Figure 34- #NiUnaMas  February 2020 
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Figure 35 - Harass Watch Protests 

 

 

 

Organizations such as Harass Watch help spread the movement’s message and 

encourage transnational participation.lxxxv The image above was taken in Mexico on 

March 5th, 2020 and shows protestors holding signs to challenge compulsory hijab for 

women in Iran. The tweet text translates to: “Participants in the International Women's 

Day march in Mexico City supported the women's movement in Iran against forced veil. 

Images were sent by Fatima from Mexico City to the Harass Watch page. Earlier, 

feminist groups in Mexico call for a two-hour strike on March 5”.lxxxvi   

 Other related campaigns using co-hashtags with MSF include those from activists 

in Saudi Arabia, including #IAmMyOwnGuardian (Figure 36) where over 15,000 Saudi 

women signed an online petition to demand that the country abolish its male guardianship 
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system which requires women to obtain the consent of a man on major decisions such as 

travelling, getting married or working.lxxxvii  

 

 

 
Figure 36 - #IAmMyOwnGuardian 

 

 

As seen through the above examples, the use of mobile phone cameras and the ability to 

curate presentations of self online have become ways for women to assert their rights to 

public space and expression. The MSF campaign evolved from the idea of stealthy 

freedom to a movement with more explicit symbols of protest with White Wednesdays in 

2017 and finally to My Camera Is My Weapon.  
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Figure 37 - My Camera Is My Weapon (MCW) Co-Occurring Hashtag Graph 

 

 

As expected, the top co-occurring hashtags of MCW refer back to the previous 

two phrases used by the movement, MSF and WW while also including the new hashtag 

My Camera Is My Weapon in both English and Farsi. At the same time, the campaign 

discourse points to specific individuals such as Vida Movahed and Maryam 

Shariatmadari, leader of the #freefromhijab campaign and women’s rights activist who 

was detained shortly after Vida Movahed in February 2018 for removing her headscarf 

on Tehran’s Revolution Street. Shariatmadari’s charges included encouraging immorality 

(Clause 639). lxxxviii Shariatmandari and Vida Mohvaed’s names appear in the co-

occurring hashtag graph above in both English and Farsi. Mohaved’s name also appears 

with a slight variation “Where is Vida Movahed.”  The graph also shows that the MCW 
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campaign engages with French speaking members and supporters by using the hashtag 

NousSommesLeursVoix (We Are Their Voices) in conjunction with MCW. This French 

segment of the movement led by AntoneStruve was one of the first transnational 

collaborations between the MSF and related campaigns outside of the country. The 

relationship between MSF and NousSommesLeursVoix remains strong but as the co-

occurring hashtags reveal, the movement began interacting with more transnational 

feminist movements over time.  

Social Network Analysis Findings  

Unlike the later MSF hashtag campaigns that show characteristics of community 

cluster or broadcast network structure, early MSF network structures seem to be 

comprised of smaller, more isolated nodes characteristic of a fragmented brand cluster. 

This demonstrates how the MSF and related movements evolved from being a divided, 

relatively isolated network to forming stronger cross-movement connections and even 

interacting with transnational networks to discuss common grievances. The SNA maps 

below show related French and Spanish language movements that call for the protection 

of women and people in public space and combat sexual assault and harassment through 

online activism that interact regularly with the MSF and related campaigns.  

MCW Top Hashtags  
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Figure 38 - MCW Top Hashtags 

 

 

 

The MCW hashtag graph above shows a strong relationship between those using the 

hashtag in both English and Farsi language. The term MCW in Farsi is seen in the upper 

right-hand corner as the isolated blue dot. The figure below depicts the most influential 

users using the hashtag. The network  overlaps significantly with the MSF network, 

featuring prominent users or accounts such as Masih Alinejad, Yasmin Mohammed and 

Women’s March. The MCW cluster also seems to have a unique sub-cluster of French 

language terms (#femmes, #voile) associated with an individual in MSF’s leadership 

(@AntonStruve) who volunteers with the campaign and runs a related campaign in 

France. The term NousSommesLeursVoix has gained substantial traction as the French 

sister movement also supports gender equality in Iran.  
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Figure 39 - MCW Network Mention Graph 

 

 

 

The similarity in language used by the movements is even stronger than the network user 

overlap.  Many of the hashtags and terms used by MCW are the same as those used by 

MSF. The exceptions are the addition of #dowhatyoucant and #samsung with the MCW 

tweets. As seen below, the top hashtags used in conjunction with My Stealthy Freedom 

are the related movement hashtags White Wednesdays and My Camera Is My Weapon.  
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Figure 40 - MCW - Top Co-Occurring Hashtags 

 

 
Figure 41 - Top Words Used 

 

 



 

159 

 

Analyzing the Persian Twittersphere 

 Collection of all Persian language tweets allows for the analysis of online public 

discourse by those who speak (and tweet in) the country’s national language. This data 

also sheds light on critical movements such as popular digital campaigns accompanied by 

street protests. The analysis of Persian Twitter also allows for examination of discourse 

related to national level crisis and events such as the November 2019 and February 2020 

internet shutdowns or the February 2020 Parliamentary and Assembly of Experts 

elections as well as key international events such as the US assassination of IRGC-QF 

General Qassem Soleimani, the accidental shooting down of the Ukrainian passenger 

airliner and the placement of Iran on the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) blacklist. 

Issues of national and international security such as the spread of the coronavirus in the 

country were widely discussed on Persian Twitter much earlier than the delayed 

announcement by Iranian authorities, demonstrating the importance of collecting social 

media data during crisis situations.  

November 2019 and February 2020 Internet Shutdowns 

Based on the data of number of Farsi language tweets and number of distinct 

users presented earlier in this chapter, it is reasonable to assume that many of the tweets 

collected both before and after the November 2019 shutdown are coming from Iranians 

inside the country. Analysis of top hashtags from November through December 2019 

reveal a focus on city names in the days leading up to and during the shutdown. The fact 

that many cities were used more often than Tehran reflect realities on the ground - the 
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protests took place throughout the country rather than just in the capital. Specific city 

hashtags were used to provide information about events on the ground.  

 While the period before the shutdown contained a combination of English and 

Farsi language, after the shutdown tweets switched to mostly English. Images and videos 

depict protests or discuss the responses of figures of the former monarchy living in exile.  

Several hashtags related to Iran, the ongoing protests, the rise in gas (بنزین) prices and 

internet freedom.  انایر  (Iran) is one of the top terms used in the overall Persian 

Twittersphere but was also one of the top terms used during the November 2019 

shutdown. Some users urged the international community to assist in bringing Iran back 

online using #Internet4Iran. #EyesonIran was used to bring awareness to the 

government’s harsh repression of activists during the shutdown. #Blue Girl, 

commemorating the death of Sahar Khodyari also appeared along with the stories of 

various individual activists that were threatened and detained surrounding the November 

2019 protests. Finally, #IranProtests was tweeted over 133,000 times during the protests 

and internet blackout.  

February 2020 Cyberattack  

Another telecommunications network interruption occurred on February 8, 

2020.lxxxix These trends show that Twitter activity during the shutdown was similar to 

Persian Twitter activity in other periods. The platform was used to share information and 

mobilize various groups including labor, student, and women’s movements, to defend 

activists and document human rights abuses and establishment violence.  
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Table 16 - November 2019 Internet Shutdown Top Terms 

Continued Terms New Terms in November 2019 

Iran  ایران Iran + specific city names 

IranProtests Internet4Iran 

Blue Girl Gas  بنزین 

 

 

 

 

While most Iranian social movements and groups have an online presence, it 

seems they mostly use platforms like Twitter to share information with the outside world 

rather than to communicate with other activists. Private person to person technology such 

as WhatsApp and Telegram are more likely to be used for communication between 

movement members. Other GPS enabled technology such as Waze were reportedly used 

to coordinate car strikes in response to the spike in gas prices.xc As previously mentioned, 

from the November 2019 internet shutdown, it was learned that approximately 75% of 

Persian language tweets are coming from inside Iran. This is a significant finding as 

location data is so difficult to obtain via Twitter. It also demonstrates the high level of 

technical knowledge of Iranians who are able to skillfully circumvent government-

imposed internet restrictions. The large volume of Persian tweets – nearly 1 million/day – 

demonstrates that the Persian Twittersphere is extremely active.  
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The approximate number of tweets coming from inside Iran was determined by 

monitoring the number of tweets and distinct users present before and after the November 

internet shutdown and cross-referencing sources collecting data about network 

interruptions in the country during the period in question.  As seen in Number of Distinct 

Users in Persian Twittersphere During Internet Blackout (Figure 22), there were 

approximately 80,000 users active in the Persian Twittersphere prior to the November 

shutdown. After the Iranian network infrastructure was restored, these users were brought 

back online and began tweeting again. The Timeline of Farsi Language Tweets from 

11/1/2019 to 12/14/2019 (Figure 21) shows a similar drop in the number of tweets during 

the internet blackout. Comparing this data to reports by digital rights organizations such 

as Netblocks which reported that Iran’s data was limited to approximately 5% of its 

normal traffic, it was determine that approximately 75% of the Persian language tweets 

are coming from inside Iran. This is an important finding as location data is typically 

extremely difficult to determine on social media platforms. The development of this 

dataset will also serve as a valuable resource for future scholars. It should also be noted 

that several images and tweets were deleted and require further investigation. 
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6. Publishers to Platforms: Social Media as Data 

 

 

The cases of media activism addressed in this dissertation begin to explain the 

potentials of using social media as data to examine social movements and other socio-

political phenomena. The analysis of Twitter co-occurring hashtag graphs reveals the 

network structures of transnational movements that use social media technologies to 

disseminate their messages, even under repressive regimes. The subtle protest and 

resistance practiced by these nonviolent nonmovements show that particular types of 

content gain more audience attention and engagement on these platforms. While it was 

already known that images tend to gain more attention, the data presented here provides 

empirical evidence that this is often, but not always, true. Perhaps most exciting, while it 

was known that social movements communicate and learn cross-nationally from other 

movements, the co-occurring hashtag graphs provide empirical evidence of this 

transnational connection where women’s and feminist movements in all regions of the 

world communicate cross-nationally and learn together about the strengths and 

weaknesses of using social media and other technology to promote human rights and 

social justice.   

While formal US-Iranian relations continue to struggle, the informal connections 

formed between citizens and civil societies of both countries continues to flourish with 

the help of advancements in technology and communication. At the same time, media 
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outlets and social media influencers, including politicians, construct and disseminate mis- 

and disinformation that corrupts public knowledge and confuses or distracts users, 

leading to a new era of disenchantment, media exhaustion, and polarization.  

Future of Technology and Policy Recommendations 

 Advances in information technology (IT) and biotechnology have created new 

policy opportunities and concerns that have drastic implications for both state and non-

state actors. With the rise of big data, artificial intelligence, cryptocurrencies and an array 

of other technological advancements, a main concern for the future of online information 

sharing and activism is how to keep the exchange of ideas and information on the internet 

free, open and transparent despite the rising presence of misinformation. While 

companies like Facebook and Twitter have already started to address these issues by 

allowing users to flag content that they deem to be misinformation or blocking political 

ads, more must be done to ensure that similar standards for print journalism are applied to 

the production and consumption of digital content and to generally hold these platforms 

accountable. Currently Facebook and other social media platforms are being used to fund 

terrorism and illicit trade despite efforts to combat this type of activity through regulation 

and policy reforms.  

Corporate Responsibility and Challenges Moving Forward 

While large technology companies such as Facebook and Twitter now serve as the 

gatekeepers of public information in an era of platforms, the same rules and regulations 

that once kept publishers accountable unfortunately cannot easily be applied to social 

media companies. Social media is often used by repressive governments to surveil and 
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censor their populations, but the role and responsibility of social media platforms to 

prevent these injustices from occurring is just beginning to take shape and is constantly 

evolving.  

Human rights abuses are difficult to regulate on social media platforms for several 

reasons.  First, they are often not a financial or business issue – problems like human and 

drug trafficking involve the transaction of illicit funds on platforms, something the 

companies would prefer to prevent and are willing to spend resources to combat. Second, 

establishment violence and human rights abuses are often difficult to enforce not only for 

social media platforms, but also for traditional law enforcement. Critical human rights 

and social justice cases are often decided through legislation or the judicial system. It is 

not the place of law enforcement to carry out policy. Given their transnational nature, 

social media companies like Facebook spend resources researching and preventing 

explicit criminal activity on their platforms such as human trafficking and terrorism 

rather than combating state sponsored or establishment violence.  

 Information technology is not the only field that will shape the future of 

technology policy and human rights. Advancements in areas such as artificial intelligence 

(AI) and biotechnology are already influencing state-societal relations. If placed in the 

wrong hands, these powerful new technologies could signal a further shift of power from 

civil society activists to repressive authorities and governments.  

Artificial Intelligence and Facial Recognition  

 The use of artificial intelligence such as machine learning and facial recognition 

allows authoritarian governments to significantly enhance their security and surveillance 
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capabilities. For example, China’s AI and facial recognition technologies Megvii Face++ 

and Skynet system have been developed to create a vast surveillance state, allowing the 

government to more easily track down criminals and dissidents. The Face++ platform has 

been used by Chinese law enforcement to help them arrest 4,000 people, including drug 

smugglers, with 97 percent accuracy since 2016.xci The power of these new surveillance 

technologies could also be harnessed by civil society actors to advance social justice 

causes. For instance, researchers and technology experts have experimented with facial 

recognition and sophisticated image processing software to combat human trafficking and 

other illicit content such as child pornography.xcii These tools are particularly effective 

because they are able to detect the age and gender of an individual from image or video 

data. This allows these organizations to target suspicious activity such as an underage 

person checking into a hotel with an individual known to facilitate human trafficking.  

Blockchain Combats Corruption Though Transparent Data 

 The establishment of block chain or distributed ledgers may entirely alter the 

future of traditional banking and financial institutions. But the potential of block chain is 

not limited to the financial sector. Blockchain can be used to combat government 

corruption and keep authoritarian governments like that of the IRI more accountable and 

transparent. Unlike traditional transaction mechanisms where one entity or central 

authority maintains a track of transactions, data on a blockchain is stored in encrypted 

blocks that are managed by a decentralized global computer network. Blockchain or non-

hierarchical distributed ledgers could be used to combat state corruption or organized 

crime because their decentralized structure allows for more transparent and trustworthy 
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exchanges. By moving bureaucratic tasks, such as the production of land titles, out of 

state control, blockchain prevents and combats corruption and the abuse of information 

by powerful state or business actors.xciii Decentralizing the tracking of financial and other 

records would challenge the Iranian government’s centralized control and create a 

window of opportunity for activists and other civil society actors to both identify and 

combat the IRI’s repressive tactics.    

 While the previous recommendations are likely to support Iranian online activism, 

there is also a need for the Iranian human and women’s rights movements to be supported 

by the international community in order to be successful. NGOs and IGOs are useful 

allies for digital activists, but substantive policy change also requires technological skill 

and experience as well as the support of large tech companies such as Apple and Google. 

For example, on August 24, 2018 Apple began removing apps developed by Iranians 

from its application marketplace. In September 2018 Google followed Apple’s lead and 

also began removing Iranian apps, signaling the damaging impact of U.S. sanctions on 

the county’s online interactions. Despite the Department of Treasury’s Office of Foreign 

Assets Control (OFAC) 2014 General License D-1 which authorized goods and services 

and other communication tools to be provided to Iranians without risk, tech companies 

fear that with the reestablishment of U.S. sanctions they may be held liable for apps in 

their stores written and used by Iranians.xciv The reluctance of international developers to 

work in Iran benefits and is therefore encouraged by Iranian officials who have already 

sought to create an isolated national internet through the country’s National Information 

Network (NIN/SHOMA) project that began in 2005 under the presidency of Mahmoud 
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Ahmadinejad. If successful, this initiative will succeed in blocking the Iranian public 

from accessing the global Web, restricting domestic traffic to its own national 

connection. The Islamic regime is engaging in technology innovation to maintain a 

monopoly over the control of media and information flow into its borders, just as it has 

done with previous media outlets such as newspapers, radio and television.   

 Given Iran’s repressive internet policies and strict government control of IT and 

other technology, a final recommendation is for the international community to fight for a 

free and easily accessible global internet. As seen in the cases of China, North Korea, 

Russia and Iran, governments are already attempting to establish their own separate 

national internets that enable them to disconnect their populations from the global online 

community, cutting them off from the source of one of the key strengths of non-

movements, the power in numbers. If individual governments succeed in creating 

sovereign national versions of the internet, much of this technology’s potential for 

positive social change will be lost. 
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Appendix  – Scatterplots and Initial Models  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Initial models for the project included variables such as flesch reading ease score and 

sentimental analysis of the tweet. Because these variables showed no statistical 

significance and thus added no additional value to the models, they were not used in the 

final models.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

Model 1 

(Intercept) 20.29* 

  (9.18) 

flesch_reading_ease 0.21 

  (0.14) 

media_count 10.46 

  (11.40) 

R2 0.00 

Adj. R2 0.00 

Num. obs. 1419 

RMSE 292.65 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 

 

  

  

Model 2 

(Intercept) -3.56 

  (6.21) 

flesch_reading_ease 0.01 

  (0.03) 

sent_compound -1.14 

  (2.78) 

character_count -0.01 

  (0.05) 

hashtag_count -0.38 

  (0.49) 

media_count 4.32** 

  (1.58) 

user_friends_count 0.00*** 

  (0.00) 

favorite_count 0.50*** 

  (0.00) 

R2 0.98 

Adj. R2 0.98 

Num. obs. 1419 

RMSE 38.71 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 

  

  

Model 3 

(Intercept) -5.00*** 

  (1.31) 

media_count 4.20** 

  (1.51) 

user_friends_count 0.00*** 

  (0.00) 

favorite_count 0.50*** 

  (0.00) 

R2 0.98 

Adj. R2 0.98 

Num. obs. 1419 

RMSE 38.68 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 
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Scatterplot of Hashtag Count and Retweet Count for MSF 2018  
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