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Introduction

Political protests in Iran have undergone significant changes in recent years, both in
terms of form and content. Between 2009 and 2022, apart from numerous protests
that occurred on a limited or local scale, four large-scale protests with political
content occurred in 2009, 2017, 2018, and 2022. Extensive research has been
conducted on these protests. By summarizing the research conducted, three gaps in
the studies can be identified, which this study seeks to address. First, the research
conducted was cross-sectional and the evolution of the protests was not examined
historically and comparatively. Second, protesting performance(repertoire) as a form
of political discontent have not been examined independently in any of the works, and
the few works conducted have been limited to literature and works of art related to
the protests. Third, the analysis of the hidden meaning behind the protesting
performance has not been carried out in any of the researchers, and this research
seeks to answer these research gaps.

This study intends to examine the paradigmatic developments in the protesting
performances and the way the protesters communicate and its relationship with the
common world of the protesters. In this study, it should be noted that protest is a
symbolic movement that is related to a semantic framework and should not be viewed
as an incident, absolute form, or event. In analyzing protesting performances, it
should be noted that they should not be viewed as a simple and singular method, but
rather the protesting performance is obtained from the structure of the cultural reserve
available to the actors and from this path it has a deep connection with their common
world because the semantic reserve gives meaning to these performances.

Methodology

The approach of this research is phenomenological. Phenomenology seeks to create
theory through understanding human behavior. This approach was formed in the
critique of reductionism and objectivism. In phenomenology, instead of seeking the
experience of consciousness, the researcher seeks awareness of experience. In this
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study, instead of seeking external knowledge through observing protesting
performances and the formation of protesters, we will seek to gain direct knowledge
of the protesters' experience in using protesting performances and the relationship of
these protesting performances with their worldview. In such a procedure, in
accordance with the spirit of phenomenology and exploratory studies, the researcher
refrains from a priori judgment, theoretical framework, and hypothesis formulation
and tries to present an explanatory model of the phenomenon.

We have interviewed 60 protesters from different social spectrums who participated
in the four periods of protests mentioned and have tried to identify the common world
of meaning hidden in their protest actions. Then, an attempt was made to show the
relationship between the changes that occurred in the form, content, and methods of
protest during this 13-year period and the evolution of the protesters' common world.
For this purpose, the technique of thematic analysis was used.

The purpose of thematic analysis is to identify the context of the content and to
identify important or interesting patterns in the data to guide the research process. We
have six steps in thematic analysis: familiarization with the data, extraction of initial
codes, research on themes, review of themes, definition of themes, and writing a
report. This method is widely used in qualitative research. This coding method is
called primitive or open. This type of coding is very flexible and can be used within it
other methods such as theoretical coding that leads to selected findings.

In the present study, first, various protesting performances were identified through
field observation, social media videos, and other sources, and then during interviews
with protesters, questions were asked about these performances and the meaning they
derived from those performances. Finally, by combining the data, the initial themes
were corrected using the themes from the interviews and a report was prepared.

Results and Discussion

By extracting and analyzing these interviews, we found that the following ten pattern
changes occurred in political protests between 2009 and 2022: 1-Organization and
communication networks of protesters: The network of protesters has moved beyond
the framework of official institutions and has taken the form of friendly, local
networks and internet networks. 2- Spreading and contagion of protests: In the
protests after 2009, there was a spread among different strata, and from the protests of
2022 onwards, this spread also reached schools and adolescents. 3- Patterns of
expression of protests and demands: In the protests from 2017 onwards, religious
aspects in slogans and bridging the gap between protesters and the government
through religious foundations have been set aside. 4- Patterns of space occupation:
The protesters of 2009 even tried to introduce themselves as part of the 1979
revolution in their choice of space. However, the effort to reclaim revolutionary
places from the established system gradually faded. From 2017 onwards, protesters
abandoned the revolutionary spaces of the past and began to create new spaces for
themselves. 5- Time-related events of protests: In the 2009 protests, apart from the
first few days after the election, other times were based on a calendar of events
derived from revolutionary and Islamic times or events resulting from the reformist
movement. However, this practice changed for protesters after 2017, and they began
to create their own calendar. On the anniversary of the November 2019 protests,
gatherings were held in 2022, and in this way, the protesters created their own
calendar and linked the protests of the years after 2017 to each other. 6- Protesting
literature: The content of protest songs from 2017 and 2019 indicates that in those
protests, the aspect of reconciliation, reform, and tolerance has gradually been set
aside and has been replaced by angry and mourning protesters. In the protests of
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2022, the element of hope also became more prominent in the common world of the
protesters. In parallel with the evolution of the common world of the protesters,
protest songs have also moved towards abandoning irony, eliminating metaphor,
avoiding passive mourning, abandoning spiritual language and weakness,
emphasizing anger, abandoning the old system (patriarchy or traditionalism), gender
equality and hope for the future. At the same time, an invisible link has been created
between all these protests. 7- The relationship between life and resistance: In the
protests after 2022, we witnessed the formation of a new way of protest. In this way
of protest, life took priority over resistance and struggle with government and was in
fact a struggle for life. In other words, the very act of living in the way that
individuals themselves wanted to find the meaning of resistance. What turns everyday
life into a struggle is the high level of government intervention in the lives of
individuals. 8- Street violence: Since 2017, protesters have become more violent, and
even some of them, who belong to the new generation, have not recognized any other
path in politics except this one, and politics for them is defined by the exercise of
power by the government and the confrontation with it through violence by the
protesters. 9- Symbolic actions: When the possibility of collective action is somehow
denied and an individual finds themselves in a moral dilemma, they may resort to
suicidal self-destructive actions to free themselves from the moral pressure of
passivity and turn their life into a symbol of protest. This can be referred to as social
suicide. Such actions also occurred during the protests of 2009 to 2022 as individual
symbolic actions. 10- The ratio of awareness and protest: Political protests are usually
the result of new awareness and meanings created for society, but these protests can
also accelerate the growth of awareness at the societal level. The protests of 2009
made protesters aware of civil rights, but the protests of 2017 and 2019 made
protesters aware of the refusal of reforms. However, the protests of 2022 created
awareness about the rights of minorities, women, and tolerance for different lifestyles.
What is observed during the years 2011 to 2022 is that every political protest can act
as an opportunity for new awareness, and we observe a phenomenon that can be
called awareness in protest? This awareness in the protests during 2011 had the color
of civil rights, in 2017 and 2019 it had the color of disappointment with internal
reforms, and in 2022 it had the color of familiarity with the rights of women and
various minorities, while at the same time strengthening the belief in change from
power of social resistance.

Conclusion

These pattern changes in the protests have been related to the change in the common
world of the protesters. The developments in the common world of the protesters
show that, in parallel with the increase in government intervention in various aspects
of people’s lives, the opportunities, rhythms, types, and methods of resistance and
protest have also increased and become more diverse. In recent years, protesters have
delegitimized official political mechanisms, such as elections, and have moved
towards denying, negating, and severing any common ground with the ruling
semantic system. The level, intensity, and variety of violence by the protesters have
also expanded significantly during the years 2009 to 2022. During 2009, the
protesters introduced themselves as carriers of nonviolent struggle and tried to negate
revenge and invite the other side to the world of morality and fear of the afterlife.
However, gradually, in line with the impasse in official political mechanisms, the
protesters moved towards eliminating the ugliness of violence and developed a desire
for revenge. This practice will gradually increase the material costs of accompanying
the established political system. Narrative-making is another way of representing
protest. But in addition to representing the protest, constructing a narrative can also

Mortaza Norouzpoor et.al, Protesting Performances and Common Worlds of Protesters:... Yvyo




Research Letter of Political Science

Winter 2025, Volume XX, Number 1, pp.233-282

help reproduce the protest. An examination of the evolution of the protesters’
common world shows that each protest is the result of accessing a new level of
awareness, but awareness increases exponentially during the protest. This process
began in 2009 and during each protest, new levels of social life were included. It
seems that the continuation of this process, if general policies are not reformed, will
lead to the complete invalidation of the ruling semantic system and provide a
comprehensive semantic basis for the new order.

Keywords: Political Protest, Green Movement, Mahsa Movement, Common World,
Iran.
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