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Abstract

By the emergence of the Web 2.0, internet users gain opportunities for
interaction and participation, enabling agency and, consequently,
struggle over the establishment of meanings and discursive struggles.
This study centers on the Instagram social network, aiming to examine
how semantic frameworks of political activist discourses are
constructed within this platform. For this purpose, the discourse
analysis approach by Laclau and Mouffe was employed. The study's
population comprised posts from activists published in 1401 (2022-
2023), selected through non-random, purposive sampling. The sample
included ten activists claiming activism in a specified field within
their Instagram biographies and participating in a targeted political
campaign. The research’s text consisted of activists' posts and
captions, analyzed by categorizing data and employing meta-textual
articulation. The results of the research indicated that two major
discourses—Constitutionalism and Republicanism—prevailed among
Iranian Instagram activists, with the nodal points of "constitutional
government” and “secular republic." Which are bridged by two sub-
discourses of “unity” and “transformation” with "union" and
"development™ as their nodal point. The political activism among
them is in struggle over the meanings of “freedom”, “democracy”,
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“women's issue”, “alternative governance system”, “uniformity”
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versus “plurality”, "unity", "transformation and reforms".

Keywords: Political Activism, Instagram, Discourse Analysis,
Conflict of meanings, Meaning Articulation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Antagonistic conflicts can be analyzed through the lens of discourse
theory. Within this framework, the struggle over the production and
stabilization of meanings occurs in various domains, including the
media and social networks. Social media, particularly with the advent
of Web 2.0, has established a participatory space where each user is
empowered to become a content producer. These platforms provide an
arena for discursive struggle over meanings, with each discourse
attempting to affix its meaning within floating signifiers and thereby
influence public opinion. Bart Cammaerts (2007 & 2015) argues that
social media offer capacities such as early mobilization, self-
representation, alternative information exchange, organizing
resistance, and distributing counter-hegemonic discourses. These
capabilities have rendered social media an effective tool for activism.

In recent decades, digital activism has led to the formation of
widespread movements and protests across the globe. From
movements like the Zapatista Uprising (1994) to more recent
movements such as the “Woman, Life, Freedom” movement (2022-
2023) in Iran, social media has played a critical role in the expansion,
sustainability, and international resonance of these movements.
Instagram, with 48 million Iranian users, has been one of the primary
platforms for such activism.

This research, grounded in discourse theory, aims to investigate
the competition and discursive struggles on Instagram among Iranian
users. The primary focus is on the accounts of political activists during
the one-year period of 2022, coinciding with the rise of the "Woman,
Life, Freedom" movement. The study seeks to analyze how meanings
are stabilized, challenged, and excluded on Instagram by activists.

Research Question(s)

The research's central question is: How have the semantic systems of
political activists’ discourses on Instagram shape, and through what
processes? Additionally, it explores the following subsidiary
questions: How does each political activist discourse on lIranian
Instagram users become hegemonic? And what ideal subject positions
do Instagram’s political activists represent?
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Literature Review

Previous researches have focused on the opportunities and threats of
social media and blogs in relation to three types of activism:

a) The activism that has extended to offline spaces, or participation in
elections, thereby, in one sense, strengthening the public sphere
through user engagement. Examples include the study by Hadi
Khaniki and Hossein Basirian Jahromi (2013), titled “Activism and
Power in Virtual Social Networks” and Colin Agur's (2019) research
on "Digital Disobedience and the Limits of Persuasion: Social Media
Activism in Hong Kong’s 2014 Umbrella Movement.”

b) Measuring the influence of social media influencers on the behavior
of their followers, as seen in works like the thesis “A Critical
Discourse Analysis of the Content of Popular Telegram Channels and
Groups Discussing Social and Political Issues in Iran” by Omid
Bakhtoor (2021), as well as the research by Magdalena Riedl et al.
(2021) titled “The Rise of Political Influencers: Perspectives on a
Trend Towards Meaningful Content.”

c¢) The positive and negative aspects of activism within online spaces
and social networks, with a particular focus on the political elites’
activities. Examples include Azam Ravadrad et al. (2021) in their
study titled “The Visualisation of Everyday Life of Women: The
Dominant Discourse of Female Influencers on Instagram,” and Natalie
Fenton and Veronica Barassi’s (2011) research titled “Alternative
Media and Social Sites.”

Most studies on social media activism have adopted a structuralist
approach, aiming to uncover underlying linguistic structures (Tajik,
2007). However, discourse theory, particularly in a post-structuralist
framework, emphasizes the multiplicity of meanings and the role of
language in constructing identities and structures. According to Laclau
and Mouffe -unlike in critical or psychological approaches,-
objectivity and ideology are intertwined.

Moreover, previous studies have often treated online activism
within specific discourses, leaving a gap in examining the very
struggle over the meanings by activists and their political discourses.
This research seeks to address this gap by analyzing the discourse of
political activism particularly on Instagram. Given the importance of
Instagram in contemporary society, especially according to its relation
to the "Woman, Life, Freedom" movement and the state’s sensitivity
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toward it, this study aims to analyze the discourse of political activism
and how its semantic systems are articulated.

Methodology

The research methodology employed in this study is qualitative,
utilizing discourse analysis based on the Laclau and Mouffe approach.
The study seeks to examine the meanings produced in Instagram
pages of political activists through the relationship between signifiers
and signified. Specifically, the analysis focuses on identifying the
central signifiers in the text and exploring the meaning they convey.
The research population consists of the content and meanings found
on Instagram pages from the 2022-2023, specifically from users who
claim to be activists offering alternative meanings, producing content
on specific topics, and engaging in activism that either aligns with
sedimented social logics or challenges political dynamics.

For the purpose of sampling, the study refers to the list of "534
Iranian Politicians and Social/Political Activists" from Wikipedia. The
sampling method is non-random and purposive, selecting the most
referenced activists in each domain based on criteria such as follower
count, number of posts, and daily activity. Based on these criteria, 10
activists were selected from the list, and their Instagram pages were
analyzed. From each activist's page, a minimum of six posts were
selected for analysis, with the selection ratio based on the total number
of posts published during the study period.

Results

By examining the discursive signifiers within the ongoing discourse
streams found in the content of the political activists on Instagram,
two primary opposing discourses emerge, which we have labeled as
the "Constitutionalism Discourse™ followed by "constitutional
government” as the nodal point and, in contrast, the "Republicanism
Discourse” followed by "secular republic” as the nodal point. The
Constitutionalism Discourse is represented by figures such as Reza
Pahlavi, Shirin Ebadi, and Masih Alinejad, who advocate for a
"secular democracy" as an alternative to the Islamic Republic. On the
other hand, the Republicanism Discourse is represented by a second
group of activists (Mahdieh Golroo, Shadi Amin, Abed Tavanche and
Hossein Ronaghi) who construct their identity through their critique of
monarchism and defense of "republicanism™ as an alternative.
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Furthermore, a sub-discourse represented by figures like Atena
Daemi calls for "union™ between these two conflicting discourses and
criticizes their mutual "exclusion,” "labeling,” and "hostility.” This
sub-discourse has been named "Unity." Alongside the two main
activist  discourses, another sub-discourse, "Transformation,"
represented by Narges Mohammadi and Taraneh Alidoosti, can also
be observed, emphasizing the formation of "independent civil
institutions.”

The Republicanism Discourse defines itself by addressing and
opposing the Constitutionalism Discourse, while the Unity sub-
discourse forms its identity by calling for cooperation between the two
main discourses, demanding their unity. It is important to note that the
Islamic Republic discourse stands as the adversary and the "other" to
both main activist discourses as well as to the sub-discourse of Unity.
Moreover, the Republicanism Discourse establishes another front
against the Unity sub-discourse by rejecting the idea of "unity".

To address the main and subsidiary research questions, the areas
of struggle between the discourses of political activists have been
examined to clarify their meanings within the context of Instagram
users in Iran. Three significant signifiers—"freedom," "democracy,"
and "women's issues"—are key areas of contention. Additionally,
another dimension of conflict emerges based on the alternative
governance system that each discourse, either revolutionary or
reformist, proposes. One of the primary areas of struggle between the
two main activist discourses on Instagram lies in their emphasis on
uniformity (homogenization) versus diversity and pluralism. While the
Republicanism Discourse is predominantly concerned with minority
rights, the Constitutionalism promotes homogenization. Other areas of
conflict include the "unity” front between the Unity sub-discourse and
the Republicanism Discourse, as well as the "transformation and
reforms” front, which involves the two main streams—
Constitutionalism and Republicanism—alongside the Transformation
sub-discourse.

Conclusion

By making the discursive struggles visible in which each discourse
constructs its subject positions and seeks to achieve hegemony
through linguistic tools and "othering" processes, this research
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deconstructs the complex relationships between representations,
identities, meanings, and their articulation. The findings demonstrate
that each political activist discourse, through hegemonic intervention,
naturalizes only a particular articulation of the "alternative™ meaning.
The hegemony of each discourse is achieved by temporarily fixing
meanings to signifiers around a central signifier. Through the analysis
of Iranian Instagram political activists’ discourses, the assigned
meanings are deconstructed, revealing that the discourses and the
practices they shape are not inherently natural. This shows that
hegemonic interventions are temporary and conditional, and concepts
such as freedom, democracy, and alternative governance systems do
not have inherent, fixed meanings but are constructed through
discourses and their struggles over meaning.

It is evident that disputes over signifiers like freedom and
democracy are recurring conflicts across societies and are by no
means recent. Another significant signifier, frequently addressed by
activist discourses, is the women’ issues. Particularly in the context of
this research, coinciding with the emergence of the "Woman, Life,
Freedom" movement, the issue takes on more specific dimensions. In
light of this event, alternative discourses are compelled to take a
stance on women’s issues and the discrimination against them. The
movement’s initiation, following the death of a woman over the issue
of mandatory hijab, has further tied the signifier of women’s issues to
discussions of alternative governance systems, where each discourse
describes and defines the status of women, particularly the hijab,
within their envisioned system.

Furthermore, when an alternative governance system becomes a
key signifier in the articulation of each discourse, the demand for the
overthrow of the current regime becomes apparent. In response, with
the formation of a widespread movement, political activists’
discourses attribute meaning to this symbol to create a collective
imagination, aiming to establish their hegemony. However, the
conflict between transformation and reform versus overthrow is not
unique to contemporary Iran but represents one of the more prevalent
fronts of struggle in the current context. The continuity of existing
discursive arrangements depends on several factors. Numerous social
demands and issues exist in Iranian society that the examined political
discourses have either failed to address or have only provided vague,
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general positions on. These include environmental issues,
international relations, economics (or more precisely, political
economy), the migrant question, etc., which remain in the process of
discursivation. These same discourses or others may engage with
these demands, attributing meanings according to their central
signifiers.

Additionally, what is the relationship between these current
discourses and the group of people who identify themselves as
subjects of the Islamic Republic discourse, while also identifying with
the narrative this discourse presents about the 1401 uprising on
Instagram itself? If the current system fulfills any demand, the chain
of unfulfilled demands will break apart. In this case, firstly, these
discourses will need to reinvent themselves using both linguistic and
extra-linguistic tools. Secondly, new discourses may emerge that
construct new struggles over meaning, potentially disrupting or
reinforcing this arrangement in their quest for hegemony.
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