Journal Website

Article history:

Received 18 August 2024

Revised 06 September 2024
Accepted 22 September 2024
Published online 25 December 2024

Journal of Social-Political Studies of Iran’s

SP-gloii 85

c;l/!..a(f};é/f B

Culture and History

Volume 3, Issue 4, pp 252-271

Iranian Government Policy on Social Media to Counter

Centrifugal Forces

Naser. Abdoullahi‘®, Ali. Shiyari®"®, Alireza. Ismailzad®

1 PhD Student, Department of International Relations, Faculty of Law and Political Sciences, Tabriz Branch, Islamic Azad University,

Tabriz, Iran

2 Department of Law and Social Sciences, Tabriz University, Tabriz, Iran
8 Assistant Professor, Department of International Relations, Faculty of Law and Political Sciences, Tabriz Branch, Islamic Azad

University, Tabriz, Iran

* Corresponding author email address: doctor.alishiari@gmail.com

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:
Original Research

How to cite this article:
Abdoullahi, N., Shiyari, A, &
Ismailzad, A. (2024). lIranian
Government Policy on Social Media to
Counter Centrifugal Forces. Journal of
Social-Political Studies of Iran’s
Culture and History. 3(4), 252-271.

© 2024 the authors. Published by Iran-
Mehr: The Institute for Social Study
and Research. This is an open access
article under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC
BY-NC 4.0) License.

CrossMark

The virtual space represents a cultural domain with extensive capabilities, enabling a variety of
activities. Hence, it is recognized as a sensitive domain requiring policy-making in all countries
worldwide. In fact, when the emergence and expansion of information and communication tools
bring about rapid changes and unavoidable challenging conditions, the presence of
comprehensive strategic decisions becomes essential for organized and coherent operations to
confront daily changes and developments within any organization, institution, or even country.
In Iran, due to its unique political, social, and security conditions, this issue holds significant
importance. Therefore, the present study, while explaining the functions of social media
networks and the type and manner of ethnic activities within them, examines the role, extent,
and impact of these networks on the convergence and divergence of ethnic groups from the
central government. It also analyzes the policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the virtual
space during two periods: before and after the establishment of the Supreme Council of
Cyberspace, covering both affirmative and prohibitive policies. The study dissects the ethnic
groups’ challenges, explores the reasons for migration, and describes the shift from expressing
issues in the real world to the virtual space. Furthermore, it explains the type and manner of
activities by ethnic activists, examines the impact of economic and social problems, and
investigates the policies adopted to increase convergence and reduce divergence based on the
institutional policy-making model. The main objective of this research is to elucidate the policies
and challenges of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the virtual space to counter centrifugal forces,
providing a comprehensive response to the primary research question: What are the policies of
the Islamic Republic of Iran in the virtual space aimed at increasing convergence and reducing
divergence among ethnic groups in the face of threats posed by enemies and centrifugal forces?
The findings indicated that the Islamic Republic of Iran, recognizing the significance, influence,
and widespread nature of the virtual space, has acknowledged the necessity of appropriate
intervention in this domain and has adopted policies focused on direct supervision and
intervention in the content and operations of the virtual space.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The present study examines the critical role of social media in shaping the dynamics of ethnic
convergence and divergence within Iran, highlighting the necessity for comprehensive state policies to
manage centrifugal forces. Social media platforms, as virtual spaces, offer extensive capabilities for
diverse activities, making them sensitive domains for policy-making worldwide. The rapid evolution of
information and communication technologies has necessitated strategic decisions to ensure organized and
coherent responses to continuous changes. In Iran, the unique political, social, and security landscape
amplifies the significance of this issue, particularly in managing ethnic relations. Drawing on Dreyfus's
perspective, the study underscores the dual impact of social media on individual identity formation.
Virtual spaces, while introducing users to novel experiences, deprive them of corporeal experiences
essential for profound identity development. Contrary to Turkle’s postmodern view that emphasizes fluid
and multiple identities in cyberspace, Dreyfus argues that the absence of physical embodiment in virtual
interactions limits the depth of identity formation, making virtual identities transient and less impactful
unless experienced in the real world. This contention is particularly relevant in the Iranian context, where
ethnic identities are deeply rooted in historical and social realities, and virtual interactions often serve as
extensions rather than replacements of these real-world identities (Ahmadi, 1999).

The study explores how social media empowers marginalized ethnic groups by providing
platforms for voicing grievances and mobilizing support, thereby intensifying ethnic consciousness and
activism. Social media networks have facilitated the expression of ethnic demands that were often
suppressed in the real world, thereby bridging the virtual and real spheres of ethnic activism. While some
scholars argue that the proliferation of ethnic identities on social media may eventually dissolve into
broader, global identities due to the democratic and reciprocal nature of these platforms, others highlight
the role of social media in reinforcing ethnic distinctiveness. The Iranian experience demonstrates that
social media has significantly bolstered ethnic identities, driven by inadequate responses to ethnic
demands in the real world. The study also situates the role of social media within the broader context of
soft warfare, wherein global powers, particularly the United States, exploit interactive media to undermine
national unity by amplifying ethnic and sectarian divides. The proliferation of dissident networks beyond
Iran’s borders, coupled with cultural and lifestyle shifts influenced by digital platforms, poses substantial
challenges for state authorities, potentially transforming social media into a security concern if left
unchecked (Namkhah, 2011).

The research further delves into comparative analyses of cyberspace governance models globally,
emphasizing the necessity of coherent policy frameworks for effective management. Countries like Japan,
Australia, and Peru have adopted structured approaches, integrating both public and private sector efforts
to enhance their digital landscapes. Japan’s 'National IT Strategy' underscores the creation of advanced
information networks, digital education, and secure communication channels, while Australia leverages
multinational partnerships to expand its digital economy. Peru’s ambitious policies focus on improving
digital infrastructure in rural areas through public-private collaborations. The study notes that Vietnam’s
inclusion of private sector participation, modernized government IT management, and incentives for
digital investments exemplify effective governance. These international experiences provide valuable
insights for Iran, where cyberspace governance has historically suffered from fragmentation and lack of
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coordination among multiple state agencies. The analysis highlights that effective cyberspace governance
necessitates clear policies that balance state intervention with private sector innovation, an approach that
remains underdeveloped in Iran’s current framework (Nash, 2003).

The study identifies three distinct phases in Iran’s cyberspace policy evolution: pre-2012
(formation of the Supreme Council of Cyberspace), the period following its establishment, and the
envisioned future of cyberspace governance. The initial phase was marked by fragmented efforts across
various state institutions, prompting the formation of the Supreme Council to centralize decision-making.
Despite the Council’s mandate to oversee and coordinate national cyberspace policies, its effectiveness
has been hindered by procedural deficiencies and lack of streamlined mechanisms. The research advocates
for an institutional policy-making model that integrates participatory governance, balancing top-down
state control with bottom-up public engagement. This model is essential for addressing the complexities
of digital governance, particularly in managing ethnic relations in a multi-ethnic society like Iran. The
study emphasizes that while restrictive policies such as censorship and content filtering have been
predominant, a shift towards inclusive and participatory governance is crucial for sustainable digital
policy-making (Mahmoudi, 2012).

Iran’s approach to cyberspace governance has predominantly been characterized by restrictive
measures, including widespread content filtering and website blockages, aimed at controlling information
flow and mitigating perceived threats. The study critiques the over-reliance on punitive measures,
highlighting their counterproductive effects, such as stifling academic research and limiting access to
valuable online resources. The evolution of cyberspace policies, from the formation of the Internet
Offenses Committee to the establishment of the Working Group on Determining Criminal Content,
illustrates the state’s persistent focus on surveillance and control. However, the research underscores the
need for a balanced approach that includes positive policy measures such as promoting digital literacy,
encouraging local content production, and fostering public-private partnerships in digital governance. The
study argues that enhancing digital literacy across all segments of society, including governmental
organizations, is critical for mitigating the risks associated with social media while harnessing its potential
for social cohesion (Hajiani, 2008).

The study concludes by emphasizing the imperative for Iran to adopt a comprehensive and
adaptive policy framework for cyberspace governance that addresses both security concerns and the socio-
political realities of a diverse nation. Drawing on international best practices, the research advocates for a
participatory policy-making model that includes diverse stakeholders, from government bodies to civil
society and private sector entities. This approach is particularly vital in managing ethnic relations, where
social media plays a dual role as both a platform for ethnic mobilization and a potential tool for state
intervention. The research highlights that the future of Iran’s digital governance lies in fostering inclusive
participation, enhancing digital literacy, and leveraging technology for social cohesion. The adoption of
such a model not only mitigates the risks associated with social media but also transforms digital platforms
into arenas for constructive engagement and national unity, aligning with the broader goals of the Islamic
Republic of Iran.
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