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Virtual space is a constructed and turbulent realm that, at the beginning of the third
millennium, has acted as a catalyst for many social unrests in various countries.
Numerous researchers have illustrated the impact of cyberspace on riots, social
disturbances, urban uprisings, revolutions, and social movements, yet this process
cannot be presented as a dominant theory. On one hand, marginalized and protesting
groups can use the internet to expose political and economic corruption,
discrimination, political suppression, and governmental inefficiency, and by
highlighting these issues, they can seriously challenge the government and its
operations. This highlighting of corruption and governmental inefficiency may be
considered the most significant function of virtual space in both the mental and
objective rebellion of activists. On the other hand, besides mental rebellion, the internet
also influences awareness-raising, organization, mobilization, and civil and political
conflicts among intellectuals and young individuals. It contributes to the growth and
dissemination of democratic values such as participation, freedom of speech, tolerance,
and justice, and by altering citizens’ perspectives, it provides the groundwork for their
political confrontation with structures. Therefore, the importance of this research also
lies in the governance of virtual space to moderate the environment influenced by the
internet. In this regard, the present study aims to answer the question of whether virtual
space and its tools played a role in the formation and expansion of social unrest and
the November 2019 protests. Its hypothesis, which posits the influence of virtual space
on the formation and expansion of social unrest, is depicted through a combined
method using the paradigm theory of virtual networks and Huster Grand’s
“geographical diffusion” theory. Undoubtedly, this research faces numerous
challenges such as novelty and the lack of field data, but the genealogy of social unrest
in Iran in this study, utilizing influential sociological variables, the geography of unrest,
and the theoretical application of dominant scientific theories in sociology, geography,
and psychology through a quantitative-analytical method, presents a unique
contribution.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The phenomenon of virtual space activism has transformed social dynamics, particularly in the
context of social unrest, by providing a platform for marginalized voices to challenge political and
economic structures. Scholars like Norris emphasize the role of the internet in enabling political dissent
and exposing governmental corruption (Norris, 2001). The internet's potential to facilitate mental rebellion,
awareness-raising, organization, and mobilization has been widely acknowledged, particularly in contexts
where traditional political opposition is suppressed. The 2019 protests in Iran serve as a poignant example
where virtual platforms were instrumental in galvanizing public sentiment against economic disparity and
political inefficiency. As Milan highlights, the absence of a clear leadership structure and the sudden,
radical nature of such protests challenge traditional social movement theories (Milan, 2015). This study
explores the interplay between virtual activism and social unrest, focusing on the November 2019 protests
in Iran through a quantitative-analytical approach that incorporates sociological, geographical, and
psychological variables, framed by the theories of virtual networks and geographical diffusion proposed
by Hagerstrand.

The literature on social movements and virtual activism provides a rich theoretical backdrop for
understanding the complexities of modern protests. Norris’s work on the digital divide underscores the
dual role of the internet in both democratizing information and highlighting social grievances (Norris,
2001). Similarly, Vaezi’s conceptualization of social movements as networks of informal interactions
based on shared identities offers a framework to analyze the decentralized nature of contemporary protests
(Vaezi, 2013). However, the transient and sporadic nature of events like the 2019 protests, characterized
by rapid escalation and the absence of formal leadership, complicates the application of established social
movement theories such as resource mobilization and political opportunity structures. Sarap’s assertion
that street protests are inherently political and significantly influenced by media underscores the impact
of virtual platforms in orchestrating rapid mobilizations (Sarap, 2003). This research investigates how
virtual activism transcends geographical boundaries, transforming localized grievances into nationwide
movements.

The theoretical framework of this study draws heavily on the works of social movement theorists
like McAdam, who emphasizes the historical context of social conflicts and the role of collective identity
in sustaining movements (McAdam, 2001). The concept of "spatial diffusion” introduced by Hagerstrand
is particularly relevant in analyzing the spread of protests from urban centers to peripheral regions through
virtual networks. Lotfabadi’s insights into the flexible and scalable nature of social networks highlight
their capacity to adapt to changing socio-political landscapes (Lotfabadi, 2006). This study posits that the
digital realm not only facilitates the rapid dissemination of information but also serves as a breeding
ground for collective action, where economic grievances and political discontent coalesce into mass
mobilizations. The methodological approach, combining quantitative data from surveys and qualitative
analysis of digital content, offers a comprehensive understanding of the role of virtual activism in the 2019
protests.

The findings reveal that economic factors, particularly the sudden increase in fuel prices, acted as
a catalyst for the protests, with virtual platforms amplifying public outrage and coordinating collective
action. Milan’s critique of the fragility of leaderless movements (Milan, 2015) resonates with the Iranian
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context, where the absence of a unified leadership rendered the protests susceptible to rapid dissipation
despite their initial intensity. Vaezi’s emphasis on the significance of collective identity in social
movements is evident in the digital discourse during the protests, where shared economic grievances
transcended socio-political divides (Vaezi, 2013). The study underscores the importance of digital
platforms in not only disseminating information but also in creating a virtual space for collective identity
formation, which is crucial in the absence of traditional organizational structures. Sarap’s observation on
the media’s role in shaping public perceptions of protests is reflected in the strategic use of social media
to highlight governmental failures and mobilize support (Sarap, 2003).

The analysis of digital content and survey data highlights the strategic use of virtual platforms in
the 2019 protests, with social media serving as a primary tool for mobilization and information
dissemination. McAdam’s analysis of the interplay between historical grievances and contemporary social
movements (McAdam, 2001) is pertinent in understanding the digital narratives that shaped the protests.
Lotfabadi’s exploration of networked activism underscores the resilience of digital platforms in
maintaining protest momentum despite state suppression (Lotfabadi, 2006). This study demonstrates that
virtual activism not only facilitated the rapid spread of protests but also provided a platform for
marginalized voices to challenge socio-political structures, thereby highlighting the transformative
potential of digital technologies in contemporary social movements.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the growing body of literature on virtual activism and social
unrest by providing empirical evidence from the 2019 protests in Iran. It underscores the critical role of
digital platforms in shaping modern protests, particularly in contexts characterized by political suppression
and economic disparity. The findings highlight the importance of virtual spaces in enabling collective
action and challenging dominant power structures, thereby offering insights into the evolving landscape
of social movements in the digital age.
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