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This dissertation investigates the My Stealthy Freedom (MSF) movement, an online 

movement against mandatory hijab laws in Iran, building on two leading lead social 

movements’ theories, political processes and framing processes theories. Study 1 explores the 

utility of a tactical approach for explaining the movement’s pace of insurgency. I employ a 

conceptual repertoire focused upon the political process model’s core concepts of tactical 

innovation and tactical adaptations, supplementing these older concepts with the more 

recently proposed concept of tactical freeze and a newly proposed concept of tactical 

hashtags that is of particular relevance to online movements. Study 2 focuses on extracting 

hidden patterns and emotional characteristics in the MSF movement by conducting a topic 

modeling study on the text appearing in the captions of the main account of the movement on 

Instagram. It was shown that the actions of Masih Alinejad, the founder of the movement, 

represented by her online activity and extracted by means of topic modeling, is directly 

affected by the sequence of important events happening in Iran concluding to a 

transformation of a social movement to political one.  Study 3 models how social movements 

use social media in the formation of affective publics and apply this model to Instagram post 

data from the MSF movement. Thematic analysis applied to samples of posts and comments 

revealed six main themes, one of which, aggression, includes three subthemes related to 

verbal aggression and physical violence. As the level of aggression increased in Instagram 

videos, the level of aggression in the comments increased as well, and videos containing 

verbal aggression and physical violence had more likes and comments than did non-

aggressive and non-violent videos. In the conclusion, I consider implications of the three 

studies for social movement framing research and research on emotions and social 

movements. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Communication technology and development in information have changed every 

aspect of our lives. Social movements also have been faced and transformed in the 

information age. The unique way that social movements spread quickly all over the world is a 

new phenomenon that classic social movements could not take advantage of it. Online 

movements are a new generation of social movements that become possible to form and grow 

using digital social media. “Occupy Wall Street”, “Me Too”, and “Arab Spring” are all 

examples of online social movements which vastly used digital media as a result of 

progression and communication technology. Starting the 21st century quick spread of the 

internet and social media, social movements have become vastly dependent on networking 

and information sharing and new digital technology. The new platform provided in the digital 

age also made protestation possible for people who live in a political context that does not let 

social movements frame and grow in the public physical sphere. The ways movements in this 

century can form and quickly spread all around the world shows the necessity of carefully 

discussing and analyzing this phenomenon.   

The new generation of social media like Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram provide 

unprecedented cost effective and fast ways to reach social movement participants. The use of 

these new tools in social movements has increasingly changed social movement dynamics 

especially in political contexts in which mainstream official media are exclusively in hands of 

an authoritarian regime and created a new form, which has the potential to increasingly shift 

the power balance in social contentions.  

Social movements are an inevitable part of social life all around the world since social 

movements can lead to different results like overthrowing a dictatorial regime. Although 

many social scientists acknowledge that the internet has played a facilitative role in various 
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social movements and has changed the power relations in social movements, few studies 

focused on the role of digital media on social movements within an authoritarian social 

context. The presence of social media in many authoritarian regimes gives rise to the 

question: How does digital media affect social movements in authoritarian social contexts? 

Specifically, what is the impact of digital activism, social media features (such as hashtags, 

likes, captions, etc.), the sphere of digital activism on the life span of online movements, and 

participation rate? 

Social movements always took advantage of technology that could be found in their 

lifetime. For instance, the printed press was vastly used by the European social movement in 

the eighteenth century (Tarrow 2011). But after the internet era which has started three 

decades ago, social movements have become reliant on digital media for information sharing 

as well as networking. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and other social sharing networks 

maintain ways to reach social movement participants conveying mobilizing messages similar 

to television and radio (Tufekci 2017).  

The Internet offers individuals a chance to unite and organize in much more powerful 

and sophisticated ways than before. To analyze online movements, social movement theories 

allow researchers to model the processes and structures of a social movement in the digital 

era (Bromberg 2013; Nalbantoglu 2014) within authoritarian political contexts (Brunsting 

and Postmes 2002). In general, the internet is an effective tool for collective action, in 

anticipated future action, and a high participation rate.  

Many pieces of research have been done to examine dynamics of offline-online 

collective action and dynamics in political regime in the internet era (Earl and Kimport 2011; 

Escribà-Folch, Meseguer, and Wright 2018; Evans 2019; Kabanov and Romanov 2017; 

Tufekci 2017; Van Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears 2008; Weidmann and Rød 2019). As far as 

the researcher’s knowledge extends, however, this is the first study that conducts a 
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longitudinal study on an online movement, examining generation, heyday, and declination of 

the movement; examining the influence of larger political and social context on an online 

movement; the process of maintaining collective identity using social media as the main tool; 

and strategies of the increasing participation rate in online movements. 

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the process of generation, growth, and 

declination of an online movement within an authoritarian political context; dynamics of 

tactical innovations and adaptions; and the use of emotional content to get more virality and 

participation rate. This study intends to further contribute to the literature, to fill a research 

gap, and improve understanding of the subjects mentioned above on digital activism 

dynamics especially in authoritarian political contexts. Therefore future scholars, 

policymakers, and digital media developers, and whoever is interested in this area will have 

invaluable benefits with the implications and results of this study.  

The case that this study is focusing on is the My Stealthy Freedom (MSF) movement, 

which is an online movement against mandatory hijab laws in Iran. With regard to this study 

data, the Instagram page of the movement’s founder Masih Alinejad was chosen as the main 

source. Though the MSF movement uses other social media such as Facebook and Twitter, 

this study is focusing on data collected from Instagram since Instagram is the main platform 

of the movement to connect with people who live in Iran, as its primary audience. 

Based on social movement theories and current literature regarding digital activism 

and online movement, the following general questions are addressed in this study:  

• How well does the political process model explain the emergence, growth, and 
decline of the anti-mandatory hijab movements in Iran, an authoritarian country? 

• How does the larger political environment influence on changes of core framing 
tasks of a movement, if any? 

• How are micro-level dynamics in social movements initially formed?  
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To explore the research questions, data collected from one of the most popular social 

media, Instagram, was used. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

2.1 Social Movements Theory 

Social movements differ from other collective behavior since it is mainly a sustained 

collective expression of resistance to elite opponents via a diversity of actors with a common 

goal (Carty 2015; Tarrow 2011). Social movements are seeking to empower the oppressed 

population to resist advantaged and more powerful elites as well as rising effective challenges 

(Glasberg and Shannon 2010). The three elements of social movements according to Charles 

Tilly (2004) are repertoires that include tactics that a group has at its disposal in a certain 

sociopolitical environment; campaigns pointing to long-term organized public efforts that 

make collective claims on target authorities; and a combination of worthiness, unity, 

numbers, and commitment (Tilly 2004). Social movements are seeking to display their 

worthiness, signal their unity, and show off their numbers and commitment to conveying 

important political messages to social movements’ targets and relevant public. They may take 

informal as well as formal tactics to mobilize more individuals engaged in collective action 

(Mayer et al. 1996). 

Movements also are considered part of the normal political process in which 

participants examine the cost and benefits of participation in social movement organizations 

and leaders utilize various resources to mobilize individuals to act in their movements (Della 

Porta and Diani 2020; McCarthy and Zald 1977 a, 1977 b; Zald and Ash 1966). Developing 

collective identity also plays a crucial role in the mobilization of the movement’s adherents 

and absorbing bystander's support to act in favor of the movement’s purposes. It is associated 

with the creation of connectedness that links activists to one another through the shared 

commitment to a common cause and aim (Della Porta and Diani 2020). 

Considering the role of cultural and psychological approach reminds social scientists 
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to study the ways that movement organizations try to diagnose the problem, propose the 

desirable solution to the problem, and motivate people to take action to solve the problem 

(Benford and Snow 2000; Snow 2013). However, social movements are not occurring in a 

vacuum. Form and power of collective actions are determined throughout an ongoing 

political process and its simultaneous institutional environment (McAdam 2010; Tilly 1977).  

“Repertoire of contention” (Charles 2006) is referring to tactical forms that are chosen 

by movement’s activists can vary over time and across cultures, while some of them are used 

widely like nonviolent civil disobedience, protests, demonstrations, rallies, teach-ins, global 

witnessing. History shows that every social movement and its tactics are partly shaped by 

technology available at the time. Activists’ communication, power relations, and the process 

of challenging institutionalized power are shaped and decided in the communication field 

(Castells 2007). 

It has been more than two decades that new forms of information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) become available and influence political participation and contentious 

politics. The entire societal ecology has changed due to the influence of technology in human 

affairs in correspondence with the technological infrastructure. Internet society is different in 

many significant ways from pre-internet society and this changes all members of that society 

(Tufekci 2017). 

Every social movement is in part formed by the technology available at its time (Carty 

2015).   The Digital revolution that begins in 2004 opened up an advent opportunity for social 

activists to protest online. Social media devised in the internet age can create an independent 

infrastructure that enables activists to guide their efforts toward changing the world according 

to principles of equality, justice, and participation (Milan and Halleck 2013). Many social 

movements, like “Arab Spring” or Occupy Wall Street, were born in the digital world 

(Anduiza, Gallego, and Cantijoch 2010; Koltsova and Selivanova 2019; Tufekci and Wilson 
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2012). While traditional movements rely more on formal well-established organizations with 

a hierarchical led by professional experts and a charismatic leader, more recent collective 

behavior manifests itself via a more horizontal infrastructure of connectivity that broadens the 

civil society (Castells 2002).  

Earl and Kimport (2011) distinguish between E-mobilization, E-tactics, and E-

movements. In E-mobilizations, the internet and online sphere are used to facilitate the 

process of sharing information in the service of offline protest action. E-tactics can include 

both an online and offline component. These tactics largely are low cost and do not rely on 

copresence for organizers or participants. E-movement that demands high leveraging of the 

affordances of the Web, organization of and participation in the movement occurs entirely 

online.  

All social movements aim to make a change in the current order in their concurrent 

political and social power structure. Today, information and communication are a 

fundamental source of power and social change, which exasperated by the digital revolution 

that has advanced a new repertoire of contention (Carty and Reynoso Barron 2019).   

One of the most important changes in repertoires of contention has been the 

development of the internet and related technologies that have created “network societies” 

(Castells 2004). Social media, in particular, has played a key role in the emergence of recent 

movements like Occupy Wall Street, the Arab Spring, the #MeToo movement, and Black 

Lives Matter, among many others around the globe (Abul-Fottouh and Fetner 2018; Gamson 

and Sifry 2013; Nielsen 2013; Ray et al. 2017). Social media can be understood as a 

communication tool that allows users to rapidly share information, may it be to rapidly 

disseminate information among movement participants, share news outside of mainstream 

media, or raise global awareness about local causes (Earl and Kimport 2011; Earl et al. 2013;  

Tufekci 2017). Social movement scholars have paid increasing attention to the role of social 
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media in contentious politics (for a review, see Kidd and McIntosh 2016). Building on the 

political process and resource mobilization theories (McCarthy and Zald 1977), research has 

examined ways that technology channels resources, builds socio-political legitimacy, and 

facilitates offline mobilizations like in-person in real-time (Ayres 1999; Harlow 2012; Juris 

2005).  

The internet and social media platforms have also created new forms of activism that 

allow participants to organize and mobilize in innovative ways (Castells 2012; Rolfe 2005). 

Commonly referred to as “hashtag activism,” online participation involves the ways that 

users like, share, and apply hashtags to social media posts that aggregate, disseminate, and 

legitimize social issues. Moreover, social media creates new digital spaces with lower 

barriers to participation that can provide alternative venues for interaction and for supportive 

bystanders who are largely uninvolved (Gamson 2004; Siddarth and Pal 2020), for people 

with disabilities (Li et al. 2018), and for those who may not be “biographically available” 

(McAdam 1986). 

As a platform in which ideas are shared and debated, social media can also provide a 

forum for not just confrontation, but also for consensus-building that may serve to demobilize 

adversaries (Pellow 1999). Despite these transformations, some have rejected the legitimacy 

of digital activism, even using the term “slacktivism” to describe practices like signing an 

online petition, liking posts on social media platforms, or sharing certain images to publicly 

signal identity and support (Cabrera et al. 2017).  

2.2 Political Process Theory 

According to the political process model, a comprehensive analysis of a movement 

should explore the entire process of movement development from generation and heyday 

through decline, rather than a select phase (McAdam 2010). Under ordinary circumstances, 

challengers or excluded groups experience enormous hurdles in their efforts to advance group 
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interests, and their opportunities to engage in collective action vary over time and shape the 

ups and downs during the movement’s life span. 

McAdam (1996) considers four main dimensions of political opportunity: 1) the 

state’s capacity and propensity for repression; 2) relative openness or closure of the 

institutionalized political system; 3) presence or absence of elite allies; and 4) the instability 

or stability of the current configuration of elite alignment. Significant changes in the broader 

political and social context influence and sometimes start a new phase in the movement by 

restructuring power relations.  

Some social movement scholars have argued if “open” political opportunity merely 

means that social movements are unlikely to face political repression, then it may be of little 

importance to protest movements in most democratic societies where movements that eschew 

violence generally do not face significant political repression (Amenta and Halfmann 2012). 

The state’s propensity for repression and its relative openness to the political input of non-

elites are factors most likely to be of greatest importance to social movements in authoritarian 

societies. Goodwin (2012) argues:  

changing political opportunities are likely to matter less for the emergence of political 
contention in democracies than under authoritarian regimes because the former tend, 
by definition, to tolerate many types of non-violent political contention... 
Democracies are “structurally open,” so to speak, to a variety of forms of 
contention...By contrast, political opportunities are likely to matter more under 
authoritarian regimes for the simple reason that many forms of protest are routinely 
repressed under such regimes. (p. 284-286) 
 

Furthermore, Opp and Roehl (1990) argue that repression can influence social movements 

differently depending on other influential factors and incentives. While repression can have a 

direct negative effect on a social movement, it can be neutralized or even reversed in certain 

circumstances that elicit micro-mobilization processes that increase incentives for protest. 

According to Opp and Roehl:  

These processes are set in motion if persons are exposed to repression, if repression is 
considered illegitimate by these persons and their social environment (which holds in 
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case of legal protest), and if these persons are members of groups that support the 
protest. Under such conditions repression indirectly increases protest by launching 
micromobilization processes. (1990: 521) 
 
Leading political process theories highlight institutional features of a political regime 

that affect the extent of political opportunity (McAdam 1996; Tarrow 1996; Tilly and Tarrow 

2006). Any broad social change such as industrialization, international political realignments, 

concerted political pressure from international actors, and economic crisis can cause shifts in 

political opportunity (McAdam 2010). Favorable shifts in political opportunity have two 

main facilitative effects that heighten the possibility of successful insurgent action. The first 

facilitative effect is that it decreases the power discrepancy between insurgent groups and 

their opponents, which increases the political leverage exercised by insurgent groups. The 

second facilitative effect is that it improves the bargaining position of the aggrieved group by 

significantly increasing the cost of suppressing insurgent actions (McAdam 2010). 

Almeida (2003) distinguishes between political opportunity and political threat, 

arguing that closer attention needs to be given to the effect of threat on social movement 

mobilization and outcomes. While political opportunity focuses on the likelihood that 

protesters can enhance their interests if they act, threat denotes the “probability that new 

existing benefits will be taken away or new harms inflicted if challenging groups fail to act 

collectively” (Almeida 2003: 347). The role of threat in authoritarian settings is crucial. 

Erosion of rights, state-attributed economic problems, and state repression are three main 

threats that apply to authoritarian states (Almeida 2003; Goldstone and Tilly 2001; Goodwin 

2001; Tilly 1977; Walton and Seddon 2008). The relatively sparse research on social 

movements in authoritarian regimes, however, has tended to focus on case studies where 

regimes are undergoing a period of liberalization or democratization (Almeida 2003).  

Social movements need access to the media to maintain public standing and visibility 

which raise the haggling position of protestants and increases the cost of suppressing them by 
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vocalizing their voices to the society (Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993). But due to ownership 

structure, reliance on advertising revenue, and common dependence on official resources, the 

mainstream media are embedded in the dominant power structure of societies (Bagdikian 

2004). As a result, mainstream media usually picture description and section biases in 

covering protests and sometimes tend to exhibit social movements and their participants as 

deviant, dangerous, and illegitimate (Boykoff 2013; Gitlin 1980; McCarthy, McPhail, and 

Smith 1996). Alternative media, specifically social media, play an important opportunity in 

social movements. Important large scale social movements like the Arab Spring, Hong 

Kong's Umbrella Movement, and the transnational Occupy protests are constituted using 

social media (Elghamry 2015; Feigenbaum 2014; Owens and Palmer 2003). 

The popularization of the internet has maintained a fruitful platform for the formation 

and growth of online movements by reducing the cost of production of contents and 

disseminating them, facilitating collaboration between movements participants and 

audiences, and contributing to the formation of the counter-politics arena in the digital arena 

(Downey and Fenton 2003; Forde 2011; Lievrouw 2011). Social media can be recognized as 

platforms where oppositional discourses are made and rehearsed as well as a site in which 

mobilizing information including a higher level of oppositional knowledge and critical 

attitude toward dominant power is disseminated (Lee 2018).  

Opportunity structures maintained by social media open space for social movement 

protestors to use online media to organize themselves. It also constructs consistent inclusive 

and flexible collective actions to generate high online visibility that makes police brutality 

less likely which leads to further exploitation of political opportunity (Yang 2016). In the 

digital era, many scholars argue that social mobilizations and political engagement 

increasingly centers on online platforms (Bennett and Segerberg 2011; Biekart and Fowler 

2013; Bielski and Trzcinski 2018; Castells 2012; Lilleker and Koc-Michalska 2017; 
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Murschetz 2020), that can even empower the marginalized social group to have the 

opportunity of having equal access (Eckert 2018; Flores-Yeffal, Vidales, and Martinez 2019; 

Linabary and Corple 2019; Towse and Handka 2013).  

But not all scholars view digital media as a ubiquitous opportunity for social protest 

movements and participants. Some found that, despite the importance provided through 

digital media, social movements can be threatened via the state flexible repression strategies 

(Shriver and Adams 2010; Shriver, Szabo, and Bray 2020). Additionally, researching 

indigenous movements, Lupien (2020) argues that although new information and 

communication technologies can enhance communication, access to information, and 

visibility, it appears that the disadvantages of using new communication media outweigh the 

benefits pointing to the fact that online activism is less focused on collective identity and 

more centered on individualized identity. Also, the governments are capable of investing in 

various technologies that could further hinder the ability of social actors and repress the 

movement (Ho 2015). While social media maintain a platform for the marginalized group 

especially in authoritarian context to make their voices heard, there could put movements in 

danger of cyber-attacks and participants in danger of vulnerability and insecurity (Lupien 

2020; Shriver et al. 2020).  

2.3 Tactical Innovation 

Tactical innovations in a movement aim to disrupt the normal functioning of a 

society. According to McAdam (1983), since protestors do not have institutionalized power, 

social movement leaders must devise innovative protest techniques to offset their 

powerlessness and increase bargaining leverage. Social movements scholars define tactical 

innovation in various ways. Some believe that adopting a new tactic that had not previously 

been used in an organization or a movement as tactical innovation (McCammon 2003). Other 

scholars refer to the revitalizing of moribund tactics as tactical innovation and finally some of 
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the birth of a brand new tactic as tactical innovation (Tilly 2004; Wang and Soule 2016).  

While social movements use various tactical innovations, their opponents try to 

counter movement tactics through a process known as tactical adaptation. Innovative tactics 

within a movement may lead over time to counter tactics from movement opponents that 

undercut the effectiveness of the tactic. Political process theory depicts the interactive process 

of tactical innovation and tactical adaptation as an influential factor in movement dynamics 

(McAdam 1983; Morris 2000). While the process of tactical interaction is important, its 

significance is heavily influenced by the larger organizational/political context in which it 

takes place since “tactical innovations only become potent in the context of a political system 

vulnerable to insurgency” (McAdam 1983: 737).  

The type of movement tactics, the structure and strength of pre-existing organizations, 

and cultural frames interact in a way that influences how quickly protest activities spread 

(Morris 1981 and 2000). While many sociologists focus on the ways that tactical innovation 

enhances the pace of insurgency in movements (Clemens 1993; McAdam 1983; McCammon 

2012; Naples 1992; Robnett 1996; Staggenborg 1988), relatively few have studied movement 

dynamics outside of Western democracies. Among the exceptions is the work of Giugni, et 

al. (1999) who, in extending movement analysis beyond Western societies, identified 

important macro factors of critical importance in shaping tactical repertoires. One of the 

factors identified, and the one of greatest relevance to this study is technology. Technology 

provides an important opportunity for news media to convey information about protest, and 

social media can change the opportunities available to social movements, given the rampant 

usage of smartphones that enable movements to form online as well as offline (Andrews and 

Biggs 2006; Laughlin 2020; Squire and Gaydos 2013; Tufekci 2017; Uwalaka and Amadi 

2020; Wahlström and Törnberg 2019). As an example, Nummi and colleagues show that 

Black Lives Matter movements used social media and other innovative organizational 
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practices to produce counter-frames to the white racial frame and mobilize more people in the 

BLM movement (Nummi, Jennings, and Feagin 2019).   

Movement tactics are often restricted to those used in past protests that become part of 

existing tactical repertoires (Tilly 1977). When new tactics are developed, insurgency 

dynamics can shift. The emergence of the internet has significantly influenced movements. 

The accessibility and widespread usage of digital technology has built an electronic repertoire 

of contention (Rolfe 2005; Tufekci 2017). Information and Communication Technology 

(ICT) introduced a new way of communication and an opportunity for people to participate in 

collective action in the form of Cyberprotest (Van Laer and Van Aelst 2009).  Myres (2000) 

accurately predicted about twenty years ago that protests were going to rely more and more 

on computer-based communication.  

ICT increased the capacity of participation in social movements, making them less 

dependent on the established mass media. With ICT, the speed of diffusion of tactics and new 

ideas increased significantly (Van Laer and Van Aelst 2009). Also, digital media and new 

social media such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram can reduce the cost of connecting and 

coordinating people, provide the chance for creating online social movements without first 

creating a social movement organization, and enable movements to find a broader audience 

and more participants, New social media can help movements diffuse new tactics and ideas 

all over the globe with unprecedented speed (Ayres 1999; Earl and Kimport 2011; Einwohner 

and Rochford 2019; Taylor and Van Dyke 2004; Thorson et al. 2013).  

While social media increase the opportunities for marginalized populations to have a 

say in the formation of movements in authoritarian contexts, traditional mass media can still 

dominate the discourse (Barnett 1997; Crabtree, Kern, and Pfaff 2018; Stockmann and 

Gallagher 2011). Traditional media in authoritarian countries are often controlled by the state 

and can be used to target online movements. Although social media can cultivate chaos and 
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authoritarianism by empowering extreme right-and-left wing groups (Schradie 2019), they 

also can be an effective platform for reformist social movements, freeing them from some of 

the constraints that would face offline movements (Massa 2013) in authoritarian countries 

and providing an opportunity to counter false messaging by state-controlled traditional media.  

When exploring the role of digital media and technology in social movements, 

hashtags are one of the new digital tools in which large numbers of postings appear under a 

common hashtag word highlighting a social or political claim (Yang 2016). Recent social 

movements such as Black Lives Matter and Me Too have used hashtag activism to mobilize 

individuals online and offline (Cumberbatch and Trujillo-Pagán 2016; Jackson 2016; 

Lindgren 2019; Tufekci 2017; Xiong, Cho, and Boatwright 2019). Hashtag activism not only 

can quickly mobilize people, it can allow movements to develop even in repressive 

environments where authorities oppose movement activists in ways that impede movement 

mobilization, such as harassment, stigmatization, ostracism, physically assault, arrest, 

imprisonment, or murder (Chenoweth et al. 2017; Earl 2003; Marx Ferree 2004).  

While social media present new opportunities for social movements to mobilize 

people when there are increased political threats (Meyer and Minkoff 2004; Myers 2000),  

Tufekci (2017) suggests that online movements often struggle with “tactical freeze” or an 

inability to adjust their tactics and negotiate demands with hostile governments. The frequent 

absence of a centralized leadership cadre in online movements can lead to the lack of a 

collective decision-making structure, which can result in a tactical freeze and movement 

decline ( Tufekci 2017). Iexplore the role that tactical freeze may have played in the decline 

of the MSF movement. 

Paying attention to the cultural and structural context of social movements, Tilly 

(1995) claimed that insurgent practices form within different contexts that shape the 

opportunity for protest. Within an authoritarian context, excluded groups tend to experience 
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higher levels of tension and bigger obstacles to improving their group interests (Assoudeh 

and Salazar 2017; McRae 2012). But the specific set of power relationships within the 

political environment is not an unchangeable structure of political life (Chua 2012; Noonan 

1995), and new forms of cyber activism can help mobilize protest in authoritarian 

environments (Leenders and Heydemann 2012; Yang 2009). For much of modern history, 

authoritarian regimes controlled and extensively censured the media to prevent formation of 

protest movements. They closed the public sphere to criticism and protest, controlling and 

ruling by fear (Roberts 2014). In the internet age, social media have created a new 

opportunity for the formation of digitally networked protests (Tufekci 2017). Arab Spring 

movements are pioneering examples of movements that occurred in authoritarian regimes and 

heavily utilized social media to organize (Bruns, Highfield, and Burgess 2013; Comunello 

and Anzera 2012; Eltantawy and Wiest 2011; Howard et al. 2011; Markham 2014; Wolfsfeld, 

Segev, and Sheafer 2013). An analysis by Costello, Jenkins, and Aly (2015) of eighteen 

Arab-majority countries demonstrated that both political opportunities and political threats 

along with the presence of digital media strongly affected the dynamics of contention 

experienced by social movements. 

2.4 Framing Process Theory 

Social scientists have analyzed social movements since the mid-18th century. Among 

the main theories introduced in this field, framing processes theory is widely used and 

considered effective. Framing processes theory introduced the ways that social movements 

rationalize participation in the movements for their followers as well as encourage bystanders 

to join (Snow 2013). The idea of framing was devised by Goffman, in which frames signify 

schema of interpretation which help individuals to locate, identify, perceive, and label 

occurrences in their lives and the world (Goffman 1974). This process in social movements 

simplifies world events to demobilize antagonists, mobilize adherents, and garner more 
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bystanders’ support (Benford and Snow 2000a; Snow and Benford 1988). 

According to the framing perspective, social movements are rational actions that have 

organizational and structural variables such as the control of resources and potency of 

strategic planning. Frames can perform functions like interpreting events and focusing the 

attention by picturing what in our sensual context is “in-frame” and what is “out-frame” 

(Johnston and Noakes 2005; Snow 2004).  

 Frames occupy interpretive packages that are developed by activists to mobilize 

adherents in the movement to act and motivate bystanders to join and support the movement 

(Benford 1993; Snow et al. 1986; Snow and Benford 1988; Tarrow 2011). In the last two 

decades of 20th-century framing processes literature addressed questions like a. how do 

people perceive and interpret social and political problems? (Gamson 1988; Scheufele 1999); 

b. how do media present and interpret political issues and events? (Giltin 1980; Ryan 1991; 

Scheufele 1999); c. how are social movement cultural codes produced and reproduced by the 

movement’s leaders to shake and influence target audiences’ interpretation of events? 

(Berbrier 1998; Kubal 1998); d. how do countermovements maintain a compelling 

interpretation to compete and make sense of similar events? (Meyer and Staggenborg 1996; 

Staggenborg 1991); and e. how do state officials try to demobilize movements’ frames? (della 

Porta and Diani 1999; Zuo and Benford 1995). 

Snow and Benford mainly focus on the relationship between the movement’s leaders 

and their potential participants. They identified three types of core framing tasks that form in 

collective actions (Snow and Benford 1988).  Diagnostic framing focuses on problem 

identification and attributions and diagnosing problematic aspects of social life that require a 

change in addition to the attribution of blame or causality. It aims to convince potential 

participants that change is desirable. Prognostic framing focuses on the identification of a 

solution to the diagnosed problem and consists of the specification of tactics, strategies, and 
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targets. In other words, prognostic framing depicts the possibility of change. The third task is 

motivational framing which demands a call to arms or rationale for incorporating in 

ameliorative action. The potential recruits’ participation introduces as a requirement of 

production of the desired change in this core framing task. Many scholars focus on finding 

important components and role of core framing tasks in the success or failure of social 

movements (Benford 1993; Benford and Snow 2000a; Snow 2013; Bashir 2012; Gamson et 

al. 1992; Klandermans 1997; McVeigh, Myers, and Sikkink 2004; Snow and Benford 1988; 

Wilson 1973; Youngman 2019).  

One of the most important changes in social mobilizations has been the development 

of the internet and related technologies that have created “network societies” (Castells 2004). 

Social media, in particular, has played a key role in the emergence of recent movements like 

Occupy Wall Street, the Arab Spring, the #MeToo movement, and Black Lives Matter, 

among many others around the globe (Abul-Fottouh and Fetner 2018; Gamson and Sifry 

2013; Nielsen 2013; Ray et al. 2017). Social media can be understood as a communication 

tool that allows users to rapidly share information, may it be to rapidly disseminate 

information among movement participants, share news outside of mainstream media, or raise 

global awareness about local causes (Earl and Kimport 2011; Earl et al. 2013; Tufekci 2017). 

Social movement scholars have paid increasing attention to the role of social media in 

contentious politics (for a review, see Kidd and McIntosh 2016). Social media provides a 

powerful new way to disseminate information, which can be used by social movements to 

articulate grievances, propose solutions, and call people to action. 

2.5 Collective Identity 

Developing and maintaining collective identity is a key aspect of social movement 

activity, from emergence and recruitment to commitment and success (Polletta and Jasper 

2001). Different from social identity, collective identity refers to the shared definition of a 
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group based on common interests and solidarities (Klandermans and De Weerd 2000), which 

helps explain how grievances and identities become politicized and deployed in contentious 

politics (Reger, Myers, and Einwohner 2008).  

While some people share pre-existing similarities, social movements build solidarities 

through “imagined communities” (Anderson 1991) and engage in “identity work” to 

construct who they are, both internally to participants and externally to the public (Gamson 

1997; Reger, Myers, and Einwohner 2008). This identity work is crucial to mobilize potential 

members (Snow and Benford 1988), develop preferences for certain tactics (Jasper 1997), 

and inspire participation by articulating and reinforcing that collective identity (Pfaff 1996). 

Identity field is the result of merging two important social movement concepts: 

collective identity and movement framing processes. Developing and maintaining collective 

identity among participants is a key part of all social movement activity, from emergence and 

recruitment to commitment and success (Della Porta and Diani 2020; Polletta and Jasper 

2001; Valocchi 2009).  

Collective identity is referring to the sense of shared values and experiences that gives 

individuals a sense of collective agency and connects them to the movement (Snow 2001). 

While some people share pre-existing solidarities, social movements engage in “identity 

work” to construct who they are—both internally to participants and externally to the public 

(Reger, Myers, and Einwoher 2008)—in order to mobilize potential members (Snow et al 

1968; Snow and Benford 1988), develop preferences for certain tactics (Jasper 1997), and 

inspire participation by articulating and reinforcing that collective identity (Pfaff 1996). 

An elementary aspect of the social movement framing process is related to affirmation 

of characteristics relevant to three main sets of actors in the social movements’ arena 

including antagonists, protagonists, and audiences (Hunt, Benford, and Snow 1994). These 

identity fields are framed and constructed throughout the life span of a social movement. 
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Identity fields shape when participants identify a problem and aim to address by mobilizing 

support to their end via employing various strategies (Snow and Benford 1988); when they 

attack countermovement; and when the achievements of the movement and its failure are 

reflected and redefined (Benford and Hunt 2003; Hunt and Benford 1994). 

Frames can form and develop collective identities to help individuals who are 

involved with the movement to make sense of the social world (Polletta and Jasper 2001). In 

other word, a sense of agency is formed in social movements among movement supporters 

and activists using “vocabularies of motive” that provide crucial logic persuading them for 

engaging in collective activities and continuing their participation via construct and 

manipulate meanings (Benford 1993; Benford and Snow 2000a; Mills 1940; Tarrow 2011).  

Considering frames as a process of meaning construction indicates an active 

phenomenon that is processual in the manner of a dynamic evolving process (Benford and 

Snow 2000).  This requires agency in the sense that the evolving process is the work of 

movement activists as well as social movement organizations. It also is challenged by new 

interpretive frames, develops, and changes throughout this process as an ongoing process of 

formation, constitution, competition, reproduction, and transformation (Benford and Snow 

2000b; Snow et al. 2018; Benford and Hunt 2003; Chowdhury 2006).  

Protagonist identity fields are sets of identity characteristics about individuals and 

groups framed as those are able to solve the problem the movement has found with and to 

overcome injustice. Such collective identity includes collective identity claims about the 

movement and its followers. Identity attributions such as “heroes” and “heroines,” “future 

generations,” “innocent victims” are typically used to refer to this population. Antagonist 

identity fields are constellations of identity that are identified as individuals or groups 

constructed to be the movement’s “enemies.” They are usually blamed for causing the 

problem that the movement aims to overcome or for blocking the way of the changes the 
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movement looks after.   

Movement protagonists often attack movement’s antagonists’ collective 

characteristics and aim to make boundaries between “us” and “them” in the form of 

introducing “them” as evil and wrong and characteristics “us” as good and right. Audience 

identity fields point to individuals and groups’ characteristics who assumed to be 

uncommitted or neutral observers who could be in a position to report, react to, and even 

report support the movement’s activities (Hunt et al. 1994; Polletta and Jasper 2001).   

Many movement framing activities are directed toward the last category, Audiences, 

since they have the potential to receive favorable messages from protagonists aiming to form 

the bystander's identity as people who are fair, just, and humane whose beliefs are aligned 

with activists’ point of view. The process of identity framing is a dynamic process in which 

protagonists and antagonist continuously adjust their identity frames in response to counter 

framings that lead to the reconstruction of the movement and its opponent's collective identity 

(Benford and Hunt 2003; Chowdhury 2006; Morris and Mendelson 2016; Rohlinger and 

Bunnage 2018). 

All social movements need to manage their collective identity permanently. They 

introduce activists’ identity as a benefit or responsibility of group membership (Polletta and 

Jasper 2001). In many cases and kinds of movement impacts, identity plays a vital role. 

Sometimes the impact is intended and sometimes is a byproduct of other goals. Studying 

identity and its pattern of change is crucial in understanding the dynamics of social 

movements and their impacts since it is a longstanding relationship between movement 

participation and identity (Benford and Snow 2000; Gamson 1992; Jasper 1997). 

New communication tools introduced in the digital age have influenced the collective 

identity development processes in social movements. Online movements need to use the 

online sphere to reach their audiences and promote activists identity (Carty and Reynoso 
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Barron 2019; Einwohner and Rochford 2019; Milan and Halleck 2013; Milan 2015). 

 Research on feminist organizing, for example, shows how collective identities are 

developed through online networks (Crossley 2015; Reger 2002; Rupp and Taylor 1987; 

Whittier 1995). Activists also use social media to engage in identity work long after periods 

of mobilization (Einwohner and Rochford 2019), suggesting that social media plays an 

important role in movement dynamics beyond emergence and mobilization (Earl 2015). 

Scholars have argued that social media mediates identity construction, promoting a politics of 

visibility that centers on individual experiences of protest rather than the collective 

construction of identity politics (Khazraee and Novak 2018; Milan 2015). 

Up until the 1980s, many scholars studied the ways that frame are generated, 

developed and changed the discourse within a social context (Cable and Shriver 1995; 

Gamson et al. 1992, 1992; Johnston and Snow 1998; White 1999), but a gap remained 

unanswered in their literature addressing connection between the process of meaning 

construction in regard to structural context (Benford 1997). As Tarrow claims, the collective 

action can be best explained by comprehending the condition and political situation in which 

it arises (1989). The effect of social and political context on the formation of social 

movements needs to be studied since these processes do not occur in a cultural or structural 

vacuum. Additionally, the ways that social movements try to conceptualize their core framing 

tasks, frame identity of activists, and vocabularies of motive to motivate more individuals to 

act in a movement should be studied as well (Benford 1993, 1997; Benford and Snow 2000; 

Diani 1996). Additionally, the necessity of conducting empirical research as a gap that needs 

to be addressed has been detected by Benford in his critiques of framing perspective studies 

as an insider(1997).  

Since Benford first mentioned the existing gap in framing scholarly work regarding 

the importance of studying political and cultural environments many scholars have tried to 
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address this efficacy (Benford and Hunt 2003; Ferree 2003; Johnston and Snow 1998; 

McCammon et al. 2007). Studying social movements’ claim making, some scholars asked the 

question of the ways that a cultural environment shapes the ways that activists make their 

claims to construct collective action frames showing how movements’ claims may vary 

targeting different audiences and occurring in different cultural discourses and subculture 

(Evans 1997; Johnston and Snow 1998; Kubal 1998; Steinberg 1999). Different arguments 

and claims are formed to make sense out of old concepts, or emerging ones for every possible 

audience of the movement in response to the larger  environment and social contexts (Fiss 

and Hirsch 2005). While framing was successful to specify key mechanisms between social 

factors in social movements, it still needs to consider the role of larger political contexts in 

the formation of influential frames in mobilization process (Benford and Snow 2000; 

Desrosiers 2015). 

As a result of possible vulnerability of framing processes to a number of elements of 

the socio-cultural context in which they are embedded, any change in larger social and 

political context could lead to change to reframing the social movement’s core framing tasks 

and vocabularies of motive devised by a movement. Political processes theory claims that 

political opportunities or threats can help or impede social movement’s actions and their 

success toward achievement of their goals (McAdam 2010).  There were few works out there 

linking mobilization frames in social movements and political processes (Diani 1996; Swart 

1995).  Also, in order to further address the gaps in literature regarding the socio-political 

environment, some studies examine its effect on the process of frame transformation toward 

formation of more radical and less exclusive to sustain the movement over time (Marullo 

1996), strategic opportunities in formation of democracy frames (Curran 2017). 

Frames in a movement form in a broader more inclusive and flexible way and they 

may work or evolve as master frames. Master frames are frames that include more broad, 
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inclusive, flexible, interpretive scope (Benford 2013; Snow et al. 1986; Snow and Benford 

1992). Master frame alignment processes aim to serve to link the goals, activities, and 

ideology of a movement with the ones espoused within the broader symbolic social context 

atmosphere to the social movement (Swart 1995). Moreover, predominant frames, like labor, 

feminism or anti-poverty, tend to maintain most cross movements ties as well as being tied to 

each other (Carroll and Hackett 2006). Since the first use of this terminology in the social 

movements literature there are various types of master frames that have been studied like 

choice frames, right frames, justice and injustice frame, cultural pluralist frames, return to 

democracy frames (Blum-Kulka and Liebes 1993; Cable and Shriver 1995; Carroll and 

Hackett 2006; Carroll and Ratner 1996; Coy and Woehrle 1996; Davies 1999; Gamson, 

Fireman, and Rytina 1982; Hall and White 2008; Karagiannis 2019; Noonan 1995; Scholl 

and Freyberg-Inan 2018; Valocchi 1996; Williams and Williams 2017).  

2.6 Emotion and Sentiment Virality 

In the last three decades of twenty century, social movements’ researches ignored the 

existence of emotion since social scientists analyzed social movements through the lens of 

the structural, rationalistic, and organizational model (Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta 2000). 

But analysts of social movements started taking emotions more seriously since the 2000s.  

In general, social movements’ participants aim to create or preserve spaces of 

autonomy in which to enact new relationships and lifestyles to pose a challenge to the 

normalizing system of power. They want to increase public awareness and change people’s 

opinions about a subject. Emotions play the role of human beings connector with one another 

and the world around them. Emotions also can color individuals thoughts, judgments, and 

actions. Eliciting strong emotion have been used in various social movements to gain more 

attention and attract more people to act in the movements (Goodwin et al. 2000; Polletta and 

Jasper 2001).  
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As Scheff (2019) has pointed out the emotions can work as motivators of actions 

when they are directly connected to moral sensibilities such as shame, guilt, and pride. Also, 

they might help channel action when they propose a familiar situation or compassion. There 

is a positive and negative emotion that pervades all social life including social movements. 

Without emotions, there might be no social action at all (Jasper 2018).  Jasper identified some 

emotions potentially relevant to protest including primary affective (emotions like hatred, 

hostility, loathing, love, solidarity, loyalty, suspicious, trust, and respect), primarily reactive 

(like anger, grief, outrage, and shame), and moods and others in between (such as sympathy, 

cynicism, defiance, enthusiasm, envy, resentment, fear, dread, joy, hope, and resignation) 

(Jasper 1998).  

Online movements also may use emotions to give ideas, ideologies, and identities to 

motivate individuals to act in the movement. Online movement participants and organizers 

appeal to and build upon preexisting emotions such as outrage and fear.  Some of the 

emotions are temporary responses to specific events and others might form longer-lasting 

affective ties. Online movements deploy various new technologies provided in social media 

such as sharing visual and textual contents publicly to not only do advertise their purposes 

but also motivate more individuals to join and support their movement.  

Approaching social movements as visual phenomena have not been at the center of 

attention of scholarly interest for a long time. But recently many social scientists have studied 

social movements’ visual aspects alongside their textual sources (Arda 2014; Askanius 2012, 

2019; Cornet et al. 2017; Doerr, Mattoni, and Teune 2013, 2015; Gleason 2013; Mattoni and 

Teune 2014). Social media has been used as a tool to build community relationships, 

challenge dominant narratives, and create social change (Canella 2017). Online movement 

media play a role in complex sociotechnical institutions via the proliferation of the camera 

enabled social media platforms and smartphones. New technology simplifies the production 
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and amplifies the distribution of videos, images, and texts which present the movement’s 

main claims as well as picturing injustice context to motivate people to join (Downing 2008).  

For social movement leaders and participants, drawing more attention to the 

movement matters a lot. The social movements use a different mechanism to “enhance the 

visibility and symbolic power of social movement-related information” (Wang, Liu, and Gao 

2016) to become viral and construct a pluralistic bloc for resistance (Arda 2014).  

To specify the role of effect in the virality of online content I borrow theory and 

methods from two related research areas: web memetics (Shifman 2012, 2014; Nahon and 

Hemsley 2013; Ignatow and Williams 2011) and the social psychology of cultural diffusion 

(Heath, Bell and Sternberg 2001). For Shifman and other web memetics, memes are pieces of 

digital content that spread quickly around the web in various iterations and become a shared 

cultural experience. Shifman has analyzed well-known Internet memes including “LOLCats” 

and Occupy Wall Street's “We Are the 99 Percent.” Analyzing what makes memes 

successful, she focuses on characteristics of the memes themselves, such as whether they 

contain humor. Ignatow and Williams (2011) analyzed the rapid diffusion of the “anchor 

baby” meme, focusing less on the characteristics of the meme itself and more on the news 

media outlets through which it passed on its path from the margins to the center of the news 

media ecosystem. 

Social psychologists have studied memes including urban legends in terms of two 

processes of meme selection: informational selection, which involves the selection of mems 

based on truth or a moral lesson; and emotional selection, which involves selection based on 

evocation of emotions like anger, fear, or disgust. Focusing on disgust emotions, Heath, Bell, 

and Sternberg (2001) found that people were more willing to pass along stories that elicited 

stronger disgust and to pass along the versions of stories that produced the highest level of 

disgust. They also found that stories with disgust motifs were distributed more widely on 
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urban legend websites.  

Guadagno, Rempala, and Murphy (2013) ask what qualities lead some Internet videos 

to gain popularity over others. They examined the role of emotional response and video 

source on the likelihood of spreading an Internet video by first validating the emotional 

response to the video and then investigating the underlying mechanisms. Their main findings 

were that people reporting strong affective responses to a video reported greater intent to 

spread the video and that videos that produced anger were more likely to be forwarded but 

only when the source of the video was an out-group member. 

2.7 Research Questions 

• How well does the political process model explain the emergence, growth, and 
decline of the anti-mandatory hijab movement in Iran, an authoritarian, 
authoritarian country? 

• How does the larger political environment influence on changes of core framing 
tasks of a movement, if any? 

• How are micro-level dynamics in social movements initially formed?  
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CHAPTER 3 

OVERVIEW OF THE MY STEALTHY FREEDOM MOVEMENT 

3.1 Introduction 

A new form of movement is an online movement that has changed the characters of 

activism everywhere. Although some scholars contend that online movements are not potent 

enough to make any change in the social scenes and mobilize people, within a suppressive 

context in which participating in the movements in the real world is difficult or dangerous, 

online movements provide a new opportunity for individuals to protest without paying very 

harsh consequences. Since mandatory hijab law is one of the basic laws for an Islamic 

government like Iran, protesting against compulsory hijab laws in the public sphere could be 

even harder and even more dangerous. Therefore, in such a social context, the online 

movement could address some of the social problems. My Stealthy Freedom (MSF) is an 

online movement protesting mandatory hijab laws in Iran. It aims to mobilize women to act 

against these compulsory laws.  

For the first time, My Stealthy Freedom was formed as a Facebook page in 2014 and 

its followers surpassed 1 million within a year (Revolvy.com). The Iranian journalist, Masih 

Alinejad, founded this movement. My Stealthy Freedom provides a platform for women to 

share images and videos of women who are unveiled, through Instagram and Facebook. 

Alinejad describes the intentions and purpose of this movement in the following post: 

Send your videos about protesting compulsory hijab to me. Shoot videos while Men 
wearing white bracelets and women wearing a white scarf. White is our symbol of 
disagreement with the force which is also the color of peace. Iran is for all people who 
are wearing a hijab or not. When people who are wearing a hijab have the allowance 
of marching in the street, we also are going to protest against enforcement with a 
white symbol. Wednesdays without force is a day for all women and men who 
disagree with enforcement and even women who are wearing hijab but believe that 
enforcement is an insult can make videos of themselves while wearing white symbols 
and join this peaceful protest. #WhiteWednesdays #Wednesdays-without-force 
(Instagram @MasihAlinejad) 
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3.2 The Hijab 

Debates about hijab and veiling are an important topic not only in Muslim countries 

but outside the Muslim world (Connolly-Ahern et al. 2019; Korteweg and Yurdakul 2014). In 

the wake of Islamic terrorist attacks specifically the September 11th in the United States, the 

hijab has become a divisive symbol (Amer 2014). Many studies have focused on the ways 

that veiling impact woman’s lives in non-Muslim countries. Some focus on the ways Muslim 

women are portrayed in media (Connolly-Ahern et al. 2019; Dastgeer and Gade 2016; Fahmy 

2004; Mishra 2007; Nacos 2005; Roushanzamir 2004); some study the role of hijab in the 

formation and development of Islamic Muslim women’s identity, beauty and body 

satisfaction (Al Wazni 2015; Chowdhury, Abu-Bakar, and Elmetwally 2017; \DJurović, 

Tiosavljević, and Šabanović 2016; Furseth 2011; Hopkins and Greenwood 2013; Zempi 

2016); and some approach hijab issues focusing on the importance of freedom of choice 

(Hass 2020; Sloan 2011; Yeste et al. 2020).    

Debates on freedom of choice regarding hijab are even more controversial subject 

within the Islamic countries. Studies on hijab in the Muslim countries include subjects like 

the presence of women in the media (Abubakre 2018; Hassim 2014; Purwaningwulan et al. 

2019), hijab fashion consumption (Almila 2018; Hanzaee and Chitsaz 2011; Hassan and 

Harun 2016; Khalid and Akhtar 2018),  identity (Droubi 2011; Hochel 2013; Hopkins and 

Greenwood 2013), and freedom of choice (Derayeh 2011; Gould 2014; Koo and Han 2018).  

Many of the studies on the freedom of choice issue and hijab focus on the case of Iran 

which is the only country all over the world that has mandatory hijab laws for all women 

while in public. In the following section, I elaborate more on the historical overview and 

discussion going on about the hijab in Iran.  

3.3 A Historical Overview of Hijab in Iran 

The issue of wearing the hijab has been at the center of gender politics in Iran for a 
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long time. Various governments throughout the long history of Iran have tried to control 

women by controlling women’s ways of dressing. The former king of Iran, Reza Pahlavi, 

banned wearing hijab in the public sphere on January 8, 1936, to take a step toward the 

modernization of Iranian society (Sedghi 2007). The ban remained in effect till 1941. 

Between 1941 and 1979 when Reza Shah collapsed, wearing hijab was no longer an 

offense, but it was a real hindrance to climbing the social ladder, a badge of backwardness, 

and a marker of class. Hijab prejudiced the chances of advancement in work and society not 

only for working women but also for men, who were increasingly expected to appear with 

their unveiled wives at social functions. Fashionable hotels and restaurants refused to admit 

women wearing chador (the traditional Iranian form of hijab) and schools and universities 

actively discouraged it, although the headscarf was tolerated. Just as the rules and meanings 

of the hijab became more subtle and nuanced, so did ways of promoting and identifying it in 

the emerging Islamic discourse. 

Then, in 1979, when the Islamic Revolution took place and the first theocratic 

republic government in the world was formed (Wuthnow 2007), wearing the hijab became 

one of the most important issues once again. By the late 1970s, for many women hijab was a 

symbol of oppression and a badge of backwardness as it was transformed into a marker of 

protest and a new Islamic identity (Mirhoseini, 2007:4). So wearing a hijab became a value 

for women and the Islamic government brought up the idea that many religious women could 

participate in public easily when the hijab is mandatory. Wearing a hijab made a safer society 

for women to represent themselves in society (Hoodfar, 1994, Zahedi, 2007). 

The hijab became one of the most crucial symbolic elements of the revolution. The 

Islamic Revolution staged its counter-revolution against sexuality by policing women’s 

bodies. For example, Khomeini, the Iranian leader, ruled that every sports activity and 

beaches should be sex-segregated and insisted that wearing the hijab would be compulsory 
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for all women at work. 

Khomeini’s point of view about women was based on the conservative interpretation 

of the Quran, which mentions that women are a source of evil, a sign of disorder, and the 

reason for seduction (Sanasarian 1982). In Iran, state laws have been structured based on 

religious orders.  

The Islamic revolution was thus turning into a sexual counter-revolution, a struggle 

over women’s sexuality. On March 29, 1979, Khomeini (the leader of Iran at the time) 

announced gender segregation of all beaches and sports activities, and three days later, he 

required all women to wear the Islamic hijab at work. When the notion of wearing hijab 

mandatory for all women was presented by the leader of the Islamic revolution, Khomeini, 

multiple hundreds of thousands of women marched in the streets to protest against the new 

compulsory hijab law which wanted to force women who participated through the process of 

revolution without hijab, to wear a veil. The protest took place on the international women’s 

day. Many women took to the public sphere and asked for their rights (Basu, 2016), and used 

slogans such as “freedom is neither eastern nor western, it is universal” and “we did not make 

a revolution to go backward” (Shojaee, 2009). The encounter between religious women and 

men in favor of mandatory hijab law and women who disagreed with this law took place. 

Groups of men attacked women who protested against this law using knife and stone while 

the guardian passively watched them.  

Despite these protests, wearing hijab when in public was legally mandatory in 1984. 

As a result of women’s continued opposition, a note to Article 139 was added to the Islamic 

Criminal Code in 1995 that mandated 10 to 60 days of imprisonment for anyone who 

publicly resisted the hijab (Sedghi 2007). While some scholars believe that mandatory hijab 

laws operate as an opportunity for women, especially the ones coming from a religious and 

traditional background, to represent themselves in society more (Hoodfar 1999; Zahedi 2007) 
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others claim that enforcement of wearing hijab for all while in public is an indicator of 

backwardness and gender inequality in Iran after the Islamic revolution (Afshar 2000; 

Hoodfar 1999; Keddie 2007; Kian 1997; Mir‐Hosseini 2011; Sedghi 2007; Shirazi 2001). 

The regime capitalizes on all mediums of mass communication to justify the hijab, 

propagating the link between a hijab, morality, and Islamic virtue. Slogans such as “Veiling 

is a divine duty,” “The worth of a woman is in her veil,” and “The stronghold of the Muslim 

woman is her veil” covered the walls of public places. Women who did not comply with the 

hijab or who wore the hijab improperly were subjected to harassment and violence. Slogans 

such a “Death to unveiled woman” or “The improperly veiled woman is a stain on the Islamic 

Republic of Iran who must be eliminated immediately” give a sense of the political 

atmosphere (Shirazi, 2001). The use of the word “eliminate” indirectly authorized some 

Islamic zealots to attack unveiled and improperly veiled women (Zahedi, 2007:88).  

3.4 The My Stealthy Freedom Movement 

Despite all perspectives toward the hijab, there is a population of women in Iran who 

are not willing to wear hijab and aim to resist. But since participation in a movement 

opposing the compulsory hijab laws became riskier as a result of the enhanced imprisonment 

penalties, public protests were stymied until new social media platforms such as Facebook 

and Instagram, which merged in 2012, could provide a less risky opportunity for people to 

mobilize. Though it is worth pointing that, social media can afford people new ways to 

engage with politics that reduce the cost and risk of action (Earl and Kimport 2011; Highfield 

2016; Bucher and Helmond 2018). However, social media are totally not risk-free. 

The My Stealthy Freedom (MSF) movement was formed in 2014 as a Facebook page 

and within a year, it surpassed the 1 million follower mark (Revolvy.com). Founded by 

exiled Iranian journalist Masih Alinejad, MSF is a platform that disseminates images and 

videos through Instagram of women who are unveiled. In this online movement, the 
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followers send their unveiled pictures and videos to Alinejad, who shares them with her 

followers on Instagram. The founder also provides captions and hashtags under each of the 

shared posts. MSF is an anti-mandatory hijab laws movement in Iran which is recognized as 

an authoritarian regime by many scholars (Aarts and Cavatorta 2013; Doyle and Simpson 

2006; Hen-Tov 2007; Heydemann and Leenders 2013). However, there are elections in Iran 

which could contribute to small and gradual processes of political change (Ghobadzadeh 

2018; Kadivar and Abedini 2020). 

Instagram is a social media platform that allows users to create public and private 

accounts to edit and share photos and videos with followers. These posts can include 

descriptive captions that users can like and comment on. Users can follow Instagram accounts 

and the platform aggregates recent posts from accounts users follow into a personalized feed. 

Similar to Twitter, posts are also sorted by hashtag, which enables users to browse by topic. 

Acquired by Facebook in 2012, Instagram is one of the most popular social media platforms 

in the world, with over a billion monthly users as of 2018 (Ortiz-Ospina 2019). With its 

emphasis on curated images like “selfies,” research analyzing content posted to Instagram has 

examined the construction of authenticity, the marketing reach of “influencers,” and its 

impact on mental health (Hong et al. 2020; Olszanowski 2014). Other studies have looked at 

how Instagram is used politically (Einwohner and Rochford 2019) and to construct identities 

that disrupt gender stereotyping and inequality (Pegoraro, Comeau, and Frederick 2018). 

On Instagram, Alinejad disseminates images and videos of women protesting 

mandatory hijab along with posts related to different news stories in Iran. In this 

“photographic campaign” (Khazraee and Novak 2018), the main content is supplied by 

followers and shared by Alinejad, who includes hashtags and captions that frame the content 

and describe how it relates to the movement. 

Existing research on the MSF has primarily focused on Alinejad’s use of social 
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media, including how movement followers use photos, videos, and captions to negotiate 

discourses of freedom and risk and make sense of gender oppression (Koo 2016), represent 

their physical bodies (Novak and Khazraee 2014), and articulate a collective identity 

(Khazraee and Novak 2018; Stewart and Schultze 2019). 
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CHAPTER 4 

OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH METHODS  

4.1 Event History Analysis (Study 1) 

Event history analysis is a method commonly used to describe, explain or predict the 

occurrences of events (Allison 2004). This method is perfectly suitable for examining a vast 

array of social phenomena such as migrations, revolutions, or social movements. Sociologists 

interested in the causes of social movements, their success or failure have long considered 

natural histories of social changes and movements and profile of activists (Olzak 1989).  

Event analysis method allows the researcher to examine diverse forms of collective action 

and compare the influence of various events. It also allows researcher to analyze various 

stages that emerge during collective actions as a sequence of different kinds of events rather 

than as one on going action and using information about the dynamics of change in collective 

actions.  

For the first study in my dissertation, I conducted a longitudinal study using event 

history analysis since this method allows me to analyze data related to the MSF movement 

over the four and half years and outcome of each event on the movement to be compared 

across time periods. I used a process oriented approach that enables me to consider the 

dynamics of collective action as a process to evaluate how time and other covariates such as 

past events influence on the timing and sequence of repeatable events over time in order to 

explain how events unfold overtime. A longitudinal study is a research design in which the 

same variables are observed and assessed over a short or long period of time. This form of 

study is usually used in social sciences to observe changes through generations. It also has 

been used in sociology to study the change in the lives of institutions, organizations, and 

individual people (Ruspini 2003).  

Studying the political processes affecting a social movement is best done through a 
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longitudinal study of the movement’s trajectory over time (Meyer and Minkoff 2004). I 

examine the pace of insurgency and mobilization by MSF as measured through the number of 

“likes” and comments in response to specific hashtags that represented tactical innovations of 

the movement.  Although hashtags have been used on social media and online movements 

over the last decade, I consider each hashtag that proposes a new guideline to protest 

mandatory hijab laws offline or online, an innovative tactic.  Not only can Instagram users 

indicate that they “like” a post, but they have an opportunity to make comments under each 

post. The numbers of likes and comments are proxies for how the posts and their captions 

resonate with followers of MSF and how effectively information on the movement is being 

disseminated.   

This study analyzes 3466 Instagram posts from four and half years, falling between 

July 20, 2015 and December 31, 2019. The data were collected from the Masih Alinejad 

Instagram page which is a public page that works as the main platform of the MSF 

movement. All the posts and hashtags were in Persian and English. Given that this study 

focuses on an online movement, the independent variable is the number of hashtags and 

posts. The dependent variable in this study is the number of likes and comments on the posts. 

Time series of the number of likes and comments about specific hashtags are compared. 

Three phases of the movement—generation, heyday, and declinations (McAdam 2010)—are 

analyzed. Generation starts on the day the founder started posting about hijab on Instagram in 

2015 and continues to June 2017. The heyday period started as the number of posts and likes 

related to the movement increased rapidly in mid-2017 and ended in October 2018 as the 

number of posts and likes started to decrease and the declination period began. 

The pace of insurgency in the movement is also studied as it relates to tactical 

adaptations by the government such as new laws and imprisonment. One of the limitations of 

this study, however, is that government data on arrests and imprisonment is not available 
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since Iran’s police do not publicly publish this information. The data on laws, arrests, 

imprisonments, and pro-hijab rallies are based on claims highlighted on the MSF Instagram 

page that were then verified with other news sources like BBC Persian and CNN that cover 

Iran’s news.  

Collecting, organizing, and analyzing data for a longitudinal study could be a long 

hectic process. But new research tools such as Python help researchers to conduct their 

analysis in a shorter amount of time. Python is an increasingly popular tool for data analysis 

in social sciences. It is empowered by multiple numbers of Python library codes that have 

different codes to collect data from different online resources such as Instagram or Twitter, 

analyze them, and generate the results in forms of different graphs, and other visualized 

forms of results, like word cloud (Cioffi-Revilla 2017). Microsoft Excel is also a helpful tool 

to prepare, clean, manage, and analyze data while conducting social science research. Using 

Microsoft Excel enables researchers to store data in various organized sheets. It even let the 

researchers conduct some statistical analysis on data (Sah 2009). For the first study conducted 

in my dissertation, I use Python and Excel to cluster data into separate months and weeks and 

to calculate statistical means and summation in specific time periods. I investigated nineteen 

hashtags devised and frequently used from 2015 until 2019, with the three hashtags most 

frequently repeated in the captions of the posts investigated in the greatest detail. 

The text of 3466 posts along with the information of each post including the date of 

the post, its number of likes, its number of comments, and the hashtags used in it have been 

gathered in an Excel file, with each row belonging to a single post and its corresponding 

information in separate columns. Python has been employed to load this Excel file and 

conduct some operations such as sorting the posts based on the week, the month, and the year 

they have been published. Having the information organized in such a manner facilitated 
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counting the number of posts, like and appearance of individual hashtags on a weekly and 

monthly basis. 

4.2 Topic Modeling Analysis (Study 2) 

Topic modeling has been used to help the researcher to identify different topics 

employing an algorithm rather than manual approach. The central notion behind usage of 

topic modeling is that all unstructured text, in this case captions shared on an Instagram 

account, has a different cluster of words and each of them represents a topic. These hidden 

thematic structures can be discovered within a large collection of documents using a trained 

computer algorithm. Topic models help researchers to analyze text collections that are too 

large which cannot be coded by hand. Also, the hidden themes can be revealed using topic 

modeling that are possible to miss if a researcher uses hand coding methods (DiMaggio, Nag, 

and Blei 2013). One of the important benefits of topic modeling is that it enables researchers 

to identify multiple topics according to polysemy, that is referring to the process of 

distinguishing meaning of a term based on the other terms and the context that the word was 

used in, and heteroglossia which is pointing to diversity in style of discourse, the voice used 

in the text and point of view.  

Social scientist scholars have started using topic modeling as an accepted tool to 

identify and analyze large corpora of data to find out the main topics and themes in data. It is 

an especially useful technique for conducting longitudinal studies over a long period of time ( 

Light and Cunningham 2016; Shah 2019). Although there were few studies that aimed to 

examine development and change within social movements over long periods of time, 

considering various factors like the influence of cultural variables on the social movements, 

there is no longitudinal study that used topic modeling in order to assess how larger political 

arena change or influence the frames of a social movement.  

The movement’s founder shares pictures and videos related to the movement and 
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participation of its followers on her Instagram page. These videos and pictures most of the 

time are provided and taken by movement’s followers and were sent to the founder and she is 

the one who shares all of them on her Instagram account. The main content provided by 

founder is captions written under each post in which Alinejad conveys the goals, main 

slogans, and strategies of the movement.  In this study the captions shared on the Instagram 

account of the MSF founder, which is the main platform of the MSF movement for its 

audiences in Iran, were analyzed from January 2016 till November 2019. This range has been 

divided into four main stages. Stage 1 started from the very first caption posted on the 

Instagram account of movement’s founder till the 19 May 2017 when 12th presidential 

election took place in Iran. The second stage started from the presidential election till 28 

December 2017 associated with a massive protest that took place where people asked the 

leader of Iran to step down (Erdbrink 2017). The third stage started from 29 December 2017 

till 20 November 2018 when another protest took place in Iran against political repression 

and economic hardship (BBCNews Farsi 2018). The last stage started from 21 December 

2018 till 17 November 2019 up to when the data was collected.  

Table 4.1: Stages of the Movement with the Corresponding Number of Captions 

Stage Date Number of Caption  

1 01/01/2016-05/19/2017 716 

2 05/20/2017-12/28/2017 811 

3 12/29/2017-11/20/2018 1229 

4 11/21/2018-11/17/2019 704 
 

A total number of 3463 captions including 438363 words has been analyzed using 

Python to conduct a topic modeling. Prior to running the topic modeling, I preprocessed the 

text to tokenize and also remove all prepositions, articles, and non-affirmative terms. I also 

used Python codes to stem the words to common roots in Persian. 

The topic modeling method used in this study is based on Latent Dirichlet Allocation 
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(LDA) technique (Blei, Ng, and Jordan 2003). LDA is a statistical model for investigating 

discrete data. Being used in topic modeling, it discovers various patterns of topics appearing 

frequently in a document, each described by a set of words, based on an unsupervised 

learning method. The procedure is like that the algorithm creates a unique ID for each word 

in the text to prepare a corpus containing a set of two-dimensional vectors denoting id of each 

word along the frequency of its appearance through the text. Assuming the text contains 

certain number of topics, it discovers groups of words mostly appearing together and 

provides topics in the form of groups of words as well as the relational weight of each word 

appeared in each topic. 

The topics for each document are visualized by the LDAvis system (Sievert and 

Shirley 2014). This tool provides a global view of the topics along with their prevalence in 

the form of individual circles which might or might not have overlapping areas denoting 

mutual topics or terms. It also provides relevance of terms of each topic facilitating an 

understanding of the dominant underlying contents of each topic. In addition to the topic 

modeling results, the most repeated words are provided in tables as well as word-clouds for 

the whole range and each interval to further extract the dominant directions of the movement. 

As the focus of all topics brought up in the captions are related to women issues and 

the variety of the topics is not large, the best way to choose the number of topics is using the 

intertopic distance map (Sievert and Shirley 2014). 

As an example, the procedure for choosing the number of topics for interval-2 is 

represented here. Figure 4.1 shows the intertopic distance map obtained for three (left), four 

(center) and five (right) topics. The focus has been on getting the maximum possible 

separated topics without any mutual content recognized by LDAvis algorithm. It can be 

observed that with more than four topics, there are three topics with mutual content. On the 

other hand, although three topics leads to completely separate topics, it is not the maximum 
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possible number of topics with such a criterion. Therefore, four topics have been considered 

for this interval. The same method has been used to determine the number of topics for other 

intervals as well as the whole range. 

 
3 topics 

 

 
4 topics 



42 

 
5 topics 

Figure 4.1: Intertopic distance map for interval-2 with 3 (top), 4 (center) and 5 (bottom) number 
of topics 

 

4.3 Thematic Analysis (Study 3) 

To assess the formation of micro-level dynamics in the MSF movement, I conducted a 

thematic analysis. To analyze, identify, and report patterns of themes within text corpora 

thematic analysis is a useful method. It involves describing and organizing texts in as well as 

interpreting the various aspects of the research topic (Boyatzis 1998). Using the thematic 

analysis the researcher can finds patterns of meaning in a collection of texts during the 

process of acquiring texts or even soon after. The goal is the reporting of the content and 

meaning of the patterns of themes found in the corpus of data which is in this case written 

text. Thematic analysis lets researchers to interpret overall themes and subthemes in texts 

(Braun and Clarke 2006). Themes can be understood in order to capture something important 

about the data regarding the research question. 
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I conducted a thematic analysis on a random sample of twenty posts and comments to 

find the most important and repeated themes. The initial inductive coding of the first sample 

of twenty Instagram posts revealed six themes: national politics and the economy; religion; 

social control; freedom; Alinejad (the founder of the My Stealthy Freedom movement); and 

aggression.  

The first theme found in the thematic analysis is national politics and the economy. 

This theme includes a discussion of the problematic political and economic situation in Iran, 

mostly related to unemployment and national politicians.  

The second theme is religion which includes a discussion of Islam as it relates to the 

hijab, as well as a discussion of commenters’ religious beliefs. Posts and comments with this 

theme often mentioned that the hijab is not mandatory according to religious law. 

 The third theme found in the thematic analysis is social control. This theme includes 

a discussion of a need for societies to impose boundaries on the behavior of ordinary people 

and includes sub-themes of dictatorship and oppression. Freedom is the fourth theme that 

includes a discussion of freedom of choice in lifestyle and dress arguing that the hijab should 

not be controlled by the government or by laws since wearing it is a matter of personal 

choice. Masih Alinejad, the founder of My Stealthy Freedom (MSF) and White Wednesdays 

was herself a major theme in the Instagram posts and comments. Examples of this theme 

include Instagram posts by people who are in favor of White Wednesdays (WW) praising 

Alinejad because of her efforts to fight against the mandatory hijab. Other examples are 

posters and commenters who are against WW blaming her for the chaos in the society 

Aggressive language and violence are the most important themes that show 

themselves in thematic analysis. In order to more fully comprehend the mechanism of usage 

of aggression in the posts, captions, and comments the second sample of Instagram posts and 

comments was strategically selected to include aggressive and non-aggressive content in the 
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main posts. To analyze the relationship between the aggressive versus non-aggressive 

Instagram posts and likes and comments, on a sample of 200 posts randomly collected from 

the Instagram page of the main platform of the MSF movement (Alinejad Instagram page), I 

used Microsoft Excel and SPSS. I used Excel to store the data and used SPSS to run the 

Pearson correlation and t-test to assess the role of the level of aggression as a micro-level 

dynamic in attracting more attention and participation in the movement. 
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CHAPTER 5 

STUDY 1: A LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF THE PACE OF INSURGENCY IN THE MSF 

MOVEMENT 

5.1 Overview 

The political process model is based on a conception of wealth and power as 

concentrated in the hands of the political and economic elite. This model addresses responses 

to this concentration of power and wealth in the form of social movements that seek to 

advance the interests of excluded groups by mobilizing political leverage to push for their 

collective interests via non-institutionalized means (Gamson 1975; Giugni, McAdam, and 

Tilly 1999; McAdam 1983, 1996, 2010; Tarrow 1993; Tilly 1979; Tilly and Tarrow 2006). 

Since this model was developed largely through case studies of social movements within 

democratic countries such as America in the 20th century, its utility for explaining the 

dynamics of movements within other political contexts in the 21st century, the so-called 

internet era, merits more attention.  

When examining social movements in authoritarian countries, researchers must be 

attentive to the unique challenges such movements face since they often experience greater 

suppression. New social media provide a unique opportunity for institutionally powerless 

groups within authoritarian political contexts to organize as online movements, at least 

initially minimizing the negative effects of repression on movement participation (Bonilla 

and Rosa 2015; Earl and Kimport 2008; Fischer 2016; Martini 2018; Mattoni and Treré 2014; 

Milkman 2017; Moscato 2016; Ofori-Parku and Moscato 2018; Tufekci 2017; Williams 

2015).  

The main challenge facing social movements is often a tactical one. Political Process 

theory argues that movements must devise tactics that offset their relative powerlessness, and 

they must persistently innovate whenever their tactics are effectively countered by opponents. 
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The process whereby movements engage in tactical innovation and opponents engage in 

tactical adaptation to subvert those tactics is referred to as tactical interaction. McAdam 

(1983) argues that the process is crucial to the pace of insurgency. In politically repressive, 

authoritarian countries, movements now have the opportunity to use social media to launch 

online movements, which can attract more participants and heighten the pace of insurgency 

beyond what would likely be possible in an offline movement.   

In this chapter, I explore the dynamics within the My Stealthy Freedom (MSF) 

movement, an online movement against mandatory hijab laws in Iran. I explore the ways that 

the movement used social media to disseminate innovative hashtags to mobilize support for 

the movement. Using data collected from Instagram, I analyze the generation, heyday, and 

decline of the movement.  

5.2 Research Questions 

• How well do the concepts of tactical innovation and tactical adaptation explain the 
pace of insurgency of the anti-mandatory hijab movement in Iran?  

• How effective were the tactics used by the MSF movement to offset an 
authoritarian context and the disruptive effects of governmental repression? 

5.3 Results 

Most of the results are provided in the form of time series of the variables both 

weekly and monthly. First, I present time series of the average number of posts and likes 

across the entire span of the movement to show the pace of insurgency. Then I present phase-

specific time series data for the generation, heyday, and declination phases of the movement. 

I discuss both tactical innovation and adaptation during each phase of the movement. 

5.3.1 The Whole Range 

Fig. 5.1 depicts time series of the weekly average number of posts, likes and comments 

for the entire time period covered by this study.  
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(a) (b) (c) 

Figure 5.1: Time series of (a) number of posts, (b) number of likes and (c) number of comments 
 

The number of Instagram posts by MSF founder Alinejad slowly increases, with 

fluctuations in the number of posts during the first year of the movement.  Then starting at 

month number 22 corresponding to May 2017, the number of likes begins to increase 

dramatically, reflecting increased attention from Instagram users. This change marks the end 

of the generation phase of the movement and the start of the heyday phase, chosen based on 

the sharp uptick in the time series data on the number of likes shown in Fig. 2 (b). There is no 

further growth in the number of likes, and a sharp decrease begins in October 2018, marking 

the beginning of the declination phase. Based on these data, the generation, heyday and 

declination phases of the movement are identified. Fig. 2 (c) shows number of comments. 

The peak value for likes and comments occurs at the same time. While the number of 

comments does not necessarily equate to agreement with or positive attitudes towards the 

posts, the number of likes does suggest such an agreement.  

In order to compare the trend of the three variables shown in Fig. 5.1, each is 

normalized with respect to its own maximum value such that: 

 𝑁𝑁�𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙 = 𝑁𝑁𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙
𝑁𝑁𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙,𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚

 

The result is represented in Fig. 5.2. While the number of posts fluctuates during the heyday, 

the number of likes gradually increases and then experiences a dramatic drop. Almost the 

same trend may be observed for the number of comments, which indicates the importance of 
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the posts and a strong interest in commenting on those posts during the heyday of the 

movement. 

 
Figure 5.2: Time series of normalized number of posts, likes and comments on the whole range 

 
The average number of posts, likes, and comments for each month in the generation, 

heyday and declination phases of the movement are provided in Table 5.1. As expected, the 

number of posts during the heyday is significantly larger than those in the generation and 

declination stages. The number of likes and comments also peaks during the heyday. 

Table 5.1: Average Number of Posts, Likes, and Comments for Each Month During the Three 
Phases of the MSF Movement 

 Number of Posts Number of Likes Number of Comments 

Generation 31 273 K 16 K 

Heyday 108 5.9 M 325 K 

Declination 53 5.6 M 214 K 
 

5.3.2 Tactical Innovation and Adaptation 

Alinejad, the founder of the MSF movement, devised different tactics in order to 

challenge the normal functioning of society since ordinary Iranian citizens did not have 

institutionalized political leverage. She developed five main tactics as part of tactical 

innovation to mobilize the MSF: Garnering media attention outside Iran (“media”); 

participating in different conferences outside of Iran; meeting and challenging politicians; 
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encouraging MSF participants to engage in offline protest activities within Iran; and creating 

many different hashtags to mobilize opposition to mandatory hijab laws in Iran over the 4.5 

years of the movement.  

Opponents of the movement devised multiple tactical responses to neutralize the 

moves initiated by the founder of the MSF movement. These tactical adaptations were mostly 

initiated by the Islamic Republic government. They included establishing new laws against 

the protestors of mandatory hijab laws (“new laws”); imprisonment of key activists and 

protestors of mandatory hijab laws (“imprisonment”); policing hijab through aggressive 

enforcement of existing laws in different public domains (“policing domains”); criticism of 

the movement and its founder in official media (“media”); claims by politicians and 

prominent figures in Iran on the necessity of hijab and against the MSF movement (“political 

rebuke”); and organizing pro-hijab rallies (“rallies”). As indicated in Table 5.2, the sum for 

tactical innovation and tactical adaptation across the entire span of the movement are equal. 

However, they are not equally distributed over the different stages of the movement, as is 

discussed later. 

Table 5.2: Overall Tactical Innovation and Tactical Adaptation (n = 113) 

Tactical Innovation  

Tactics Media Conferences Politics Hashtag Offline 

Frequency 44 9 20 19 21 

Tactical Adaptation 

Tactics New Laws Imprisonment Policing 
Domains Media Political 

Rebuke Rallies 

Frequency 8 14 15 17 41 18 

 

According to MSF, there were 15 different domains where the government policed 

mandatory hijab laws, including requiring hijab for both female drivers and passengers, 

giving tickets and towing cars of the drivers who did not comply. The government also called 

upon taxi drivers to enforce their passenger’s hijab. Hijab was also mandatory on beaches, 



50 

while biking, in apartments, in sports stadiums, in schools, and on college campuses. The 

government also policed mandatory hijab for actresses, celebrities, and female athletes, 

sending them warning text messages whenever there were social media posts of them without 

hijab. They even tried to enforce hijab for foreign female politicians visiting Iran. 

5.3.3 Generation (16 January 2016- 19 May 2017) 

In investigating the generation phase of MSF, I examine time series data for the weekly 

average of number of posts, likes and comments. Fig. 5.3 shows the time series of post features 

over the entire generation phase, which covers 90 weeks. It is worth mentioning that Rouhani’s 

presidential election as a centrist in 2013 was a favorable shift that may have affected the 

emergence of MSF on Facebook in 2014.  The major peaks in number of posts in the generation 

phase of the MSF movement on Instagram occur between April and September 2016, where 

the first significant increase occurs in week 28 and the main peak occurs at week 86 and the 

generation stage ends in May 2017. As can be observed in Fig. 4 (a), the generation phase starts 

with less than 10 posts per week and ends with around 30-40 posts per week. Interestingly, the 

time series of posts has almost the same pattern as likes, and the major peaks for the number 

of posts and likes occur at the same time. However, the time series of comments does not show 

the same trend, although its peaks occur at roughly the same dates as those of posts and likes. 

   

(a) (b) (c) 

Figure 5.3: Time series of (a) number of posts, (b) number of likes and (c) number of comments 
in generation of MSF 
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In the first phase of the MSF movement, besides her Instagram posts, Alinejad tried to 

generate media attention by agreeing to interviews with different TV channels and news 

channels such as Al Jazeera, Belgium news, French news, and the BBC in which she talked 

about the movement and its opposition to mandatory hijab laws in Iran. The other tactic she 

utilized was participating in various conferences and journalistic activities such as “Women 

in the World,” which is a live journalism platform founded by Tina Brown in 2009 to amplify 

the unheard voices of global women. Appearing in the media to share women’s experiences 

with disobeying the compulsory hijab laws in Iran was a significant portion (35%) of tactical 

innovation by the MSF founder in the generation phase of the movement. Another form of 

tactical innovation was the founder’s questioning of the behavior of female politicians who 

came to Iran and yielded to the compulsory hijab law. She appealed to these foreign 

politicians, asking them to support Iranian women by rebelling against this law. She also 

questioned the hypocrisy of current and former presidents of Iran when they tried to improve 

their election chances by expressing reformistic views on hijab, while doing nothing to 

change the law or government practices. 

 
Figure 5.4: Time series of three most repeated hashtags in generation of MSF 
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mandatory hijab laws by devising a number of different hashtags, the most frequently used of 

which were My Stealthy Freedom, Hijab, and Men with Hijab.  Time series data on these 

three most repeated hashtags during the generation stage are shown in Fig. 5.4.  

Alinejad also asked women to take photos once they took off their hijab “stealthy,” 

that is, when there were no police or religiously motivated people around to sanction their 

behavior, and to send the photos to her to demonstrate visually their support for the 

movement. This tactical innovation is correlated with an offline tactic where she tried to 

mobilize women to demonstrate their support of MSF publicly.  

In the generation phase of MSF, the government engaged in relatively few types of 

tactical adaptations in response to the newly emergent movement. The number of types of 

tactical adaptation was only about one-fifth the number of tactical innovations. However, the 

adaptive tactics that were chosen were zealously implemented. The government established 

new laws, such as a law to prevent women from taking off their hijab while driving 

(Khabaronline.ir 2019). It also devised a new policing program that forced women to wear 

proper Islamic hijab on public beaches (Shabestan.ir 2019). In addition, two women athletes 

were excluded from their teams because of taking unveiled pictures. Also, a male athlete was 

excluded from his team because of being in a photo with unveiled women.  The other 

policing domain was enforcement of women’s hijab in 11 popular shopping malls in Tehran 

(Entekhab.ir 2019). In terms of use of the media, the government displayed large banners 

against MSF founder Alinejad in the national airports in two large cities in Iran. Official 

Iran’s TV channel also started showing a program named Without Border With Hijab, which 

was a documentary with 10 episodes about hijab in different countries in the world that 

promoted an Islamic lifestyle and hijab (TV2.ir 2016). Additionally, the government 

organized two big rallies to support mandatory hijab laws and oppose disobedience of Islamic 

hijab law. However, politicians and prominent political figures in Iran did not publicly rebuke 
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the movement in the generation phase as we see in Table 5.3.  

Table 5.3: Generation Phase: Tactical Innovation and Tactical Adaptation 

Tactical Innovation (n = 43) 

Tactics Media Conference Politics Hashtags Offline 

Frequency 15 5 12 9 2 

Tactical Adaptation (n = 9) 

Tactics New Laws Imprisonment Policing 
Domains Media Political 

Rebuke Rallies 

Frequency 1 0 4 2 0 2 
 

5.3.4 Heyday (20 May 2017- 28 December 2017) 

The heyday of the movement occurred between May 2017 and October 2018. The 

reelection of Rouhani as the president again might have influence the movements’ popularity 

in 2017 when President Rouhani moved somewhat to the left of center in an effort to win 

reelection. Time series of post features are provided in Fig. 5.5. The range of the number of 

posts and their magnitude are significantly larger than those of the generation period 

represented in Fig. 5.3. However, the level of fluctuation is smaller than what was observed 

in the generation phase. The number of posts and likes presents similar trends except after 

week 130 where the number of posts decreases while number of likes increases. The number 

of comments, on the other hand, shows a relatively smooth trend except for two periods of 

sudden peaks, which occurred in weeks 130 and 142. 

   

(a) (b) (c) 

Figure 5.5: Time series of (a) number of posts, (b) number of likes and (c) number of comments 
in heyday of MSF 
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As reflected in Table 5.4, MSF founder Alinejad boosted the activities related to 

media including interviewing with news channels around the world such as CNN, BBC, 

Yahoo News, and Fox News, as well as with Farsi channels outside of Iran. She also 

interviewed with different newspapers that covered issues relevant to the movement. In 

addition, she participated in conferences to highlight the goals of the movement and the 

challenges women faced participating in the movement. She courted the support of foreign 

politicians, such as Mike Pompeo, Secretary of State of the United States, who supported the 

movement and the women who were resisting mandatory hijab laws in Iran. The U.S. 

Embassy released a statement saying: 

The Secretary underscored the United States’ commitment to help amplify the voices 
of the Iranian people and to condemn the Iranian regime for its ongoing human rights 
abuses. The United States calls upon the international community to join us in 
condemning the Iranian regime for suppressing its own people. (ir.usembassy.gov 
2019) 
 

Finally, she directly chastised the Iranian government for passing more laws governing hijab 

policies.  

Table 5.4: Heyday Phase: a) Tactical Innovation and b) Tactical Adaptation 

Tactical Innovation (n = 53) 

Tactics Media Conference Politics Hashtags Offline 

Frequency 24 2 5 8 14 

Tactical Adaptation (n = 58) 

Tactics New Laws Imprisonment Policing 
Domains Media Political 

Rebuke Rallies 

Frequency 4 8 8 10 24 4 
 

Alinejad also added eight major hashtags during the heyday of the MSF movement. 

One of the most important ones was White Wednesdays, which asked women to wear white 

hijab on Wednesdays as a non-dangerous form of protest. 

A closely related hashtag shown in Fig. 5.6 was Wednesdays with no force, which 

tried to mobilize women on Wednesdays in sufficiently large enough numbers to make it 
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unlikely that the government would use force against them. Another important hashtag was 

Our camera is our weapon, which originated during the generation phase but took on new 

significance in the heyday phase because it empowered women who had hostile encounters 

with the police or religious people who tried to enforce hijab laws. Using this hashtag, 

Alinejad asked women to record their confrontational encounters regarding hijab and share 

them with her.  

 
Figure 5.6: Time series of three most repeated hashtags in heyday of MSF 

 
Some new hashtags encouraged offline activities, which started with an unveiled girl 

holding her white scarf and standing on a stone bench in the so called “Revolution Street” in 

Tehran. After police arrested the girl, Alinejad created a Girls of Revolution Street hashtag to 

encourage people to imitate this form of protest. Also, she asked women to participate in a 

non-MSF but similar anti-mandatory hijab protest in Iran, which added momentum to the 

protests about the mandatory hijab laws. 

Comparing the data in Table 5.4, tactical adaptation slightly overtakes tactical 

innovation as reflected by number of incidences. In response to the White Wednesdays 

tactical hashtag, on June 2017, the government created Golden Wednesdays or Fatemiun 
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hijab. Also, on December 2017, another new law was added to the previous 639 punishment 
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laws, which made resisting hijab equal to corruption and stipulates one to 10 years of 

imprisonment for “anyone who establishes or directs a place of immorality or prostitution” or 

anyone who “facilitates or encourages people to immorality or prostitution” 

(iranhumanrights.org 2019). 

It also extended authority to enforce hijab in the public sphere to ordinary people, 

significantly expanding enforcement capacity beyond what could be accomplished by the 

police alone. Finally, it allowed  sentences for violation of the new law of up to ten years of 

imprisonment (BBCNews Farsi 2018). Following these changes, many religious people 

started policing women’s hijab in the street. Passing this law appears to have been a response 

to the My Camera Is My Weapon tactical hashtag that asked women to record and reveal 

hijab confrontations through photos and videos that were then shared on the founder’s 

Instagram page and by ordinary people using social media.  On 28 June 2017, police also 

announced that the hijab laws for women drivers were going to be more strictly enforced, and 

the charging of unveiled women drivers significantly increased (BBCnews Farsi 2018). 

Encounters between police and mandatory hijab protestors resulted in the 

imprisonment of eight movement activists, including Nasrin Sotoudeh who was the lawyer 

for protestors of mandatory hijab law and for MSF participants who engaged in offline 

protests promoted through the Girls of Revolution Street hashtag. Also, the official TV 

channels and newspapers in Iran were critical of the MSF movement. Many Iranian 

politicians blamed the movement for intensifying actions against Islamic hijab. The Foreign 

Minister of Iran even reminded a foreign female diplomat to tighten her scarf while she was 

visiting Iran. The government also organized four pro-hijab rallies that were hostile to the 

movement.  

5.3.5 Declination (29 December 2017- 20 November 2018) 

Comparing Figs. 5.5 and 5.7, frequencies of posts, likes and comments significantly 
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decreased relative to the heyday phase, with one-third the number of posts, one-half the 

number of likes, and one-tenth the number of comments. Also, fluctuations were more 

erratic, with more frequent spikes followed quickly by decline. These differences in part may 

be ascribed to the general strikes that occurred in Iran during the declination phase to protest 

the deteriorating economic situation in Iran in 2018-2019 (CNN 2019).  The late stage of this 

phase overlaps with extensive protest in response to a significant increase in fuel prices in 

November 2019. The government responded to the protest by shutting down internet service 

all over the country. Other occurrences that affected the time series are discussed later in this 

chapter. 

   

(a) (b) (c) 

Figure 5.7: Time series of (a) number of posts, (b) number of likes and (c) number of comments 
in declination of MSF 
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Marching Without Hijab. Also, the photo of an unveiled girl standing in the middle of the 

Revolution Square holding white balloons in support of the MSF movement illustrated offline 

activities that took place in the declination phase and were shared on the founder’s Instagram 

page. Students at University of Tehran also protested against policing hijab in school in May 

2019. In addition, students from other universities in Tehran protested against police arresting 

females for not wearing proper hijab. 

 
Figure 5.8: Time series of three most repeated hashtags in declination of MSF 
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in Iran, were arrested in an effort to force her to stop her activism. In another incident, as the 

morality police tried to arrest a girl in front of a school and her friends tried to stop them, she 

was run over by the police car. The head of police department emphasized that the police 

would do whatever was necessary to enforce hijab laws.  

Official television channels covered movement-related news and connected the 

movement to sexual freedom. The Supreme Leader claimed that women in the “West” 

experienced sexual harassment as a result of not wearing Islamic hijab, referencing the so-

called “Me too” movement. Many Iranian politicians spoke against the MSF movement and 

called for controlling hijab in the society. Two pro-mandatory hijab rallies also were 

organized by the government to emphasize its opposition to the MSF movement (Table 5.5). 

Table 5.5: Declination Phase: a) Tactical Innovation and b) Tactical Adaptation 

Tactical Innovation (n = 17) 

Tactics Media Conference Politics Hashtags Offline 

Frequency 5 2 3 2 5 

Tactical Adaptation (n = 36) 

Tactics New Laws Imprisonment Policing 
Domains Media Political 

Rebuke Rallies 

Frequency 3 6 3 5 17 2 
 

As can be seen in Fig. 5.9, the movement devised many tactics in the generation and 

heyday phases, but the effectiveness of its tactics decreased in the declination phase. The 

decrease can be explained at least partly by the tactical adaptation devised by the government 

and pro-hijab activists in Iran via enforcing hijab laws by police through arrests and 

imprisoning key protestors of mandatory hijab laws, establishing harsher laws against people 

who participated in the movement against compulsory hijab laws, and promoting hijab 

through official channels and organizing pro-hijab rallies. This fluctuating decrease led to an 

abrupt reduction in tactical innovation coinciding with the internet shutdown by the 

government in November 2019 (month number 53 in Fig. 5.9), which was largely due to the 
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growth in protests over escalating fuel prices (Kadivar 2019). The decline in tactical 

innovation is accompanied by a major drop in the number of likes as depicted in Fig. 5.9. 

 
Figure 5.9: Evolution of tactical innovation and tactical adaptation 

 

5.4 Discussion 

The MSF movement mobilized women in an authoritarian and high-risk Islamic 

context to participate in an online protest movement. The pace of insurgency was influenced 

by the dynamic interaction between the tactical innovation of the movement and the tactical 

adaptation of movement opponents. Choosing effective strategies can vary depending on the 

political opportunities available within the local, regional, or national context. Given the 

authoritarian and repressive political environment that existed in Iran, the MSF leader 

Alinejad devised innovative techniques to create an online protest movement to protest 

mandatory hijab laws. The main tactics used by Alinejad were requesting politicians from all 

over the world who were in contact with Iran’s government to protest mandatory hijab laws 
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and to disobey the compulsory hijab while they visited Iran in support of protestors. She also 

vocalized the movement’s goals and participants’ voice through interviewing with different 

news channels and participating in conferences. Most importantly, she availed herself of a 

unique opportunity to use social media to disseminate the views of the MSF movement by 

devising hashtags to mobilize more people to oppose mandatory hijab both offline and online. 

The social media and hashtag tactics affected the dynamics of the MSF movement. 

Alinejad devised multiple hashtags, with 19 of them being important to the movement’s 

emergence and growth. One of the most influential early hashtags was #MyStealthyFreedom, 

which called on women to remove their hijab once they were in a relatively safe place to do 

so and to take a photo. The tactical hashtag #WhiteWednesday which was devised in the 

heyday phase asked women to wear white scarves on Wednesdays as a sign of their 

disagreement with mandatory hijab laws. Another important hashtag, and the one most used 

in the heyday of the MSF movement, #WednesdaysWithNoForce, highlighted and brought 

further attention to the #WhiteWednesdays. These hashtags were able to decrease the risk 

involved and let women participate in the movement without putting themselves at high risk. 

Tactical hashtags like #WhiteWednesdays and #MyCameraIsMyWeapon went viral and 

helped to mobilize people in support of the MSF movement. The ability of the movement to 

emerge in an authoritarian political context was largely due to innovative hashtags created by 

Alinejad that allowed people to demonstrate their support while controlling the amount of 

risk evoked by supporting the movement.  

Toward the end of the movement’s heyday period, its growth was threatened by a 

growing perception of the political threat posed by the increasingly hostile government that 

was not only passing new mandatory hijab laws, but was also stiffening sentencing for the 

violation of those laws. Therefore, the findings support the work of social movement analysts 

that call for more attention to the role of political threat in movement dynamics, rather than 
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an exclusive focus on political opportunity (Almeida 2003).  

Other tactical hashtags, such as #MarchingWithoutHijab and #WhiteEverydays, were 

devised in the latter months of the heyday and continued to be used in the declination phase. 

But these hashtags were less popular, as judged by number of likes and comments, since they 

put women at greater risk by asking them to stop wearing hijab in public at a time when the 

penalties for such a refusal had been increased. Therefore, while it can be said that social 

media provide tools such as hashtags to help online movements emerge and grow, the pace of 

insurgency is affected by the tactical choices that movement leaders make, particularly when 

confronted with increasing governmental repression that enhances the likelihood of a tactical 

freeze (Tufekci 2017).  

Regarding the tactical adaptations devised by government in its efforts to hinder the 

MSF movement, the government established new laws to undercut movement participation, 

even criminalizing online participation in the movement in the form of sending photos and 

videos to the movement’s founder. Perhaps as a response to the criminalization of the sharing 

of photos and videos, Alinejad stopped sharing content on her Facebook page that related to 

the mandatory hijab laws and switched the focus of her posts to broader criticisms of the 

government. The government also shut down the internet for two weeks, which made it 

impossible for MSF participants to follow Alinejad’s Instagram posts. At the same time, it 

increased efforts to repress the movement by sentencing key movement participants to long 

prison terms. The declination phase of the MSF movement appears to have been triggered by 

the government’s tactical adaptations and the absence of an effective response from the MSF.   

Reflecting on the idea of “tactical freeze” (Tufekci 2017), I found that the MSF 

engaged in continuous tactical innovation over several years and only declined when it faced 

severe oppression from the state. The decline of the MSF movement speaks to an important 

point. Protestors may mobilize because they perceived an opportunity to air their grievances 
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without taking too great of a risk. Therefore, the creation of online protest movements in 

authoritarian contexts at least initially may circumvent obstacles to movement mobilization 

and allow for the emergence and growth of movements that avail themselves of new ways to 

mobilize via social media and digital technology. Competitive presidential elections also 

might have helped the movements to be generated and grew.  However, as this case study of 

the MSF movement illustrates, if over time an authoritarian government perceives that a 

movement poses a more serious threat and acts more aggressively toward the movement, it 

has powerful tools at its disposal to undercut movement participation that governments in 

more democratic countries may be more constrained in using. Therefore, while online 

movements may create a new path for the emergence and initial growth of protest 

movements, this case study illustrates that they are still vulnerable over time to the negative 

effects of the tactical adaptations of an authoritarian, repressive government. Therefore, 

social movement analysts are best served by longitudinal studies of such movements that go 

beyond movement emergence and early development and focus on movement mobilization 

over time.   

Furthermore, it is important for researchers to assess social movements not solely in 

terms of movement mobilization, but also in terms of movement outcome. While the MSF 

movement suggests that online movements can be an important path to movement emergence 

and growth in authoritarian, repressive contexts, the movement was not effective at producing 

change in government composition or in preventing the passage of harmful laws and policies. 

While the MSF did not have an impactful outcome in terms of changes in governmental 

policies and laws surrounding mandatory hijab, it may have influenced the way that Iranian 

people think and act regarding the mandatory hijab laws. It allowed movement participants to 

better perceive that they were not alone in their dissent over mandatory hijab law. As a result, 

these laws appear to have loss some of their legitimacy, establishing the cultural foundation 
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for a resurgence of protest against these laws if and when the government believes that it 

might benefit from being more open to the civil rights of its citizens in return for gaining 

greater acceptance from the international community and more economic sanctions relief. 

Therefore, in reflecting on movement outcome, analysts should consider cultural changes, not 

solely changes in the composition of governmental decision-making bodies or state policy 

and laws (Tufekci 2020).    

In sum, the online social movement is a new path toward mobilization of people in 

authoritarian contexts. With the ability to utilize ever growing science and technology to 

enhance communication via the internet, which is less easily controlled by the government 

than traditional forms of the media, a new frontier for social movement has arisen. However, 

as this case study of the MSF demonstrates, online movements are still vulnerable to 

adaptational tactics of movement opponents. Future research needs to be attentive to the 

different experiences of online movements in comparison to traditional movements, both in 

terms of mobilization and movement outcomes. More research is also needed on how online 

movements in authoritarian contexts can more effectively manage the challenges presented 

by the tactical adaptations by authoritarian, repressive governments.  
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CHAPTER 6 

STUDY 2: POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT AND CORE FRAMING TASKS  

6.1 Introduction 

Social scientists have analyzed social movements since mid-18th century. Among the 

main theories introduced in this field, framing processes theory is widely used and considered 

effective. Framing processes theory introduced the ways that social movements rationalize 

participation in the movements for their followers as well as encourage bystanders to join 

(Snow 2013). Although social movements frame and grow in various social/political 

contexts, scholars pay less attention to analysis of impact of these settings on frames formed 

in a social movement.  

New generations of social movement are cyber movements that triggered and 

developed online. Few of them use online sphere as their main platform to mobilize people as 

activists to act both online and offline in favor of their goals. Since hijab is one of the red 

lines of Iran’s Islamic government, protesting hijab laws in Iran offline in physical world is 

challenging but new social media maintain a favorable opportunity for this movement to form 

and develop in such social and political condition. Although the MSF is an online movement 

it is not happening in a vacuum and can be affected by the incidents happening in larger 

political context. This chapter aims to assess what influence, if any, the political arena has on 

online movements, by conducting a topic modeling on data gathered from the Instagram page 

of the MSF movement. 

Building on frame alignment (Snow et al. 1986), core framing tasks (Benford and 

Snow 2000), vocabularies of motive (Benford 1993) this chapter aims to examine how online 

movements core framing tasks formed in an authoritarian environment and how a larger 

political environment influences frames of a social movement. As Benford suggested 

“motives are circumscribed by the vocabulary of the actor. The only source for a terminology 
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of motives is the vocabularies of motives actually and usually verbalized by actors in specific 

situations” (Benford 1993:910). Online movements framed and developed on social media 

maintain a fruitful source of data to examine core framing tasks in verbalized form. Using 

topic modeling method, this study aims to conduct a longitudinal study on large corpora of 

text to assess the variation of frames and master frames over long period of movement’s life.  

This study focuses on extracting hidden patterns and emotional characteristics in the 

My Stealthy Freedom (MSF) movement by conducting a topic modeling study on the text 

appearing in the captions of the main account of the movement on Instagram. Based on the 

dates of the posts and significant events in the larger political sphere around the movement, 

the whole dataset has been divided into four separate stages. Conducting the study on the 

whole dataset and each stage separately, the topics have been labeled based on their framing 

being one of the three types:  diagnostic, prognostic and motivational. The evolution of the 

movement has been investigated based on observations on the results of each stage. It was 

shown that the actions of Masih Alinejad, the founder of the movement, represented by her 

online activity and extracted by means of topic modeling are directly affected by the 

sequence of important events happening in Iran concluding to a transformation of a social 

movement to political one.   

6.2 Research Questions 

• How are core framing task articulated and changed over time? 

• How does the larger political environment influence changes of core framing tasks 
of a movement, if any? 

6.3 Results 

6.3.1 Whole Range 

By analyzing all captions provided on Masih Alinejad’s Instagram page, four 

separated topics were identified (Table 6.1). It should be noted that the words appearing in 
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each column of Table 6.1 are sorted based on their weight in a descending order.The first 

topic includes words like Hijab, Iran, Islam,and Republic, which are pointing to the current 

situation and the socio-political context to blame. For example a caption posted on 28, June 

2017 reads: 

the first step toward achieving human dignity is vocalizing our disagreement with 
mandatory hijab that Islamic Republic government of Iran tries to withhold it. (author 
translation) 
 

The main source of problem in the first topic of the whole range of my analysis is focused on 

the government and political system and Alinejad blames the state and government for 

imposing mandatory hijab laws on women in Iran.  

Table 6.1: Topic Model Whole Range 

T1 
Diagnostic Frame 

T2 
Motivational Framing 

T3 
Diagnostic Framing 

T4 
Prognostic Framing 

• Hijab 
• Iran 
• Year 
• Islam 
• Republic 
• Voice 
• Resist 
• Head 
• Know 
• Have 
• Want 
• Man 
• White 
• Family 
• Violence 
• Force 
• Human 
• Short 
• Heart 
• Religion 
• Victorious 
• School 
• Surrender 
• Brave 
• Lady 
• Proud 
• City 
• Arrest 

• Female 
• Do 
• Give 
• Country 
• Coercive 
• Campaign 
• Protest 
• Weapon 
• Famous 
• Rules 
• Work 
• Streetn 
• Self 
• You 
• Promise 
• Reporter 
• Fear 
• Media 
• Right 
• Single 
• Crime 
• Appointment 
• Go 
• the nation 
• the look 
• News Agency 
• Father 
• Revolutio 

• Prison 
• Government 
• Free 
• Compulsion 
• Hit 
• Society 
• Choice 
• Remember 
• Oppression 
• Today 
• Forty 
• Generation 
• Cop 
• the video 
• Silence 
• the movie 
• Come 
• Protection 
• Mother 
• For 
• Creation 
• Never 
• A woman 
• Political 
• Active 
• Suppression 
• Wrote#writer 
• the shape 

• Tell 
• People 
• Right 
• Day 
• Was #be 
• Got # stuck 
• Law 
• Hand 
• Name 
• Rights 
• The world 
• Life 
• Along 
• Civil 
• Girl 
• the power 
• Scream 
• the fear 
• able to, power 
• Put 
• drew #cache 
• Hitting 
• Trying 
• Community 
• Correction 
• Young 
• Do 
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In the second topic showing in Table 6.1 words like do, give, coercive, campaign, and 

weapon are presenting the way that the movement’s founder tries to encourage others to 

participate in the movement and joining campaigns like “My-Camera-Is-My-Weapon” that 

asked women to record their encounters with police or other religious people who try to 

enforce hijab and use their camera as a weapon. I name the topics that includes such words 

and content, motivational framing in which demanding a call to arm. In addition, in 

motivational framing topics the usage of emotions like fear manifested could be found which 

is common way to entice audiences to act in the movement. For example, a caption posted on 

20 September 2017 reads:  

I use my camera as my weapon following the My-Camera-Is-My-Weapon campaign 
to show the coercive behavior of this women who wears Chador [a form of hijab] and 
ask you all to support the women who protest mandatory hijab laws. (author 
translation) 
 

As it is shown in the example, in this topic Alinejad asks everyone to support the movement 

representing the violence imposed on protestors as one of the important ways of recruiting 

more people in a movement by motivating their feelings using aggressive content.   

In the third topic words like prison, government, compulsion, and society were found 

that are pointing to the cause of the problems and aspect of social context that need to be 

changed. I name the topics that include these words especially in the top of their columns, 

diagnostic framing that blame political system, religion, and government for the proposed 

problem of mandatory hijab in Iran. The word, forty, shown in the third topic is referring to 

the forty years past since establishment of the Islamic Republic political system in charge of 

governing Iran.   

In the fourth topic words like people, right, and law are showing that are representing 

solutions to the proposed problem following civil laws and people’s rights. I name topics that 

include these keywords as prognostic framing since they are proposing solutions by 

identifying tactics and goals to cure the identified problem. As an example, one caption 
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posted on July 07, 2017 reads: 

people who are acting in anti-compulsory hijab movement believe that the right of 
choosing our outfits is a fundamental human rights and we aim to vocalize our voice 
to the world and change the bad laws and move toward living a free society that the 
way of people’s dressing is their own choice. (author translation) 
 

In this caption Alinejad draws a picture of favorable society and laws in which the way of 

dressing is a compulsion following the pattern of prognostic framing in which depicts the 

desirable situation for the movement’s audiences. Another caption posted on September 12, 

2017 reads: 

Our strategy at first was telling everyone that we do not want to wear mandatory 
hijab. Then we need to try to change the bad laws by empowering the culture of equal 
civil rights for every citizen in Iran, focusing on women’s rights. Making conversation 
with other citizens enable us to spread the culture of asking our civil rights. (author 
translation) 
 

In this caption Alinejad suggests making conversation as a practical strategy to challenge 

compulsory hijab laws in order to change the culture and unfavorable or bad laws which in 

this case is compulsory hijab law.  

Table 6.2: Most Repeated Words 

Rank Word Count Rank Word Count 

1 Hijab 4355 11 People 935 

2 We 4228 12 Choice 907 

3 Women 3534 13 Force 808 

4 Compulsory 1898 14 Should 797 

5 Iran 1632 15 Compulsion 784 

6 Right 1454 16 Men 781 

7 Female 1419 17 Police 563 

8 Protest 1301 18 Morality 553 

9 #White_Wednesday 1031 19 Society 537 

10 Law 956 20 Iranian 516 
 

Generating a most repeated words of captions for the whole range (Table 6.2) 

indicates that the main focus of the movement has been on compulsory hijab, women, rights, 
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choice, protest, people and forty years. It is shown that the compulsory hijab remains the 

dominant combination of words for the four ranges, but the words appearing at the second 

place show how the focus of the movement has evolved over time. 

By analyzing whole range topics (Table 6.2), we saw how a wide range of subjects 

and issues were covered throughout the movement from its starting day till November 2019. 

The topics related to diagnostic framing is dominant among others in analysis of topics for 

the whole range (51%, sum of the first and the third topics weights in Fig. 6.1). However it is 

not clear that if this dominancy is consistent in different stages of the movement, regarding 

the larger socio-political environment changes. In the upcoming sections, this issue is tackled 

by studying the same results for each stage individually to show the variation of the topics 

and words over time. 

 
Figure 6.1: Topic weight whole range 

 

6.3.2 Intertopic Distance Map 

Stage 1 which includes captions posted from the first day that Alinejad posted on 

Instagram till presidential election in Iran in 2017, includes three separated topics. As shown 

in Fig. 6.1, topics are somewhat evenly distributed between diagnostic, prognostic, and 

motivational framing in the early stage of the movement. The large distance between the 

circles representing the three topics assures that they are semantically separate from each 

other. However, sizes are relatively close, showing their prevalence is almost the same.  
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Stage 1 Stage 2 

  
Stage 3 Stage 4 

 
 

 

Figure 6.2: Inter-topic distance map for Stages 1 to 4. 

 
Relatively equal weight of these three topics reveals that the movement’s posts on Instagram 
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has started with equal attention to the three core frame tasks. Topic modeling of Stage 2, 

which started from the 12th presidential election in Iran in May 2017 till a massive protest in 

December 2017, represents four separate topics, shown in Fig. 6.2, two of which focus on 

motivational framing and the other two focus on diagnostic and prognostic topics. In the 

second stage based on this studies’ timeline, the reason the movement has focused on 

motivational frames is to recruit more people in the movement. This tendency exists in Stage 

3, too, and is represented in Fig. 6.2, where motivational framing is still occupied two out of 

four topics (Topics 2 and 4) to attract more audiences to act and participate in the MSF 

movement. Diagnostic framing is shown in Topic 3 and prognostic framing is located in 

Topic 1 in the intertopic distance map of Stage 3. Finally, Stage 4 has three separate topics, 

where Topic 1 is diagnostic framing, Topic 2 is prognostic framing and Topic 3 is 

motivational framing. Although, it seems that the three topics are distributed evenly in this 

stage, like the first stage, the content of each topic shows a difference compared to the first 

stage’s topics. I discuss this matter in the next section by presenting topic model table, Table 

6.3. 

6.3.3 Topic Models 

As shown in Table 6.3, Stage 1 (the prognostic topic) focused on the importance of 

women’s rights and setting rules toward changing women’s lives. For example one caption 

posted on 22 November 2016 reads: 

how many countries all over the world do have compulsory hijab laws? Rights needs 
to be earned and the right of choosing outfit needs to give back to Iranian women by 
rising our voices and making conversation with the ones who believe hijab is a law 
and everyone needs to follow it. We have to remind them slavery used to be a law but 
a bad law needs to be changed. (author translation) 
  
In Stage 1, Topic 2 is a diagnostic framing topic in which, Alinejad blamed morality 

police and Iran’s context which force women to cover their head. For example a caption 

posted on 28 January, 2016 reads:  
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This is my picture at the Imam Khomeini Airport upon leaving Iran. The airport 
police (who were very insistent on policing and providing security) wouldn’t let me 
exit because my overcoat was too short…they steal our freedom and make it stealthy.  
My type of clothing is a way to ridicule the type of clothing imposed on us by the 
Islamic Republic. 
 

As this caption presents the writer of the caption, who is one of the protestors of mandatory 

hijab laws, is blaming Islamic government and police that reinforce compulsory ways of 

dressing on Iranian women. 

Topic 3 in Stage 1 is a motivation topic that focuses on the idea of mobilizing people 

through online activism by sharing and sending pictures to the movement. For example this 

caption reads: 

The morality police and 7 thousand secret police officers want to push us behind the 
curtain. Don't let them make us depressed, humiliated and isolated. We don't want to 
be forced to wear hijab and they also know that compulsory hijab is destined to 
disappear one day. So they are afraid of us; there is no need for us to be afraid of 
them. Send your pictures and videos to me following the campaign 
#mystealthyfreedom. 
 
Stage 2 topic model (shown in Table 6.3) indicates that Topic 1 and Topic 3 focus on 

emotions framed motivations in this stage, emphasizing the White Wednesdays hashtag, 

which is a campaign devised by the founder of MSF that encourages women to wear white 

scarf on Wednesdays to protest mandatory Hijab laws. For example a caption posted on June 

06, 2017 reads: 

What day? Wednesdays! What color? White! What message? The color of the 
garment that we are wearing is also the color in the middle of the Iranian flag and the 
same color is also the symbol of peace. Our message is that we should promote 
respect to different ideas. Wearing or not wearing the veil is a choice that should be 
made by the woman herself and this is one of the most basic freedoms. Where? 
Homes and streets all over Iran! 
 

As it is shown in this caption, Alinejad tries to motivate people to act in the MSF movement 

using #WW campaign. Topic-2 diagnoses problems regarding the movement’s goals which 

focus on the structural problem which mandate hijab for women based on Islamic codes and 

enforcing these laws by police. The prognostic topic (Topic 4) centralizes achieving people’s 
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rights with change in culture and laws in the society. For example a captain posted on 18 July 

2017 reads: 

We are not waiting for the laws to change but we change the laws and culture 
ourselves. This is our rights, and we get to a day that people in Iran get used to seeing 
us without hijab. (author translation)  
 

In this caption Alinejad proposes a solution to the mandatory hijab laws problem by breaking 

bad laws and changing the culture.  

Stage 3, shown in Table 6.3, introduced four different topics. Topic 3 is diagnosing 

the problem of suppression and imprisonment in society. Topic 2 and 4 are motivational 

frames which focused on protesting online and offline following different hashtags devised in 

the movement as well as protest in the streets. For example a captain posted on 30 January 

2018 reads:  

We, in our schools, are #girls-of-Revolution-Street and protest mandatory hijab and 
compulsion. We took off our scarves. We are tired of brainwashing. We will resist 
and take the Iran’s streets back. You all come join us. No to mandatory hijab. #White-
Wednesdays. (author translation) 
 

Topic 1 is prognostic frames which depict solutions to the proposed problem via picturing the 

human rights elementary rules and demand changing and freedom of choice.  For example, 

this caption posted on 28 December 2017 reads: 

I am hoping the day that we won’t fight Islamic Republic government for our 
fundamental human rights and the day we celebrate freedom of choice with no force. 
(author translation) 
 
For Stage 4, three different topics were extracted (see Table 6.3). One out of the three 

topics were recognized to have diagnostic framing as the founder has used keywords 

including compulsion, republic, country, oppression, and violence frequently in this topic. 

For example this caption posted on 20 December 2018 reads:  

Islamic Republic government of Iran is an ideological totalitarian government. 
Women are the victim of this backward non-reformist government that made hijab 
compulsory for half of the society and oppress them. (author translation). 
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Table 6.3: Topic Model Stages 1, 2, 3, and 4 

Stage 1 Stage 2 
Ends with May 2017 Presidential Election Ends with December 2017 Protest 

T1-PF T2-MF T3-DF T1-MF T2- DF T3- MF T4- PF 
Female 
Compulsion 
Conversation 
Right 
Voice 
Stuck 
Protest 
the video 
Was #be 
 is 
Law 
Time 
Letter 
by my own 
City 
Put  
Republic 
the rules 
Delete 
the world 
Life 
Left 
Catch 
Force 
Use 
Back 
Delivered 
Dress 

Did # do 
Freedom 
Picture 
Give 
Self 
Was  
choice 
Stealthily 
hit 
Ear 
Islam 
Send #send 
Be able 
Must 
Hand 
Media 
Content 
Today 
Want  
Ugly 
Agents 
Freedoms of 
Culture 
See 
Written 
Wrote  
Cover 
Masih 

Hijab 
Police 
Morality 
Send 
Iran 
the video 
Have 
Day 
Humiliation 
Come 
Head 
Campaign 
People 
Iranian  
Girl 
Play 
Country 
Inside 
This 
A woman 
Year 
Short 
Some 
that means 
Know  
Front 
interview 
Take  
Machine 

White 
Wednesdays 
Number 
Choice 
Was #be 
Cover 
Suppression 
the rules 
Is 
Discrimination 
Freedom 
insult 
Tool 
Arrest 
Symbol 
Was #show 
Time 
Bad hijab 
Protection 
the stadium 
Lady 
Masih 
Help 
Courage 
Response 

Woman 
Compulsion 
Telegram 
Protest 
Girl 
Force 
Conversation 
Back 
Country 
the power 
Police 
Islam 
Imposed 
Education 
Scarf 
Ours 
Along 
Defense 
Republic 
Short 
Rights 
January 
Government 
Oh you 
Famous 

Hijab 
Iran 
Another 
Wednesdays 
Hit 
Title 
Have 
Must 
Morality  
Iranian 
Go 
Stopped 
The world 
able#Power 
Introducing 
Appointment 
Letter 
January 
Wear  
Tall 
Hello 
Written 
News 
Put   
Real 
Oh you 
Challenge 
Catch 
the video 

Right 
Man 
Got # stuck 
Today 
Iran  
Law 
People 
Culture 
Dress 
give 
is not 
Come 
Day 
Work 
Society 
This 
Year 
Name 
Hand 
Street 
The nation 
Picture 
Instead 
soul 

(table continues) 
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Stage 3 Stage 4 

Ends with November 2018 Protest Ends with November 2019 Protest 

T1-PF T2-MF T3-DF T4-MF T1-Df T2- PF T3- MF 

Right 
Do 
White 
Force 
Islam 
Republic 
Man 
Rights 
Student 
Campaign 
Government 
Revolution 
Give 
Work 
City 
Was   
Have 
Want  
the rules 
Behavior 
Catch 
Defense 
#Camera 
Write  
Movement 
Time 
Stay 
Scan 
Front 

Iran 
Protest 
Street 
Got # stuck 
Girl 
Free 
Police 
Morality 
a Weapon 
Along 
Hand 
 Resist 
Permission 
Camera 
Silence 
Come 
Coercive 
Remember 
Media 
Correlation 
#Walking 
Each other 
Religion 
Generation 
Wednesday 
Style 
interference 

Female 
Day 
Prison 
Tell 
Law 
Self 
Civil 
Society 
University 
Humiliation 
Year 
Voice 
Head 
Protection 
Life 
Discuss 
A woman 
Global 
Mind 
Man 
Bravely 
Correction 
Ear 
Know   
In front 
Action 
Invitation 
Respect 
Lady 

Hijab 
Compulsion 
Was #be 
Wednesday 
Violence 
the video 
Choice 
Country 
Today 
Masih 
Hello 
Short 
Put  
School 
Culture 
the shoulder 
# is 
Oppression 
insult 
a fight 
Anger 
Cop 
Scream 
Brave 
#girls 
Suppression 
You 
Creation 
scarf 
Pure 

Female 
Hijab 
People 
Compulsion 
Was #be 
Republic 
Country 
Want #will 
Know #  
Day 
Oppression 
Civil 
Violence 
Protest 
Surrender 
Suppression 
Creation 
Hostage 
Fear #fear 
Wrote  
Mother 
the power 
Girl 
Organization 
Force 
#Wednesday 
the shape 
Go 
the look 
Arrest 

Iran 
Tell 
Do 
Government 
Right 
Morality 
Police 
Islam 
Law 
Society 
give 
#is 
Remember 
Life 
Rights  
Campaign 
Coercive 
Come 
Have 
Man 
Famous 
the rules 
the video 
Cop 
Heart 
Protection 
Self 
Media 
active 
Never 

Prison 
Free 
Year 
name 
Got # stuck 
Voice 
The world 
Hand 
Resist 
Choice 
Forty 
White 
Family 
Silence 
Along 
hit 
Head 
a Weapon 
the fear 
the movie 
Political 
Scream 
Street 
A woman 
Appointment 
Generation 
Defense 
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Topic-2 is depicting prognostic frames focused on the ways that rights need to be 

addressed but in this stage the solution and venue of boosting human rights in Iran is 

modifying or omitting government, Islam, and morality police deployed in the current 

political system. For example, this caption posted on 22 January 2019 reads: 

Using sympathy, alliance, and civil disobedience without violence, we can stop 
violence against women imposed by morality police and the Islamic government and 
stop reinforcement of mandatory hijab laws. (author translation) 
 
The third topic was considered to be motivational due to the keywords such as prison, 

free, resist, white (mentioning white Wednesdays), scream to excite people’s emotion to act 

in favor of the movement while the founder used keyword forty to show the fact that the 

revolutionary regime is introducing itself as a long-lasting system and needs to be 

overthrown. For example a caption posted on 14 December 2018 reads: 

I invite women and men who believe in religion and freedom of choice to stand by us 
and resist in these full of anger and violence days and do not let to arrest, humiliate, 
and imprison us in the name of religion. Take each other’s hands and say no to force 
and compulsion. (author translation).    
 

6.3.4 Most Repeated Words 

The most repeated words and word cloud based on the weight of the most important 

words in four stages are shown in Table 6.4. Generally, women and hijab are the most 

important and repeated words, indicating the main purpose of the movement which was 

protesting mandatory hijab laws. Regarding Stage 1, mandatory hijab and women along with 

the Telegram number for people to share their protest to mandatory hijab laws with the 

founder and women’s rights are the most crucial words with higher weight in the most 

repeated words table. Women, Hijab and we are the most three repeated words in Stage 1. 

The importance of motivational frames in Stage 2 is represented in its most repeated words 

table.  
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Table 6.4: Most Repeated Words 

Rank 
Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 

Word Count Word Count Word Count Word Count 

1 Women 1303 Hijab 1048 We 1917 We 1157 

2 Hijab 1151 We 969 Hijab 1532 Women 979 

3 We 925 #White_Wednesday 882 Women 1188 Hijab 837 

4 Compulsory 678 Women 795 Female 502 Right 392 

5 Iran 523 Compulsory  519 Compulsory 559 Iran 370 

6 Female 474 Iran 380 #White_Wednesday 482 People 363 

7 Protest 310 Right 329 Protest 447 Female 357 

8 Right 293 Protest 312 Right 437 Compulsory 290 

9 Iranian 289 Telegram 284 Morality Police 384 Protest 249 

10 Law 284 Compulsion 268 Law 325 Choice 235 

11 Photo 261 Video 258 Hijab 1532 Prison 220 

12 Compulsion 245 0017184064505 242 Force 283 Force 215 

13 Men 213 Send 242 People 283 Campaign 204 

14 choice 193 Female 241 Iran 282 #White_Wednesday 203 

15 Freedom 189 Men 234 Choice 254 Islamic 199 

16 People 136 Choice 225 Girl 235 Iranian 191 

17 Morality police 136 Drops 206 #Our_Camera_Our_Weapon 223 Government 187 

18 Media 133 Law 199 City 200 Society 176 

19 Force 133 Force 186 Men 195 Law 171 

20 Respect 123 Hashtag 176 # Girls_of_Revolution_Street 185 Republic 171 
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Appearance of telegram number in the word cloud and also having the White 

Wednesdays hashtag in the three most repeated words in this stage confirm the conclusion 

drawn on Fig. 6.2 indicating that the movement has tried to involve more people in its 

activities in Stage 2. As a result of such a tendency, the word women which was the most 

repeated word of Stage 1, does not appear among the three most repeated words of Stage 2 

and is replaced by White Wednesdays hashtag. From Stage 2 to Stage 3, the usage of the 

most repeated keywords (women and hijab) increased about 1.5 times. This increase is 

attributed to the movement’s founders rise in online activity in Stage 3. It can be inferred that 

protests in December 2017 have motivated the founder to boost the MSF movement. 

Aside from words like women and hijab which represent the main initial goals of the 

movement, the most repeated words of Stage 4 (Table 6.4) were hashtags such as 

White_Wednesdays, our_camera_our_weapon and girls_of_revolution_street. These words 

can be read as indicators of encouraging people to participate in movement’s physical as well 

as online activities. Comparing the frequency of the words appearing in Table 6.4 gives us 

more clues on the change in the direction of the movement in terms of master frames. 

Fig. 6.3 provides weight of the three frames in each stage at a glance.  Disgnostic 

framing experienced decrease in the first three stages and a sudden increase in Stage 4. This 

sudden jump is due to massive protests in Iran against political oppression and economic 

crisis, leading the founder to highlight major issues of the governing system in Iran, 

manifesting itself as an increment in the diagnostic topics weight. While prognostic framing 

decreased from Stage 1 to Stage 2, it experienced a significant rise in the third stage followed 

by a negligible decrease in Stage 4. The decrease in Stage 2 may be ascribed to the founder’s 

focuse on motivational framing to absorb more people to the movement and improve its 

reputation. The dramatic in prognostic framing weight from Stage 2 to Stage 3 is due to 2017 

protests which fueled the criticisms of the Iran’s government and opens up the ways to 
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propose solution to the problems found in the Iranian socity following the MSF campsigbs 

and slogans. Motivational framing on the other hand has its peak value in Stage 2, MSF has 

tried to increase its audience and then decreases with a constant slope in Stage 3 and Stage 4, 

as the founder gradually felt the movement was expanding and she wanted to lead the focus 

toward other frames. 

  
Figure 6.3: Topic Wight Overtime 

 

6.4 Discussion 

An analyses of the whole time table of the MSF movement show that the founder of 

the movement  employed  frames to  help its audiences to locate, identify and label (Goffman 

1974) occurrences that were forming and reforming inside and outside of the movement. 

While conducting a topic modeling on the whole captions generated in the movement in the 

whole time span of this study shows that diagnostic frames were more in center of attention 

of the main topics of the movement compared to prognostic and motivational framing, 

analyzing each stage of the movement exhibits a different distribution.  
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Paying closer attention to the topics generated in topic models of each stage shows 

variation in words extracted for each of the stages’ topics that can lead the analysis to find the 

pattern of change within the movement under the influence of larger political sphere. In the 

first stage, the three topics including diagnostic, prognostic and motivational are relatively 

evenly distributed. Prognostic framing topic (Topic 1 in Table 6.3) focuses on the importance 

of conversation toward achieving women’s rights as a main solution to the proposed problem 

which itself was introduced in diagnostic frames topic (Topic 3 in Table 6.3) recognized by 

morality police and hijab in Iran. On the other hand, the motivational frames which 

manifested itself in Topic 2 located in Table 6.3 focuses on the importance of freedom and 

encourages audience to participate in the movement in the form of sending pictures to the 

movement’s founder to act in the movement in an online form. The presidential election that 

took place in May 2017 led to a relatively open political sphere that affect political 

opportunity for the social movements as a favorable shift  (McAdam 1996, 2010; Tarrow 

1996; Tilly and Tarrow 2006) and resulted in a change in formation and development of 

frames formed in the MSF movement as well.  

As a result of comparatively open political space, the MSF movement expanded its 

activities in the second stage and the number of topics discovered in this stage boosted to four 

topics that two of them are motivational framing topics. It is in agreement with the political 

process theory mentioned earlier that in time of changes like elections political opportunity 

has been increased for social movements and they try to augment in such political arena. 

Topic-1 in Table 6.3 as a motivational framing topic shows that in this topic the founder tried 

to motivate people to act in favor of the movement following the hashtag WhiteWednesdays 

and its focus has been on the hijab issue. Topic-3 is also focused on hijab issues in addition to 

pointing to the suppression that took place from morality police to incite its followers’ 

emotions to fuel the movement. Diagnostic framing shown in Topic 2 centers on blaming 
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compulsory hijab and Islam which force women to wear scarves in spite of their lack of 

interest. Prognostic framing also picture solution by focusing on the rights issues in Iran but 

it still tries to address the problem of mandatory hijab and dressing in the society. In addition 

to picturing the solution, Alinejad proposed strategic actions such as making conversation 

with other citizens, civil disobediences, questioning back warded point of view that accept 

compulsion of hijab in the name of laws and arm the MSF followers using examples of 

slavery and other non-functional or bad laws that have been changed over the history.  

Analyzing topic models of Stage 3 (shown in Table 6.3) of the movement show how 

the December 2017 protest influenced the MSF movements topics and frames. Although 

motivational frames still occupied two of the topics like before, the emotional aspect of the 

motivational frames increased with usage of words like violence, oppression, a Weapon. 

Another important change in this stage was that the movement expanded its activities to the 

streets in support of the other protest happening in the streets and the founder tried to 

mobilize its followers both in offline and online spheres. In prognostic framing topics that 

still focused on rights the words like republic which is part of the name of current political 

system in Iran (Islamic Republic) moved up and words like revolution and government 

appeared more frequently in this topic. This is an indicator of depicting solution and make a 

start by passing from Islamic Republic political system. This notion aligned with the main 

slogans of the massive protest which was going in Iran at the time*.  

The last stage that has been started from another massive protest in Iran represented 

three different topics each of them allocated to one of the core framing tasks. Although this 

division seems similar to the first stage’s topics, they are different in their content. Despite 

presence of female and hijab in the diagnostic framing topic words like republic and country 

 
* Slogans that have been chanted in this protest were not just against the president but Supreme Leader, and 
clerical rule in general (BBC 2017). 
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are representation of blaming government for the existing problem in Iran including 

mandatory hijab that have been forced to people of Iran by government who took Iranian as 

hostages and oppress them violently. Prognostic frames also still has focused on rights but 

words like government, morality police, Islam and law are shown in this topic that are 

consistent with the idea that these problems in the country can be solved by overthrowing the 

current political system (reporterBioBio 2018). Moreover, motivational frames topic 

represented itself starting with the word prison following the idea of resisting the forty years 

of fear and silence.  

Not only the change in tone and wording of each topic and core framing tasks can be 

detected by topic modeling, it is also shown in most repeated word table (table-10). While 

words women and hijab are located on the top of this table for all of the stages, the rest of the 

words order changes shows change in the main issues in the center of attention of the 

movement. Abundant usage of word we is showing an effort of the movement’s founder to 

form a collective identity for its participants. In the first stage words related to each of the 

core framing tasks seems to be distributed evenly in the top 20 of the most repeated words in 

this stage. But in the second stage presence of hashtag white Wednesdays as well as the word 

telegram and the telegram number show the high importance of motivational frame in this 

stage. While in the third stage we can see three different hashtags that encourage people to 

act in the movement in the top most repeated words we can see how even the wording of 

hashtags and campaigns (Our_Camera_Our_Weapon and Girls_of_Revolution_Street) 

sounds harsher to act in favor of motivating more people in the movement. In Stage 4, 

representing the word prison in the most repeated words table indicates higher level of 

hostility in the movement which is aligned with the more hostile political environment. The 

word people also moved up in Stage 4 which is showing the fact that the founder is trying to 

address larger audiences and not only women to act in the movement. Larger political 
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environment changes not only influenced the ways that the movement formed its frames but 

also it changed master frames used in the movement.  

While the master frame for the MSF movement in the first two stages was focused on 

women’s and equal rights, it changed its direction toward regime overthrew which was the 

master frame for two other protests that happened in Iran at the time of Stage 4 and stage five 

of the MSF movement.  

Benford (1997) argued that framing processes literature needs to pay more attention to 

the structural context. In this chapter the effects of larger political environment, as one of the 

structural contexts, on an online movement has been analyzed. Examining a total number of 

3463 captions of that Instagram account of the founder of the MSF movement shows that 

social movement frames are not rigid frames unaffected by or without effect on political 

incidents in their social context. In the first two stages of the movement when the larger 

political environment shows more leniency to social movements, the MSF movement 

expanded itself and used motivational frames to employ more people to act in favor of its 

goals which was a social request asking for retraction of the mandatory hijab laws. Although 

the main audiences and goals of the MSF movement remained women and hijab, once the 

larger protests took place in the society in need of a change of political system, the MSF 

movement’s frames moved toward those protest and their political goals which was 

overthrowing a political system. That is the main reason that using topic modeling while 

paying attention to different incidents of the larger political arena seems necessary and 

beneficial in the analysis of a social movement since the number of topic and their weights 

were similar in the first and last stage, even if their content was different aiming for various 

sets of goals and change. 
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CHAPTER 7 

STUDY 3: A THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF VIOLENCE IN INSTAGRAM POSTS* 

7.1 Overview 

Affective publics (Papacharissi 2015, 2016) and related concepts such as digital affect 

cultures (Döveling, Harju and Sommer 2018) and affective communities (Ahn 2019) refer to 

publics that affectively engage with politics on a variety of digital platforms. Social 

movements that mobilize via social media involve the formation of affective publics, which 

are produced and re-produced by “accumulating and imbricated digital layers of expression” 

(Papacharissi 2016: 310), affective traces that persist and may produce feelings of community 

(Dean 2010: 22) that bind publics long after the initial events that called them into being.  

One example of the formation of an affective public is the 2010 Arab Spring, which 

was initiated after the release of streaming video of the self-immolation of Mohammed 

Bouazizi, a young vegetable merchant who stepped in front of a municipal building in 

Tunisia and set himself on fire in protest of the government. His suicide was one of several 

stories told and retold on Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube in ways that inspired dissidents to 

organize protests, criticize their governments, and spread ideas about democracy (Howard 

and Hussain 2013). There are countless other examples of how social media platforms serve 

as conduits for affective expression in historical moments that promise social change (e.g. 

Mundt, Ross, and Burnett 2018). In doing so, social media “do not make or break revolutions, 

but they do lend emerging publics their own distinct mediality… [which] shapes the texture 

of these publics and affect becomes the drive that keeps them going” (Papacharissi 2015: 

308). 

Social movement scholars also analyze the usage of emotions in the process of 

 
*This entire chapter is reproduced from Basmechi, F., & Ignatow, G. (2021). Forming an affective public online: 
Aggressive posts and comments in the My Stealthy Freedom movement. First Monday. 
https://journals.uic.edu/ojs/index.php/fm/article/download/11471/10078, with permission from the publisher 

https://journals.uic.edu/ojs/index.php/fm/article/download/11471/10078
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mobilization in social movements. Eliciting strong emotion have been used in many social 

movements to attract more attention and encourage more people to act in the movements 

(Goodwin et al. 2000; Jasper 1998; Polletta and Jasper 2001). Online movements also may 

use emotions to get more public virality in digital spheres.  

The communications and media studies literatures on affective publics and related 

concepts are growing rapidly. Beckett and Deuze (2016) discuss how emotion is becoming a 

much more important dynamic in how news is produced and consumed online. They survey 

strategies and tools for the analysis of “affective news” and the “sociology of influence when 

power is redistributed emotionally” (1). Gerbaudo (2016) discusses how activists used 

Facebook in the 2011 movements of the Egyptian revolution, and how the Spanish 

Indignados Activists’ Facebook pages saw exponential growth in user engagement in 

proximity to key protest events, signaled by spikes in likes and comments on activists’ pages. 

These spikes represented an emotional dialogue between admins and users that generated a 

“process of emotional contagion that helped establish propitious psychological conditions for 

mass protest participation” (254). 

An aspect of affective publics that is not well understood is their micro-level 

dynamics. How are they initially formed? What are the forms of video and text content that 

produce engagement and feelings of community? In this study I draw from research on 

sentiment virality from web memetics and social psychology to model the formation of 

affective publics as a process of meme selection based on memes’ affective content, and 

demonstrate the viability of this model with a thematic analysis of a sample of Instagram 

posts and comments from the My Stealthy Freedom anti-mandatory hijab movement in Iran. I 

find that in addition to the social network factors identified in previous research on 

gatekeepers and affective publics, affect expressed in online content itself predicts content 

virality. 
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Six main themes emerged from the initial analysis of data: national politics and the 

economy, religion, social control, freedom, Masih Alinejad (the founder of the My Stealthy 

Freedom movement), and aggression. I then focus on one of the important themes came up in 

the initial analysis: Aggression. In general, as the level of aggression increases in Instagram 

(IG) videos, the level of aggression in the comments increases as well, and videos containing 

verbal aggression and physical violence had more likes and comments. Conducting 

quantitative analysis on the 200 posts and captions collected from Instagram regarding the 

usage of aggression in the content shows that aggressive content gained more attention in 

terms of likes and comments for each post than non-aggressive ones.  

However, the use of aggression in the captions, as textual contents, does not show the 

same effect. The aggression theme includes three subthemes related to verbal aggression and 

physical violence. As the level of aggression increases in IG videos, the level of aggression in 

the comments increases as well, and videos containing verbal aggression and physical 

violence had more likes and comments. I consider possible implications of these findings for 

research on sentiment virality and the formation of affective publics, as well as for research 

on the social and psychological consequences of online aggression and violence. 

As discussed earlier and drawing on sentiment virality from social psychology and 

web memetics to model the formation of affective publics (Papacharissi 2015, 2016) is a 

process of networked gatekeeping based on memes’ affective content. I test my model on 

data from the My Stealthy Freedom anti-mandatory hijab movement in Iran. Thematic 

analysis applied to a sample of Instagram posts and comments revealed six main themes, one 

of which, aggression. In the following section I elaborate results regarding the influence on 

the level of aggression on the virality rate.  

7.2 Research Questions 

• How are the main themes initially formed?  
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• What are the forms of video and text content that produce engagement and 
feelings of community? 

7.3 Results 

Analysis of the relationship between the aggressive versus non-aggressive (shown in 

Table 7.1) Instagram posts and likes and comments, on a sample of 200 posts which 

randomly collected from Instagram page of the main platform of the MSF movement 

(Alinejad Instagram page), revealed that overall videos and pictures with aggressive content 

had more likes and comments than videos without aggressive content. I used Pearson 

correlation and t-tests that found significant differences between means and medians for the 

two collections of posts, while standard deviations were similar (Table 7.2).  

Table 7.1: Close Reading of Six Aggressive Posts and Related Comments 

 Video Codes Anti-WW 
Comments Pro-WW Comments 

Non-
aggressive 
Post 1 

FREEDOM 

Low Aggression, 
PROFANITY, 
FEAR/ Medium 
Aggression 
/ ALINEJAD 

National Pol. and 
Econ./ FREEDOM 

Non-
aggressive 
Post 2 

FREEDOM 

Low Aggression, 
PROFANITY, 
FORCE/ Medium 
Aggression 
/ CONTROL, 
LAW/ 

FREEDOM/ 
CONTROL LAW/ 
RELIG 

Low 
Aggression 
Post 1 

Low Aggression, LOUD VOICE/ 
Low Aggression, FORCE/Low 
Aggression, THREAT/ CRY 

ALINEJAD/ Low 
Aggression 
PROFANITY/ 
Medium Aggression 

Low Aggression, 
PROFANITY, Medium 
Aggression 
/ RELIG/ National Pol. 
and Econ. 

Low 
Aggression 
Post 2 

Low Aggression, LOUD VOICE/ 
Low Aggression, PROFANITY/ 
Low Aggression, FORCE/ 
RELIG/ National Pol. and Econ. 

Medium Aggression 
ALINEJAD 

Low Aggression, 
FORCE/ Medium 
Aggression 
/ FREEDOM/ RELIG 

Medium 
Aggression 
Post 

Medium Aggression, 
THREATNEARACT/ Low 
Aggression FEAR, FORCE, 
THREAT 

ALINEJAD Low 
Aggression 
PROFANITY 

Low Aggression FEAR, 
FORCE, PROFANITY/ 
Medium Aggression 
/ CONTROL 
DICTATORSHIP/ 
National Pol. and Econ. 

(table continues) 
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 Video Codes Anti-WW 
Comments Pro-WW Comments 

High 
Aggression 
Post 

High Aggression 
PHYSICAL VIOLENCE/ Low 
Aggression, FEAR/ Low 
Aggression, FORCE 

ALINEJAD/ Low 
Aggression 
PROFANITY 

Low Aggression 
PROFANITY/ Medium 
Aggression 

 

Table 7.2: Likes and Comments for Non-aggressive and Aggressive Posts 

 Non-Aggressive Post Aggressive Post 

Avg. likes: 124,411 153,017 

Avg. comments: 4898 8307 
 

Also, for supporters of White Wednesdays, as the level of aggression increased in the 

videos, the level of aggression in the comments increased as well. Movement supporters 

generally responded to non-aggressive posts with non-aggressive comments. However, 

commenters who opposed White Wednesdays used more aggressive language in responding 

to non-aggressive posts than to posts with verbal aggression and physical violence. And in 

posts with verbal aggression and physical violence, aggressive language by opponents of 

WW was almost always directed at Masih Alinejad rather than at the victim of aggression or 

violence shown in the post (see Table 7.1 for examples). 

An independent samples t-test conducted to compare the number of like and 

comments in both aggressive and non-aggressive posts and captions shows there was a 

statistical significant difference in the number of likes for aggressive posts (M = 153016.7, 

SD = 59672.8) and non-aggressive posts (M = 124410.6, SD = 59622.6) conditions; t(3.391), 

p = .001. In addition, there was a significant difference in the number of comments for 

aggressive posts (M = 8307, SD = 5981.1) and non-aggressive posts (M = 4897.6, SD = 

4797.1) conditions; t(4.447), p = .001. Since the standard deviation for aggressive and non-

aggressive post were different, I used Glass's delta to report effect size. The effect size of the 

number of likes is 0.48 which is indicator of small difference and the number of comments 

shows effect size of 0.57 which is a medium effect size. 
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Running a t-test on the level of aggression in the captions and its relation with number 

of posts and likes shows that there was a statistical significance difference in the number of 

likes for aggressive posts (M = 130011, SD = 48982.2) and non-aggressive captions (M = 

164821.6, SD = 83597.6) conditions; t(-3.585), p = .001. But there was not any meaningful 

difference in the number of comments for aggressive captions. The effect size for the number 

of likes regarding the aggression in captions was 0.07 which is too small and negligible.    

7.4 Discussion 

My main finding that videos with aggressive content had more likes and comments 

than videos without aggressive content is consistent with the theory of emotional selection in 

memes (Heath, Bell and Sternberg 2001) in so far as social media likes and comments are 

indicators of the degree to which a social movement message resonates with an audience. 

This theory suggests that people prefer, and remember better, memes that include aggressive 

content.  

I have shown that in the MSF anti-mandatory hijab movement in Iran, Instagram posts 

that contained verbal and physical aggression were liked and commented on at a higher rate 

than posts without aggressive content. This finding, while based on a small sample taken 

from a specific social movement context, is suggestive of new ways of theorizing and 

analyzing the formation of affective publics as a process of networked gatekeeping.  

The findings also suggest a number of new research questions: Do White Wednesdays 

leaders and participants intentionally post content containing verbal and physical aggression 

in order to increase comments and likes? Beyond a positive relationship between post 

aggression and comments and likes, are there other measurable qualities of Instagram posts 

that lead to sharing and commenting? Finally, what characteristics of the Instagram platform, 

such as post format, sharing algorithms, or comment moderation policies and practices, affect 

the success of White Wednesdays and other social movements that use this platform? While 
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the sociology of algorithms (Bishop 2018, 2019; Bucher 2012, 2017; Kitchin 2017) and of 

social media platforms (Gillespie 2015, 2017, 2018) are relatively new research areas, recent 

empirical sociological studies demonstrate that while algorithms in commercial software 

cannot be directly observed by researchers, they are not a ‘black box’ either, as there are now 

tools available for analysing their informational and social dynamics. After all, social media 

platforms “don’t just guide, distort, and facilitate social activity—they also delete some of it. 

They don’t just link users together; they also suspend them. They don’t just circulate our 

images and posts, they also algorithmically promote some over others” (Gillespie 2015: 1). 
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

In this chapter, the three studies results are discussed and compared with the 

literature. The discussion addresses the findings of three studies related to digital activism 

and online movements. The results of this study indicate that in an authoritarian environment, 

online movements can be generated and grown using social media platform and online 

sphere, when the political environment is more free due to political opportunity provided in 

situations like presidential elections. These findings are valuable because they provide a 

better understanding of how the online platforms made the formation of social movements 

possible and how social movements’ existence can be threatened by serious political threat 

controlling free access to online platforms data. The findings of the present study suggest that 

the usage of social media features can increase the participation rate through sharing 

emotional and aggressive content. These findings add to previous research on social 

movements, particularly digital activism in authoritarian political contexts.  

The pace of insurgency in online movements is influenced by the interactive 

dynamics between the tactical innovation of the movement and the tactical adaptation of the 

movement opponents. While utilizing effective strategies can be dependent on the availability 

of political opportunities, the online sphere maintains a virtual platform which increases the 

opportunity of devising new tactics for online movements even in repressive political 

environment. It was also shown that the actions of  the founder of the movement, represented 

by her online activity and extracted by means of topic modeling, is directly affected by the 

sequence of important events happening in Iran concluding to a transformation of a social 

movement to political one. 

Devising new hashtags in the MSF movement plays a vital role in mobilizing 

individuals both offline and online. In the generation and heyday of the MSF movement, 19 
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hashtags were devised by the founder of the movement, for example #WhiteWednesdays that 

enable women to participate in the movement without putting them at high risk of danger by 

decreasing the risk involved.  

The founder of the movement, Masih Alinejad, shared the main content of the 

movement, including pictures, videos, captions and hashtags on her Instagram account. The 

usage of captions works as a way to infuse images and videos with meanings such as 

diagnosing the problem or communicating messages of hope. The captions maintained a 

handbook for non-violent resistance that put emphasis on documenting instances of 

resistance, generating dialogue in an effort to demobilize opponents and encouraging 

bystanders’ support.   

The tactics and strategies that have been used in the MSF movement represent a 

gendered repertoire of contention that blurs the clear distinctions between offline and online 

activism, specifically in the heyday of the movement. This study shows that social media can 

work both as a communication tool and a social space where users can engage in activism. 

Additionally, the process of formation of activist identity took place in the online sphere via 

articulating shared values for new generation of feminist activists who are active on social 

media.  

This study shows the MSF movement has used emotional contents to gain more 

attention toward the movement. Sharing aggressive content in the main platform of the 

movement and comparing with the non-aggressive content shows that aggressive content had 

more comments and likes which is consistent with emotional selection on memes that a social 

movement message resonates with an audience. Individuals prefer, and remember better, 

memes that include emotional content. Building on the previous literature and results found 

in this study, this study suggests that online movements may use social media platforms not 
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just to circulate posts, videos, and images but they can algorithmically promote some over 

others.  

In spite of all facilitative role of social media in formation and growth of social 

movement in authoritarian contexts, governments and counter movements may devise new 

tactical adaptations to hinder the movement. Islamic Republic state of Iran established new 

laws to undercut movement participation, criminalized online participation in the movement 

in form of sending pictures and videos to the movement, and arrested key movements 

activists and sanctioned them to long prison time. In addition to all adaptive tactics, the 

government shut down the internet for two weeks that made it impossible for the MSF 

participants to follow the movement’s posts. All the tactical adaptations mentioned above, 

triggered the declination phase of the MSF movement.  

Analyzing the pace of insurgency of online movement in authoritarian context 

suggests that social media may have been used as a platform to mobilize protesters in an 

authoritarian contexts due to providing an opportunity to air their grievances and framing 

collective identity without taking too much of risk. Online movement may initially 

circumvent some of the major obstacles to movement mobilization allowing to generate and 

grow the movement. But this study shows that the authoritarian government may introduce 

more aggressive acts toward the movement once they perceive serious threat coming from the 

online movement.  

While online media may create a new path for the generation and growth of protest 

movements using emotional content, hashtags, captions, and other features, they are still 

vulnerable over time to negative effects of tactical adaptations of a suppressive government. 

Online movements in authoritarian contexts should utilize social media to its fullest potential. 

Digital activists also need to make the infrastructures for offline collective gathering and 



95 

actions, which cannot be stopped by the government through shutting down or controlling 

access to the internet.  

Future research needs to be attentive to the different experiences of online movements 

in comparison to traditional movements, both in terms of mobilization and movement 

outcomes. More research is also needed on how online movements in authoritarian contexts 

can more effectively manage the challenges presented by the tactical adaptations by 

authoritarian, repressive governments. Also, further exploration on how contemporary 

movements navigate digital and traditional forms of activism, and how intersecting structures 

of power may impact their implementation across different social contexts is needed. Last but 

not least, future research on the relations between social media platform characteristics (such 

as feed algorithms and moderation policies), affective content and the formation and 

mobilization of affective publics could be valuable. 
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