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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and classify the types of women’s civil disobedience acts
on the social network Instagram, within the framework of the “Women, Life,
Freedom” protest movement. The data under study were collected from 20
Instagram pages belonging to women civil activists, and the top 40 posts based on
the highest number of likes from users were selected as the final sample. The analysis
of these contents was based on the framework of Jane Sharp’s civil disobedience
theory. The findings showed that 85 percent of the posts fall into the category of
“protest speech acts.” More than half of these contents challenged the official
government narrative of Mahsa Amini’s death and sought to create protest solidarity
by relying on the dual symbolism and representation of “oppressor/oppressed.” The
results of this study indicate that women, by using social media tools effectively and

innovatively, played a vital role in the continuation and expansion of this movement.

Introduction

Despite the fact that women constitute half of the population of any society, their
share in formal institutions of power and in the field of collective action has not been
as large. This is while development experts consider attention to the role and civil

rights of women as the main pillars of sustainable development. In Iran, the history
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of demanding equal rights for women and collective action for their political and
social empowerment dates back to the constitutional era. Despite significant
achievements over more than a century of struggle, Iranian women have failed to
achieve equal rights in many areas. In response to this situation, they have adopted
various strategies over time, including protest, demand, and social resistance, which
has often manifested itself in the form of “civil disobedience.”

On the other hand, the expansion of the Internet and virtual social networks in
recent years has brought about profound changes in various areas of life, including
the form and nature of social movements. These networks seem to have played an
important role in the formation, mobilization, and organization of social protests.
The emergence of social media, and especially platforms such as Instagram, has
provided a new and largely less controlled field for the expression of civil protests.
This space has allowed various groups, especially women, to bypass the restrictions
imposed on the physical space of the street and official media. They have appeared in
a semi-public arena and resisted by representing their bodies, lived experiences,
protest symbols, and personal narratives. However, few studies have specifically
addressed the emergence and typology of women's protest actions in the Instagram
space.

The protest action “Woman, Life, Freedom,” which took shape after the death of
Mahsa Amini in 1401, is considered a historical turning point in redefining women’s
activism in Iran. This protest action, relying on a combination of “civil
disobedience” and “digital action,” created a new narrative of women’s social
resistance. The main question is what patterns, themes, and types of women’s civil
disobedience emerged in the Instagram space within this protest movement? Were
these actions more creative and persuasive in nature or confrontational and
protestive? What symbols and techniques were used in representing the protesting
woman? And finally, how can these actions be classified theoretically? This article
seeks to answer these questions and fill the existing research gap by utilizing the
framework of Jane Sharp’s theory.

Research Background

A review of previous research shows that although an independent study using Jane
Sharp’s typological approach on women’s Instagram content in the protest action
“Women, Life, Freedom” has not been conducted, there is relevant research in the
field of digital civil disobedience and women’s activism. For example, a study on the
Facebook page “Women’s Stealth Freedom” (Talebian and Talebian, 2017) showed
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how women engage in visual civil disobedience by posting photos without a hijab.
Another study on the “White Wednesdays” campaign (Masoudi, 2020) analyzed new
forms of physical action and the representation of resistance on Instagram. An
analysis of the “Voice of November 2019” campaign on Instagram (Ghanbari and
Momeni, 2020) also emphasized the role of visual symbols in constructing protest
discourse. Hosseinpour’s (2014) research also showed that Instagram users both
represent violence and help organize actions during the January 2017 protests. In
more recent studies, Karimi Dardashti (1402) has specifically analyzed the civil
disobedience of women active on Instagram and the techniques aimed at violence
against women in this space. International research has also addressed various
dimensions of this movement, including the analysis of symbols such as the veil and
burning of headscarves (Chalahan, 2023), the history of feminist resistance in Iran
(Darvishi, 2023), and the social semiotics behind the movement (Izadi and Dryden,
2024). The main gap is the lack of systematic research using Jane Sharp’s typological
framework to classify the content produced by women on Instagram during this

particular movement.

Theoretical Framework

This study uses two theoretical levels to analyze women's protest actions on
Instagram, which together form a powerful analytical framework.

- Jane Sharp's Civil Disobedience Theory: Sharp is one of the most prominent
theorists of nonviolent struggle who, in her key work, "From Dictatorship to
Democracy," identified more than 198 methods of civil resistance and presented
them in a threefold classification. These three general types, which are the basis of
the empirical analysis of this study, are:

1. Speech or expressive acts: include any symbolic action to express protest,
influence public opinion, and change perceptions. Examples include the publication
of slogans, letters, photographs, cartoons, marches, and symbolic displays.

2. Exclusionary or noncooperative acts: include the deliberate and organized refusal
to cooperate with unjust laws, institutions, processes, or norms. Examples include
refusal, boycott, sanctions, and noncompliance with specific laws. Sharpe considers
this method to be the most effective weapon against authoritarian systems.

3. Affirmative or interventionist actions: include direct, creative, and sometimes
disruptive actions to disrupt the normal functioning of the ruling system, create new
social realities, or interfere with existing processes. Examples include sit-ins,

lockouts, strikes, and the creation of parallel institutions or gatherings.
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- The concept of cultural resistance and gendered action in the media: To
understand the deeper, cultural, and meaning-making dimensions of women's
actions, this article uses the theories of "cultural resistance." In this area, the ideas of
Michel de Certeau and James Scott are very influential.

- In his theory of "everyday tactics," de Certeau distinguishes between the "strategies"
of powerful institutions (which define spaces and rules) and the "tactics" of
subordinate individuals. Tactics are creative, opportunistic, and often invisible
actions that individuals use within imposed spaces to resist, redefine meaning, and
assert their identities. Women’s actions on Instagram are a prime example of these
everyday tactics.

-James Scott also emphasizes forms of “hidden resistance” in authoritarian societies.
This resistance is not overt and organized, but rather manifests itself in behaviors,
narratives, jokes, rumors, and seemingly small, personal actions that undermine the
legitimacy of the dominant system in the long run.

Combining these two frameworks allows the present study to, on the one hand,
categorize objective data into clear categories (using Sharpe) and, on the other hand,
interpret the semantic, cultural, and gendered layers embedded in these actions as
forms of everyday resistance and identity redefinition in the digital realm (using De
Certeau and Scott). For example, the act of “burning a headscarf” can be considered
simultaneously a symbolic speech act (in Sharp’s framework), a creative everyday
tactic to redefine an imposed symbol (in Du Certo’s framework), and a form of

covert and subversive symbolic resistance (in Scott’s framework).

Methodology

This study was conducted with a qualitative-interpretive approach and aimed at
typifying women’s civil disobedience actions on Instagram. The statistical
population of the study included 20 Instagram pages belonging to female civil
activists who had published content related to this protest movement between
September 15 and March 19 (the peak period of the “Women, Life, Freedom”
movement). These pages were identified using a purposive sampling method and the
snowball technique. To comply with ethical considerations and privacy, the exact
identifiers of the pages were avoided and generic codes were used instead.

From each of these 20 pages, the two posts that received the highest number of
approvals (“likes”) from the audience were selected. This selection was based on the
assumption that the most engaging posts reflect the most prominent themes,

discourses, and actions that users approve of and pay attention to. In total, 40 posts
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were analyzed as the final sample. In the data analysis phase, Gene Sharp’s
theoretical framework was used as the main classification tool. To this end, each post
was placed in one of three main categories based on its written (caption), visual, or
video content: “speech act (statement), “eliminative act (refusal or non-
cooperation),” and “affirmative act (intervention or construction).” Then, within
each of these general categories, the posts were further categorized according to the
nature and orientation of the content (objective/confrontational versus
constructive/persuasive) and their themes were extracted. This process was carried
out by focusing on visual elements, symbols used, dominant narratives, and tone of
the text.

Research Findings

Analysis of the top 40 posts posted by 20 female activists during the study period,
based on the Jane Sharpe framework, led to the following quantitative and
qualitative results:

1. Dominance of speech acts (85% - 34 posts):

Most of the published content (34 posts out of 40) was categorized as speech acts or
expressions. This category is itself divided into two main subtypes:

a) Confrontational (protest) speech acts - 55% of all posts (21 posts): This category
was the most numerous and generally the most interactive type of content. The main
purpose was to expose, challenge the official narrative, and highlight injustice. Two
very dominant themes in this category were:

The dual representation of “oppressor/oppressed”: This opposition was mainly
formulated in two ways: first, through the repeated publication of images of Mahsa
Amini, especially in the hospital, which became a lasting symbol of oppression and
victimization. These images alone constituted 17.5% of the total sample posts (7
posts). Second, through the depiction of violence by security forces and the Ershad
patrol against protesters, as well as the publication of images of prisoners, wounded,
and killed members of the movement, which, in contrast to the image of Mahsa,
represented the symbol of “oppression” of the power structure.

Symbolization and role-playing: About 7.5% of the total posts were dedicated to
creating and reinforcing visual symbols of the movement. Symbols such as burning
the headscarf, tying the hair behind the head (a reference to Mahsa Amini’s
hairstyle), and removing the headscarf in public spaces were not only acts of protest,

but also signs for creating collective identity and solidarity among protesters.
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b) Constructive (persuasive) speech acts - 32.5% of all posts (13 posts): The aim of
these posts was mainly to strengthen the internal cohesion of the movement,
maintain morale and provide alternative information. The main themes of this
category included the following:

- Uplifting, giving hope and encouraging the movement’s supporters to continue the
resistance and not to despair when the street demonstrations subside (50% of the
posts in this category).

- Explaining, analyzing and informing about the different dimensions of the
movement, which often contradicted the official government narrative (28.5%).

- Requesting support and assistance (legal, social) for detainees and families of
victims of the movement (14.3%).

2. Eliminating actions (non-cooperation) - 7.5% of all posts (3 posts):

All posts in this category were related to the confrontational or non-cooperation
part. The dominant content (60% of posts in this category) focused on opposition to
the compulsory hijab, which was mainly displayed through the publication of images
and videos of themselves or other women without the compulsory hijab,
accompanied by texts denouncing the law. The remaining 40%, in addition to this
opposition, emphasized the success of women in continuing this strategy of
resistance. The researcher notes that despite the widespread practice of “discovering
the hijab” in the street arena, its representation among the most engaged posts was
lower than expected. This can be attributed to the gradual evolution of the
movement’s discourse; a movement that began as a protest against a specific law (the
compulsory hijab), but quickly, in response to systematic violence, transformed into
a widespread uprising with more radical demands and, in some voices, even a
demand for a change in the political system. The same evolution can be observed in
the dominance of “confrontational” posts (55%) that focused on exposing violence

and repression.

3. Affirmative Actions - 5% of all posts (2 posts):

This small but important category included direct actions that created or organized
new possibilities for the movement. Examples included creating, expanding, and
directing symbolic hashtags (such as #women_live_freedom), organizing
coordinated virtual campaigns, and producing and publishing protest artistic

content (poetry, digital painting, music) with movement themes.
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Conclusion

This study aimed to typify Iranian women’s protest action during the 1401 AH
protest action on Instagram, based on Jane Sharp’s theory. The findings clearly
showed that “discursive” and “expressive” forms of civil disobedience were the
dominant form of women’s digital resistance on this platform, with a share of 85%.
Among these discursive practices, the “confrontational-revealing” genre, centered on
the symbolic opposition of “oppressor/oppressed” and the process of
“symbolization” (centered on Mahsa Amini’s body and actions such as burning the
headscarf), played a major role in challenging the official narrative and creating
protest solidarity. Combining Sharp’s theoretical framework with the theories of
cultural resistance of Du Certeau and Scott, allowed for a deeper understanding of
these practices. From the perspective of these theories, women’s activities on
Instagram can be considered a clear example of “everyday tactics” and “hidden
resistance.” As active “consumers” of the digital space, women creatively redefined
symbols and meanings within the constraints imposed by the power structure (both
in the physical space and in the rules governing the platform). They transformed the
female body, which in the official discourse was an arena of discipline and control,
into the main text of resistance and a symbolic battleground. Instagram also became
not just a means of transmitting messages, but also a “symbolic battlefield” and a
workshop for the production of a culture of resistance.

Compared to digital feminist movements such as #MeToo, the “Women, Life,
Freedom” protest action had a distinctive feature: the deep intertwining of violent
street action with creative digital action. This movement was not simply a women’s
rights movement, but a socio-political uprising that expressed egalitarian demands
within a broader protest against the structure of governance.

This research faced limitations such as content deletion by users or institutions,
changing page settings to private, and security considerations that limited the
possibility of accessing or conducting more in-depth interviews. For future studies, a

comparative analysis across different platforms
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