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1. Introduction and Background 
Understanding the dynamics of contemporary social movements requires analytical 

approaches that account for the intersection of political structures, cultural 

identities, and communication processes. Although the literature on social 

movements is extensive, many studies privilege political opportunity structures, 

resource mobilization, or collective action frames, while paying insufficient attention 

to intercultural communication as a constitutive component shaping mobilization, 

internal cohesion, and movement strategy. This extended abstract summarizes a 

qualitative study that develops an intercultural communication-oriented framework 

for analyzing social movements, with particular emphasis on the interplay of 

religion, ethnicity, and communication practices in Iraq’s 2019 Teshreen (October) 
Revolution, one of the most significant mass uprisings in Iraq following 2003. 

Iraq presents an especially fruitful context for examining intercultural dynamics, as 

its sociopolitical structure is deeply intertwined with sectarian, ethnic, and tribal 

identitics. The Teshreen uprising unfolded in a milieu marked by long-standing 
grievances over political corruption, economic stagnation, and failures of post-2003 

governance. At the same time, it was uniquely characterized by mass participation 
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across ethnic and sectarian lines, illustrating how intercultural communication became 

central to forging solidarity and sustaining mobilization. Digital and social media 

platforms intensified this dynamic by enabling the rapid circulation of narratives, 

symbols, emotions, and frames that transcended local identity boundaries. 

Existing scholarship on Iraq’s protests, as well as broader work on Middle 
Eastern uprisings, has documented the roles of digital platforms in political 

mobilization (Sabbar & Matheson, 2019; Howard & Hussain, 2013; Tufekci & 

Wilson, 2012). However, limited research has investigated how communication 

across cultural boundaries shapes coalition-building among religious and ethnic 
groups, and how intercultural meaning-making affects strategies, grievances, and 

outcomes. Responding to this gap, the present study employs in-depth interviews 

with experts on Iragi society and politics to explore how intercultural processes 

mediated the Teshreen Revolution—its emergence, mobilizing mechanisms, 

communication strategies, and sociopolitical consequences. The findings propose a 

model for understanding social movements as intercultural communication 

phenomena, thereby contributing theoretically and empirically to scholarship on 

cross-cultural dynamics in collective action . 

2. Research Questions 
The study addresses three core research questions: 

What factors shaped the popular mobilization of the Teshreen Revolution? 

2. How did ethnic and religious groups participate in the uprising, and what goals 

and strategies did they articulate? 
3. How did intercultural communication practices shape the trajectory, challenges, 

and outcomes of the movement? 
These questions guide the conceptual, methodological, and empirical orientation of 

the study. 

3. Theoretical Orientation 

3-1. Intercultural Communication Perspective 
Following Tracy (2004) and Shome (2010), the study conceptualizes social 

movements as fundamentally communicative undertakings, constituted through 

interaction, identity negotiation, symbolic exchange, and narrative construction. 

Intercultural communication, thus, is not peripheral but central to mobilization, 

particularly in contexts where cultural heterogeneity is politically salient. 

The intercultural framework used in this study builds on several key concepts: 

*  Agency and Coalition-Building:
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Social movements depend on actors’ communicative agency to articulate grievances, 

connect across identity boundaries, and forge coalitions (Tracy, 2004) 

*  Postcolonial Approaches to Communication: 

Shome and Hegde (2006) emphasize how cultural identity and power operate in 
postcolonial contexts, where domination and resistance are negotiated in 

discursive and communicative practices. 

* Cultural Identity and Power: 

Cultural identities shape not only individuals’ motivations but also the symbolic 

repertoires available for mobilization. Discourses rooted in religious and ethnic 

frames can both facilitate unity and intensify fragmentation. 

* Intercultural Willingness to Communicate: 

Based on work by McCroskey & Richmond (1987) and Kassing (1997), the study 
attends to how willingness—or reluctance—to engage with culturally different 

groups affects alliances and strategic choices. 

This theoretical lens provides a conceptual architecture for analyzing how Iraq’s 

Teshreen movement navigated cultural diversity while mobilizing against structural 

inequality and political dysfunction . 

4. Methodology 

The study employed a qualitative, interpretive research design, which is appropriate 

for uncovering meanings, motivations, and experiences in complex sociopolitical 

contexts (Bolderston & Palmer, 2006). The methodology is summarized as follows: 

* Data Collection: 

Eight in-depth, semi-structured interviews with experts in Iraqi studies, 

including university faculty, researchers, sociopolitical activists, and Iragi nationals 

with firsthand experience. 

* Sampling Strategy: 

Snowball sampling, enabling the identification of participants with deep 

expertise in Iraq’s sociopolitical dynamics. The process continued until the point of 

theoretical saturation
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* Data Analysis: 

Qualitative content analysis, informed by the study’s theoretical framework, was 

used to identify themes related to intercultural communication, mobilization 

processes, and identity dynamics. 

* Data Sources: 

Interview transcripts, scholarly literature on Iraq and social movements, and 

contextual historical information. 

The qualitative design allows the study to analyze how participants understand 

the role of religion, ethnicity, communication, and strategic behavior in shaping the 

Teshreen Revolution . 

5. Findings 

5-1. The Interplay of Ethnicity, Religion, and Identity 

The findings show that ethnicity and religion were deeply intertwined with the 

movement’s mobilization, although not in the divisive ways historically 

characteristic of Iragi politics. Interviewees consistently emphasized that the 

uprising foregrounded a collective national identity over subnational sectarian or 

ethnic identities: 

* Participants described a rare moment when Iraqis overcame traditional divisions. 

¢ Shared suffering—economic hardship, corruption, unemployment, and state 

violence—served as a unifying force. 

¢ Ethnic and sectarian diversity was not a liability but an asset, allowing the 

movement to incorporate multiple narratives and represent varied 

constituencies. 

This finding challenges assumptions that Iraq’s fragmented identity landscape 

inevitably undermines national-level mobilization. 

5-2. Factors Contributing to Popular Mobilization 
Interviewees identified multiple structural and emotional factors that 

contributed to mass mobilization: 

5-2-1. Governance Failures 

espread dissatisfaction with post-2003 political arrangements—particularly 

corruption, clientelism, and ineffective public services—was the most frequently 

cited motivator.
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5-2-2. Social Media Influence 

Digital platforms enabled rapid information diffusion, documentation of state 

violence, and coordination of protests. Social media became both an arena of 

political contestation and a tool of mobilizing agency. 

5-2-3. The Role of Youth and Civil Society 

Young Iragis were central to sustaining the momentum of protests. Their digital 

literacy, organizational creativity, and relative ideological flexibility strengthened the 

movement. 

5.2-4. Regional Inspiration 
The legacy of the Arab Spring and regional protest movements served as both 

inspiration and comparative reference. 

5-2-5. Emotional and Experiential Solidarity 
Shared experiences of injustice produced strong emotional bonds that transcended 

ethnic and sectarian boundaries. 

These factors coalesced into a powerful impetus for collective action across 

culturally heterogeneous groups . 

5-3. Goals and Strategies of Ethnic and Religious Groups 
Despite differing cultural backgrounds, all groups articulated common objectives: 

* Establishing a more accountable and responsive political system. 

*  Ending corruption and improving public services 

*  Reconfiguring the ethno-sectarian quota system (muhasasa). 

*  Securing basic rights, employment opportunities, and political dignity. 

However, strategic repertoires differed across groups: 

* Some preferred nonviolent tactics such as sit-ins, marches, and civil 

disobedience. 

*  Others advocated more confrontational approaches when peaceful methods were 

met with repression. 

* Religious symbols, sectarian flags, and culturally resonant narratives were 

selectively used to mobilize different communities. 

The diversity of strategies created both opportunities (broader appeal) and 

challenges (risk of fragmentation).
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5-4. Effectiveness of Strategies 
The uprising achieved some immediate political results, most notably the resignation 

of the prime minister. It generated significant international visibility and placed 

unprecedented pressure on ruling elites. Yet participants emphasized: 

* Structural corruption remains largely intact. 

*  Governance reforms have been slow and inconsistent. 

* Movement fragmentation over strategy ultimately limited long-term gains. 

Nevertheless, the Teshreen movement profoundly influenced Iraq's political 
discourse, reshaped public expectations, and elevated the role of youth and digital 

activism. 

5-5. Intercultural Communication Dynamics 
One of the study’s central contributions is its detailed analysis of intercultural 

communication patterns within the movement: 

5-5-1. Communicative Negotiation of Identity 

Participants from diverse backgrounds engaged in narrative-sharing, dialogue, and 
symbolic meaning-making that fostered cross-cultural understanding. 

5-5-2. Creation of Shared Symbols 
Protest art, flags, slogans, and martyrs’ imagery created a shared semiotic space 

where diverse groups could articulate common grievances. 

5-5-3. Overcoming Sectarian Frames 
Communication practices consciously avoided divisive sectarian rhetoric and 
instead highlighted national identity. 

5-5-4. Digital Interculturality 

Online spaces acted as intercultural forums where Iraqis interacted beyond 

traditional social boundaries. 

Collectively, these practices allowed the Teshreen movement to function as a 

communicative coalition, unified by intercultural dialogue, shared emotions, and 

common aspirations .
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6. Discussion 

The findings confirm that intercultural communication is not merely an accessory to 

collective action—it is constitutive of social movement dynamics. The Teshreen 

Revolution illustrates how: 

* TIntercultural solidarity can emerge in deeply divided societies when shared 
grievances overshadow identity cleavages. 

* Communication practices shape political opportunity structures, enabling 

movements to reframe identity boundaries and maintain broad coalitions. 

* Digital media intensifies intercultural interaction, expanding the scope and speed 

of symbolic and narrative exchanges. 

* Religious and ethnic frames remain powerful, not as sources of division but as 

flexible cultural resources that can be strategically mobilized. 

The Teshreen movement thus exemplifies the complex interplay of identity, 

communication, and power in multicultural contexts, supporting Shome’s argument 

that postcolonial societies negotiate agency within cultural and political constraints. 

7. Conclusion 

This extended abstract synthesizes a qualitative study of the 2019 Teshreen 

Revolution, revealing that: 

* Ethnicity and religion were central components of the movement, not in the 

sense of reinforcing division but in shaping the communicative and symbolic 

processes that sustained cross-group solidarity. 

* Intercultural communication enabled coalition-building, allowing diverse Iragi 
groups to articulate grievances collectively. 

* Digital media acted as an intercultural arena, accelerating mobilization and 

shaping political discourse. 

* Strategic diversity was both an asset and a challenge, reflecting the complex 

cultural landscape of Iragi society. 

¢ The movement’s outcomes, while mixed in institutional terms, have had 

profound sociocultural effects on political identity, activism, and expectations of 

governance. 

This research contributes to theoretical scholarship by demonstrating that social 

movements should be conceptualized as intercultural communication projects, 

particularly in societies where identity politics structure social and political life. It 

also offers a practical framework for understanding how intercultural dialogue,
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symbolic communication, and identity negotiation influence protest dynamics, 

movement sustainability, and political change. 
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