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Abstract

The present study examines the way Iranian Kurds talk groups act in WhatsApp and
ETA social networks. The research paradigm is interpretive and its approach is
qualitative. Case study strategy was used to conduct the research and qualitative
content analysis method was used to analyze the data. In this research, Kurdish
activists living in Kurdistan who are active in WhatsApp and Ita social networks in
1403 were selected. Sampling continued until the desired questions reached
theoretical saturation. The interview was analyzed with thematic analysis and with
the help of MAXQDA software. The analysis of the test data was also done in two
descriptive and inferential categories, the main results of which are as follows: Based
on the results, it was determined that the activism of the online audience,
(collectivism) , engaging and reacting and announcing and publishing) has the
largest volume of activities and also the largest number of users, also the results
showed that the activities related to social activism among other activism among the
Kurds have a wider range. On the other hand, the findings show that the Kurdish
activists of Kurdistan suffer from five political and security challenges, digital,
activist culture, economic and communication. The findings show that Kurdish
activists of Kurdistan, to introduce their ethnic culture in social networks, from 10
mechanisms of informing and disseminating news, training, raising awareness,

strengthening communication function, strengthening social power, producing
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knowledge and content, advertising, targeted measurement, They use streaming and
alternative media, and in the end, the Kurdish activists of Kurdistan pointed out 3
basic components among the components of ethnic identity in social network
activists, which include value elements, cognitive elements, and emotional elements.
Keywords: Activism, Kurdish, Kurdistan, Social Networks, WhatsApp, ETA

Two Social Networks: WhatsApp and Eitaa

Social networks, as a form of Internet-based media, have brought about significant
transformations in the ways cultural content is produced and consumed. A
substantial proportion of the world's most-visited websites is now devoted to social
networking platforms. Despite existing limitations and restrictions in Iran, the use of
these media has continued to grow, particularly among users from different ethnic
groups. These platforms provide opportunities for expressing, representing, and
defending cultural and ethnic identities, thereby creating new opportunities for
ethnic groups to engage in social and cultural activism.

Given the importance of this issue, the present study focuses on the typology of
ethnic activism in social networks and examines how Kurdish people in Kurdistan
engage in activities on platforms such as WhatsApp and Eitaa. The study seeks to
determine how these activities influence intra-ethnic interactions and what types of
activism emerge in this context. Since cultural activism can serve as a basis for
intercultural relations, examining this phenomenon from both social and media
perspectives is particularly important. Accordingly, the study seeks to answer the
following questions: How do Kurdish discussion groups on social networks (the
Internet), particularly WhatsApp and Eitaa, engage in activism? What types of
activism can be identified in these virtual groups, and how does such activism affect
intra-ethnic interactions? Furthermore, what characteristics influence this form of

activism?

Review of Previous Studies

Regarding the research background, several studies have examined patterns of
activism in social networks. For example, Hakimi (1403), in a study entitled “The
Role of Social Networks in Identity: A Case Study of Facebook and Kurdish Users,”
investigated the role of social networks in Kurdish culture and identity and
examined how Facebook contributes to the development of a shared sense of
identity among Kurds. The findings indicate that globalization has contributed to
the formation of a globalized ethnic identity and, for Kurds, has created the
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possibility of constructing a kind of “virtual nation” in which they can maintain their
identity. Facebook has therefore played a significant role in representing Kurdish
identity at the global level and has facilitated communication and interaction among
Kurdish and non-Kurdish users.

Sundus Mohammadi Nosoudi (1401), in a study examining the role of social media
in the social activism of Kurds in Iran, argues that digital activism refers to the use of
digital technologies, mobile phones, and Internet-based devices to promote social
and political change.

Various studies, including those by Cavada (2015), Con (2014), Macintosh (2014),
Slander (2016), Miller et al. (2018), Martin et al. (2001), Stuart (1399), and Komar et
al. (1998), have examined the relationship between social-network use and the
organization of activism. Zandiye (1400), khojiber (1397), Aram (1394), Van Laer
and Van Aelst (2011), Jorbodo (2012), Di Genaro and Duvton (1394) and Tilly
(2004) have also addressed the barriers faced by activists in cyberspace.

In the field of mechanisms for introducing and promoting ethnic culture, Smith
(2018), Vira and Ferreira (1395), Lavjoy and Sikton (1390), Zandieh (1400), and
Aram (1394), among others, have shown in their studies that ethnic groups use
various mechanisms to introduce their culture, including news dissemination,
education, awareness raising, strengthening communicative functions, enhancing
social power, knowledge and content production, advertising, targeted monitoring,

agenda setting, and the use of alternative media.

Theoretical Framework

From a theoretical perspective, several important theories need to be considered in
analyzing Kurdish activism in social networks. These include theories of media and
audiences, theories of identity and ethnicity, and concepts related to activism in

cyberspace.

Media and Audience Theories

In the first half of the twentieth century, audiences were regarded in theories such as
the “Hypodermic Needle Model” as passive recipients who were directly influenced
by media messages (Sorin & Tankard, 1381). Over time, however, new approaches
emerged that conceptualized audiences as active participants who select media
according to their needs and interests.
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Theories of Identity and Ethnicity

Ethnic identity is a dynamic concept that is closely associated with social, historical,
and cultural contexts. From a sociological perspective, ethnic identity is formed not
only through membership in a particular group but also through continuous
interaction, representation, and reproduction within cultural contexts. According to
Jenkins (1997), identity is constructed through social interaction.

Theorists such as Stuart Hall regard identity as a product of discourse; that is,
individuals continually redefine their identities within discursive spaces.

Activism in Cyberspace

With the expansion of communication technologies, the concept of digital activism
has emerged. From this perspective, users can employ the capacities of cyberspace to
participate in social, political, and cultural affairs. This form of activism includes
conscious activities such as information dissemination, protest, identity defense, and
advocacy, which take place through online tools such as discussion groups, social-
media posts, and virtual campaigns (Earl & Kimport, 2011).

Social networks such as WhatsApp and Eitaa, owing to their interactive nature and
accessibility, can therefore be regarded as effective tools for ethnic activism.
Kurdish-speaking users employ these platforms to maintain ethnic ties, exchange
identity-related information, and respond to or counter dominant discourses. Such
activities represent a clear form of cultural activism in the digital sphere based on
ethnicity and identity.

The integration of Uses and Gratifications Theory, identity-oriented approaches,
and concepts of digital activism provides a framework for a comprehensive analysis
of media behavior and Kurdish discussion-group activism on social networks. This
theoretical framework makes it possible to understand how Kurdish ethnic identity
is reproduced in cyberspace, what needs motivate users to turn to social networks,

and how they engage in intra-ethnic activism through virtual interactions.

Methodology

The present study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods approach. To
collect information concerning the literature and theoretical background, develop
the research propositions, and formulate an initial conceptual model, a documentary
research method was employed. Relevant books, articles, theses, academic journals,
research projects, and electronic databases were reviewed. This review facilitated a
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more comprehensive understanding of previous research and contributed
significantly to achieving the objectives of the study.

Given that the findings of the study may be practically useful to users and
researchers in related fields, including sociology, management, communication,
psychology, and other disciplines, as well as to governmental institutions and
agencies, the study can be considered an applied and developmental research
project. Accordingly, its research orientation is both applied and developmental, and
its research strategy is based on an exploratory approach.

In the present study, semi-structured interviews were conducted, with particular
attention to the content and nature of activism, the processes involved, procedures,
feedback and reactions, and the dynamics of human relationships within the cycle of
activism in cyberspace. To assess the reliability of the structured interview process,
inter-coder reliability was examined using Cohen’s kappa coefficient.

The statistical population consisted of Kurdish activists in Kurdistan who were
active on WhatsApp and Eitaa in the year 1403. Based on Strauss and Corbin (1997),
sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached. In total, 20 Kurdish
participants from Kurdistan who used Eitaa and WhatsApp were interviewed.

Data analysis was conducted through a multi-stage process. The collected data were
summarized, coded, categorized, and ultimately processed to facilitate different
forms of analysis and to establish relationships among the data in order to answer
the research questions. The interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis with
the assistance of MAXQDA software. The analysis of the data and the test results was
conducted at both descriptive and inferential levels.

Findings
The findings of the study address the following question:

What is the typology and pattern of activism in virtual discussions among Kurds
in Kurdistan?

The findings indicate that, among the ten identified types of online and digital
activism, online spectatorship accounts for the largest volume of activity and
represents the most prevalent level of engagement.

Almost all Kurdish respondents in Kurdistan emphasized that they engage in the
first level of activity, namely collectivism, which includes liking or approving a
social-media post or following a user account. This indicates that all participants are

online spectators to some extent.
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However, some participants move beyond this initial stage and enter the stage of
engagement and reaction. At this level, users repost content and express their
opinions about social-media posts, although the extent of such activity is influenced
by factors such as the type of social network.

Some activists subsequently move to the next level of activism, namely content
production, in which they produce video, audio, visual, or textual content. This level
represents a higher degree of participation than the preceding levels.

Other forms of activism, such as obtaining confidential information and hacking to
achieve social or political objectives, were not reported by the interviewees.

The findings further indicate that activities associated with social activism among
Kurds have a relatively broad scope. Most participants were both members of
relevant groups and active participants in them. However, the data indicate that, due
to security considerations, WhatsApp was preferred to Eitaa by the interviewees.
Most respondents regarded social activism as a responsibility they had both as
Iranians and, more specifically, as Kurds. They believed that Kurdish social identity
has developed as a result of the growth of information and the expansion of
communication in the era of globalization. Therefore, they argued that greater social
awareness within these networks would further strengthen their social identity.
Participants primarily regarded themselves as social activists and believed that, as
Kurds, they had a responsibility to engage in social activism.

The second form of activism preferred by Kurdish participants was political
activism. Kurds engage in political activism in order to seek responses to their
demands and claims. Such activism can take both conventional and unconventional
forms. The latter can impose considerable costs on political systems, which generally
seek to channel individual demands through conventional forms of political
participation. The findings indicate that most activists on social networks—
particularly Telegram, to a lesser extent WhatsApp, and on domestic networks such
as Eitaa—engage in political activities such as discussion and criticism, including
forms of collective participation, engagement, and reaction. Nevertheless, they
exercise considerable caution.

Participants stated that if political institutions and mainstream political currents
paid greater attention to their needs and demands, there would be less need for
unconventional forms of activism. These findings are consistent with the studies
conducted by Miller et al. (2018), Martin et al. (2001), Stuart (1399), and Komar et
al. (1998).
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The interview findings further indicate that the major challenge emphasized by
Kurdish activists in Kurdistan in social networks is political challenges. Participants
unanimously believed that political issues constitute the primary reason for the
reluctance of Kurdish activists to engage in certain forms of activism. Their
responses pointed to the role of political issues, governmental practices, and the
political culture of society. More than 90 percent of the interviewees stated that they
regarded participation in virtual activities as a means of avoiding the costs associated
with activism. Some participants described cyberspace as an educated and diverse
environment containing both opposing elements, including insult and argument, as
well as presence and participation.

Regarding communication barriers, the findings indicate that one of the most
important obstacles is illiteracy in Kurdistan, which prevents some individuals from
participating effectively in social networks.

Mechanisms of Cultural Activism

In response to the question: What are the mechanisms for showcasing Kurdish
culture on social media?

The findings show that Kurdish activists in Kurdistan employ various mechanisms
to introduce and promote their culture through social networks. These include:

e information dissemination;

e  education;

® awareness raising;

e strengthening communicative functions;

e enhancing social power;

e producing knowledge and content;

e advertising;

e targeted monitoring;

e  agenda setting;

¢ and the use of alternative media.

Components of Ethnic Identity

In response to the question “What are the components of ethnic identity among
Kurdish activists in Kurdistan on social networks?”, the participants identified
three fundamental components of ethnic identity:

1. Value-based elements

2. Cognitive elements
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3. Emotional elements

The first category consists of value-based elements, such as ethnic attitudes, kinship
ties, and attention to interethnic interaction. Social identity theory is one of the
primary theoretical perspectives from which most measures of ethnic identity are
derived. According to social identity theory, which is one of the major theoretical
perspectives in this field, ethnic identity can be assessed through components such
as ethnic attitudes, perceptions of ethnicity, ethnic identification and confirmation, a
sense of belonging, ethnic attachment, and feelings of ethnic pride.

Cognitive components of ethnic identity include shared history and heritage and
awareness of common ethnic achievements and works. 3Interviews with Kurdish
activists indicate that, through their activities on virtual networks, Kurdish users
contribute to the representation and reproduction of ethnic identity. They also
emphasized that the democratic nature of social networks and the value attributed to
democratic behavior in these spaces can contribute to moderating the views of

extremist groups or preventing marginalized groups from remaining isolated.

Conclusion

Overall, it can be argued that the Internet and social networks, despite their existing
limitations and challenges, have been able to function as important tools for cultural
and ethnic activism among Iranian Kurds. These platforms provide opportunities
for expressing identity, maintaining intra-ethnic communication, and pursuing
social and cultural demands.

Nevertheless, fully realizing their potential requires improvements in infrastructure,
informed cultural policymaking, and strengthening users' media literacy. Therefore,
the future of ethnic activism in cyberspace will largely depend on how effectively
existing challenges are addressed and how intelligently the opportunities provided

by these platforms are utilized.
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