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ABSTRACT

The use of virtual networks, the globalization of mediated cultures, and the
emergence of the cultural public sphere all have led to attention being focused on
cultural citizenship theories in describing citizenship participation of cyberspace
users. In this paper, using the method of ethnographic content analysis, an attempt
was made to evaluate the nature of citizenship practices of young Instagram users and
the extent to which these engagement are consistent with their national citizenship.
According to the findings, 69% of the content shared on the mainstream public
pages, humor and entertainment pages encompassed "individualistic” themes, often
in line with the users' individual interests and concerns and their tendency for
happiness and fun. Moreover, these themes have complied with the cultures existing
in the global public sphere rather than conforming to national citizenship. Yet, the
more frequency of individualistic themes as compared to collectivist themes did not
mean their complete disregard for national-scale actions, with 21% of the themes on
these pages being formal and community-centered citizenship. Users have returned
to their national-level belongings, responsibilities and issues through them. In the
Concluding Section, the necessity of redefining the concept of citizenship based on
the requirements of the cyberspace, the impossibility of adopting absolute positive or
negative approaches to the consequences of virtual citizenship on national
citizenship, the necessity of simultaneous attention to opportunities and threats this
space poses, and the need to expand education pertinent to "cultural citizenship" were
all emphasized.

Keywords: cultural citizenship, cultural public sphere, citizenship engagement,
Instagram, ethnographic content analysis

1. Professor of Communications, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran
(Corresponding Author)
>4 ssameli@ut.ac.ir

2. M.A. Student in Cultural Studies and Media, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran
P4 fsiasirad@ut.ac.ir


https://dx.doi.org/10.22035/jicr.2020.2400.2859
http://www.jicr.ir/article_424.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0

Tranian Cultural Research

Vol. 13
Issue 3
Autumn 2020

INTRODUCTION

The development of media and communication technologies has brought about
reconceptualization in the public sphere and has linked it to everyday life of
individuals. It has also extended the range of citizen participation. Since cultural
citizenship theories (e.g., Hartley, 2010; Uricchio, 2004) when linked with new
citizenship models, are able to present new areas to describe and analyze online
citizen participation, they were used in this paper.

PURPOSE

The research, at the first step, aims to provide a description of the nature of young
Iranian users’ mainstream citizen participation in the cyberspace. Going on to the
next step, while separating the shared topics in each personal, local, national, global
scales (Stevenson, 2003, 91-92), the extent of accordance and the effects of these
new participations and mentioned topics on essential components of national
citizenship is discussed.

METHODOLOGY

To reach the goals of the research, ethnographic content analysis (Altheide,1987) is
used. The studied sample was selected among public Instagram pages of young
Iranian users.

RESULT

The results of ethnographic content analysis are mentioned in two steps: first,
introduction of the most frequent citizenship models on public pages of Instagram,
and secondly, investigating the main topics of these pages. According to the new
citizenship models, participations of users is summarized as follows: “every day and
self-actualizing participants” (Bennett, 2007; Bang, 2004, 169), “fandoms” (Jenkins,
2014, 65), and “civics participants” (Zuckerman, 2014) respectively having
approximate frequency of 67, 31, and 2 percent. Since entertainment-comic pages -43
percent frequency- were the most common pages in the category of “every day and
self-actualizing participants”, the main users’ issues in these pages are evaluated in
more detail at the next step. From the analysis of the posts in these pages, five
categories of “official citizenship”, "community-centered citizenship", "individualistic
citizenship", “local citizenship” and "transnational citizenship” have been obtained.

"Formal citizenship" codes - extracted by examining serious posts on comic-
entertainment pages — by order of frequency include “"sense of cultural belonging,"
"sense of civic belonging," "sense of social belonging", "Political belonging ", "Social
duties", "Cultural duties” and "Civic belonging ". The most important examples of
these codes include such things as “glorification of Iranian-Islamic rituals and

traditions", encouraging followers to "participate in charities’, reposting "sports



nobilities", and reposting messages on the occasions of “the death of political icons”
of the country and the necessity for “environmental protection”. This category has a
total frequency of approximately 5 percent.

"Community-centered citizenship" refers to the expression of cultural, social,
economic, and political issues and harms in the form of humor. Of the total posts
analyzed, approximately 16 percent of all posts were in this category. The most
important codes in this category, by order of frequency, include "cyber harms",
‘political humor", "critique of extremism in fashion and beauty’, "economic
problems”, "poor ethics”, "critique of national television and cinema productions”,
‘family issues”, "city life problems", "educational problems", "paperwork and
administrative corruption”, "critique of contemporary music”, "gender inequalities"
and "civil limits".

The codes categorized under ‘"individualistic citizenship” express the
experiences, interests, and personal concerns of young users away from any critical
view of the society. "Relationships”, "education”, "mundane everyday activities",
“Strangers’ video", "family relationships”, "gender clichés", "marriage", "dance clips"
and "new technology” were the most important codes in this category with a
considerable frequency of 69 percent.

‘Local citizenship’ has the two codes of "local cultures” and "local news and
events” holding a frequency of 0.72 percent is a category that expresses users'
attention to their local affiliations in the form of humor-entertainment. The
category of “transnational citizenship" with a frequency of 9 percent includes
humorous content that users have adopted from known or unknown foreign pages.
They have shared them without any change. ‘Relationships’, ‘video of strangers’,
‘cinema’, “sports”, "gender stereotypes", "marriage” and "political humor" are the
most important codes in this category that each may be re-categorized into
“‘community-centered citizenship " or "individualistic citizenship".

DISCUSSION

Based on the obtained results and considering the emphasis that "cultural
citizenship” has on the emergence of various global, regional, national, urban and
personal levels for citizenship participation (Stevenson, 2003, 91-92), it can be said
that the most frequent themes produced and shared belonged to the individualistic
level with a frequency of 69.52 percent. Therefore, users have used alternative
citizenship models more in connection with entertainment, pleasure, interests and
experiences based on their daily lives. 21 percent of the contents reflect the interests
and concerns of users at the national level, which seems a significant percentage
considering the focus on fun and entertainment on these pages. "Formal
citizenship” with 5 percent frequency and "community-centered citizenship" with 16
percent frequency are the categories of this level. This portion of "community-
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centered citizenship” shows the growing tendency of users to creatively use humor
to express their opinions and criticisms. The 9 percent share of foreign content, no
matter how small it may seem, is strongly aligned with individualistic participatory
practices and can therefore pave the ground for cultural influence on young people's
virtual participations.

CONCLUSION

Tracking the citizenship of young users in cyberspace suggests that only a small
proportion of citizenship participation in cyberspace - approximately 5 percent -
conform exactly to formal citizenship frameworks. This issue indicates the need to
pay attention to the media and Dual Spacization (Ameli, 2011, 4) of contemporary
citizenship. Regarding the consequences of newly-emerging virtual participation for
the national citizenship of users, it is necessary to mention that although this space
can have consequences such as individualism, consumerism, extremism (Yigit,
2014), moral and legal crises and cultural collapse, (Nejati Hosseini, 2009), these
consequences cannot be considered absolutely negative. Social networks can
provide new opportunities to practice citizenship and facilitate citizen participation.
Excessive fear of the consequences of activism in this space for national citizenship
or not recognizing any importance for it is both misguided approaches to "cultural
citizenship”. Therefore, adopting an approach that can minimize threats while
taking advantage of opportunities should be considered in policy-making and
education for young people.

NOVELTY

Although this article is merely the result of a study and analysis of only one sample
of public pages on the social network of Instagram and therefore does not have the
ability to be generalized to users of other social networks or all Iranian citizens in
general, regarding theories of “cultural citizenship” and new models of citizenship, it
has taken a new approach to the study of online practices and the virtual public
sphere of Iranian users. Compared to the quantitative common approaches, this
approach has made it possible to provide a more detailed description of the nature
of the mainstream of Iranian users' citizenship participation. In analyzing
compliance or otherwise non-compliance of existing themes in the virtual public
sphere with the basic components of national citizenship and the consequences of
cyberspace for national citizenship, new dimensions and angles have been discussed
in this research.
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