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ABSTRACT

The communication and information revolution has created a new space of human
existence that lies outside the old concept of time and space i.e. free of borders and is
rapidly changing our world. The second space, that is, virtual is constantly developing and
expanding, conceptualizing, producing and disseminating content, and intertwining itself
with the natural world. This article combines the dual spacization and representation
theories to identify how national identity, as the highest and most significant, is
represented in the virtual space. By adopting the critical discourse analysis method
alongside grounded theory, our examination of Instagram posts identifies a confrontation
between Iranian and Islamic identities and a need for greater convergence and interaction
between these two identities to achieve a moderate, balanced identity that fosters national
cohesion and harmony. Targeted strategies and policies pursued by political and other
relevant institutions, in particular micro and macro planning of the use of virtual space,
will bring Iranian and Islamic identities closer together, offering an Iranian-Islamic
identity that more effectively represents Iran's culture and civilization.
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INTRODUCTION

The effects of the information revolution and the expansion of technologies in the
contemporary period have shaped a world that is rapidly and continuously
producing and reproducing old and new concepts and content. Most concepts and
meanings in the economic, political, cultural and societal spheres have changed.
Following increasing advances in technology and information, we have witnessed
the emergence of the Internet and virtual space; this new space, with vastly different
characteristics from the space where we lived before, is known as virtual space or
the “second space” (Ameli, 2015, 20). The second space enjoys the most powerful
means of producing and publishing content, via virtual social networks. Virtual
social networks allow people to interact, exchange views and seek whatever
information they desire. This sharing of everyday life, experiences and ideas can
produce new concepts, especially cultural and social ones.

One of these concepts is the concept of identity, the first and foremost question
facing every individual, and each person must find sources of identity to answer it.
Among various forms of individual and social identities, national identity has the
highest level that humans acquire in the process of socialization and identification.
National identity, by fostering a sense of shared culture, history, geography, politics,
religion, language and perceptions, leads the people to feel that they are members of
a group, and to develop loyalty to and willingness to sacrifice for that group
(Fakhar, Dehshiri, Motallebi, & Kamalizadeh, 1400; Tavassoli, 2013). Through
national identity, a person becomes committed to a collective “we” that is distinct
from “others” (Hajiani, 1379, 197).

Considering the importance of the national identity concept and its role and
function in human societies, it was decided to conduct research into how this
concept is represented in the virtual space in the age of dual spacization. The study
focuses on the virtual social network Instagram, a platform that has grown
significantly in recent years and has millions of Iranian users.

PURPOSE

The present study is conducted with the aim of investigating how national identity
is represented in the virtual space of Instagram. The sub-questions of the work are
to identify the components of users’ national identity, and provide a model for the
promotion and development of national identity.

METHODOLOGY

This research is based on a combination of two qualitative methods, critical
discourse analysis and grounded theory. In order to investigate how users represent
national identity in virtual space, 20 active public accounts with more than 10,000
followers and finally 50 posts were selected. Posts discussing the topic of Iran and



national identity through written, visual or audio content were selected and
analyzed using Fairclough’s method of critical discourse analysis. In order to
respond to the two sub-questions of identifying the components of Iranian users’
national identity and offering a model for the promotion of national identity,
grounded theory methodology was employed. Data was collected via interview, and
theoretical saturation was reached after 18 interviews.

FINDINGS

While not all posts necessarily showed Iran or Iranian identity directly, the first part
of the analysis identified 53 Instagram posts that referred to these concepts using
written, visual or audio content. By adopting Fairclough’s method of critical
discourse analysis, we were able to identify components of users’ representations of
national identity. From an examination of these components, two identity
discourses were identified in the selected posts: Iranian national identity and
Islamic national identity. Other identity discourses, such as Iranian-Islamic and
global were not seen.

In the next part of the research, interview data were gathered, and 64 relevant
concepts of relevance of national identity were identified through a process of open
coding. In the process of axial coding according to shared concepts, these concepts
were categorized into 17 groups. In selecting codes, we considered the causal,
context and intervening structural conditions, the actions and interactional
strategies used to manage them, and the consequences of these actions and
interactions. Context causes and conditions are the reasons and foundations upon
which national identity is formed, and intervening structural conditions can either
facilitate or limit the promotion and development of national identity. Interviewees
pointed to the strategic policies of the political system, both as legislator and
executive, and the use of the facilities and power of small and large institutions in
advancing national identity. The appropriate and optimal use of technological
capacities and virtual space, given their significant influence on contemporary life,
will be among the most effective measures.

CONCLUSION

Two discourses of Islamic and Iranian identity were identified from the
representations and concepts of national identity on the selected Instagram posts. In
order to strengthen its revolutionary and Islamic identity, Iran has tried to bolster
religious and revolutionary concepts in the political, social, cultural and economic
spheres. As a result, a large group of people in society — and in turn, in virtual spaces
- have adopted the religious and revolutionary discourse that is officially
disseminated via media, promotions and public education. According to this
discourse, which belongs to the revolutionary stream of the country and is
consistent with the views of the Islamic system, national identity is derived from the
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teachings of Islam, in particular Shiism. Considering the three types of identities
proposed by Castells, this discourse can be understood both as a resistance identity
and as a kind of legitimizing identity that reinforces the ruling norms of society.
Another group of users promote a Iranian national identity discourse that does not
include religious elements. This approach can also be classified as a resistance
identity, and its proponents emphasize components such as ancient Iran in seeking
to present their identity as the only Iranian national identity.

Despite the expansion of virtual spaces to the point that they now envelop the
real world; neither global identity nor Iranian-Islamic one were seen in the
Instagram posts. Instead, we witness a confrontation between the two identities.
However, many interviewees considered their national identity to be Iranian-
Islamic, and the common national identity discourse among people at the societal
level was the same Iranian-Islamic. This discourse was not reflected in the selected
Instagram posts. Since virtual spaces now overshadow contemporary life, a balanced
and moderate discourse in virtual space is needed in order to lessen the one-
dimensional confrontation between the two discourses of Islamic and Iranian
identity. National unity, social cohesion and the integration of different layers of
society will take place when all sources of identity are strengthened and effective. In
fact, the two discourses of Iranian and Islamic are not necessarily in conflict with
each other, as each emphasizes a part of Iran’s history, and each focuses on Iran’s
social and civilization resources. Efforts to combine Iranian and Islamic identity as
much as possible in the virtual space will facilitate the presentation of Iranian-
Islamic culture and civilization.

NOVELTY

The objectives of this research are consistent with its combination of qualitative
methods. This research sought to evaluate the impact of dual spacization on the
representation of national identity using selected Instagram posts. The findings of
this research can be used to study the effects of virtual space on any of the
components of national identity. Further, the scope of the research could be
widened and applied to shape strategic planning to strengthen cultural, social and
even political components of national identity.
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