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Introduction

More than 185 years have passed since the publication of the first newspaper in Iran on
May 1, 1837. In the intervening period, thousands of newspapers debuted and were
published for relatively short spans of time and then disbanded for almost similar reasons.
The moments of the development and prosperity of Iranian newspapers were short-lived
and instead, the periods of discontinuity and recession long. The last time when the
Iranian press thrived was the reform era of 1997-2000. The development of the
newspapers in this period involves distinct characteristics. This is a time when the
structural impediments to the development of the newspapers remained in place, the
newspapers underwent an exceptional development, and a new era kicked off in the
history of the Iranian newspapers.

Impacted by the developments resulting from the coming to power of a pro-reform
administration, the Iranian society was in need of accessing news and information, and the
independent newspapers and media could respond to people’s demand for news. In Tran
the applicants of running newspapers should first obtain licenses from the Ministry of]
Culture and Islamic Guidance, and their general and specific qualifications should be
vetted by the government entities. Between 1997 and 2000, a total of 2,683 people
submitted applications for newspaper ownership (Bahrampour, 2001), which wag
unprecedented since the 1979 revolution in Iran.

Along with the publication of hundreds of newspapers and the work of thousands of
journalists across the country who introduced a new discourse in the national journalism
scene, new conversations took shape around concepts such as freedom of expression
media independence and civil society. Journalists tried to resume the operation of the
associations and unions that were deactivated following the 1979 revolution in order tg
claim their occupational and professional rights, and several associations, unions and
press houses were founded nationwide.

The inception of associations and unions was welcomed by the journalists widely, buf
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these institutions weren’t able to realize their professional objectives cohesively and take
strides to solidify the functioning of the newspapers in Iran.

The journalists’ “collective action” primarily played an effective role in the temporary
development of the press in Iran. In the discursive space, the proposition of ideas such as
civil society, freedom of expression, independent media, citizenship rights and free flow
of information, etc., pushed the political boundaries quickly and a common agenda was
conceived between the public and the producers of new messages in the society. Through
antagonizing and drawing political lines, the new discourse was able to create a hegemony
for its speakers in the eyes of the public and frame journalism as a respected sociopolitical
profession and act as seen by the audiences of the media messaging. Journalists needed to
preserve and consolidate the opportunity that had arisen. By establishing press unions,
they sought to take steps along this path, but in practice, those institutions were either
closed down or turned into superficial and inefficient outfits. The present study is aimed
at identifying the reasons for this failure.

Methodology

The present study covers the period after June 1997 until June 2022. The required data
were gathered through narrative interviews with journalists and by making use of texts
and written data. In data analysis, the narrative analysis method was used through the
thematic model for thematization. Through mixed purposive sampling, an effort was
made to ensure that sampling to achieve representativeness or comparability would be
possible. The primary data were collected from the interviews, but to assess the reliability
of the research, tens of written documents and texts published in the media were also
used. For the analysis procedure, the Wolcott thematic model (2008) has been used, which
includes the three general stages of description, analysis and interpretation. The role of the
researcher in the study has been hybrid, including a sympathetic observer (verstehen),
faithful reporter, mediator of languages, and facilitator of reflexivity.

Three domains were stipulated for collecting, organizing and analyzing data, and
according to conventional classic approaches to narrative analysis, these three domains,
namely “beginning,” “creating twists” and “untwisting and ending” were placed in a time
continuum so that the narrative included a coherent combination in reflecting the
formation of the collective action, the challenges ahead and the dissipation of the
aforementioned collective action.

Results and Discussion

In the discursive space that emerged after the coming to power of the reformist
administration in Iran, incentives for a sort of social and political activism through the
work of newspapers were cultivated in the society and an opportunity was created so that
in the absence of political parties, newspapers and magazines could evolve into venues for
the exchange of ideas and political, cultural and social opinions in the society.
Intrinsically, all those who had turned to journalism were not driven by the same motives.
Yet, social activism through working in the newspapers that presented its own attraction
and possibilities could be encouraging and motivating for many people. From political
motives to economic ones to fulfilling what was considered the common good, there were
many people who had tied the idea of working at newspaper offices with nostalgic
sentiments. Yet, in the absence of political parties, the involvement of political activists in
the newspapers emerging from the political developments of this period was noticeable
and remarkable, even though their efficiency in contributing to the sustainable
development of the newspapers was uncertain.

Production and dissemination of message in a space dominated by the political discourses
faced obstacles more than ever. These obstacles were not only due to legal constraints, but
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were also reignited by political turmoil. Legal and conventional restrictions affected the
process of content production markedly, and the pace of the events and challenges
associated with conflicting political interests and judicial edicts would also tamp down the
process of creative activities. Under these circumstances, journalism, caught in a vicious
cycle, couldn’t wriggle out of hardships and professional and legal dilemmas, and be
consolidated in an upward and development-oriented journey.

Within the unions, also, the journalists failed to pursue their shared professional goals.
The lack of cohesion and collective participation prevented the unions from being able to
fulfill their fundamental goals. Political motives, the frailty of professional identity, a
tendency to assertiveness and hesitation in participatory motives, fierce competition over
financial gains through non-productive means, little awareness of the nature and function
of the unions, dependency on the power centers, and above all the separation of financial
interests from professional interests, all representing intragroup factors, blocked the
formation and survival of independent, sustainable and efficient press unions in Iran.

Conclusion

As organized collectives, unions are capable of delivering tasks that individuals won’t be
able to achieve alone. The satisfaction of the media practitioners’ needs for laws and
regulations that ensure their job security, and the fulfillment of other criteria for media
development and sustainability, won’t be possible other than through the functioning of
civil entities. In order to achieve institutionalization, the media cannot expect the power
authority to take action voluntarily and help them. They should meet their demands
through negotiations, dialogue and compromises, and this is a process that won’t be
enabled other than through unions.

However brave they may perform as individuals, journalists need collective action
through unions to fulfill the criteria of media development. Negotiating with rival groups
to gain concessions is among the fundamental components for turning individual action
into organized collective action. In the absence of collective will, frailty of professional
motives and separation of financial interests and professional attitudes, Iranian journalists
failed to perpetuate the temporary development of the newspapers in Iran through union-
based solutions.

Keywords: Press, Journalists, Collective Action, Institutional Agency, Trade Unions.
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