Sociology of Culture and Art Volume 6. Issue 1. Spring 2024. Pages 17 to 40

Research Paper

The netnographic-semantic analysis of gender space in Iran's
virtual social networks

Mohammad Saeed Zokaei !, Simin Veisi?*

L Professor, Department of Cultural Studies, Faculty of Social Sciences, Allameh Tabataba i University,
Tehran, Iran.

2 Ph.D. in Cultural Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, Allameh Tabataba: i University, Tehran, Iran
(Corresponding Author).

10.22034/scart.2023.138801.1288

: Abstract

: The Iranian virtual space has had an impact on the discourse relations between
¢ the two sexes. This research aims to investigate the gender space that governs
: the Iranian virtual space, including definitions and meanings, the discursive
: relationship of power and the symbolic forms of the relationship between the
¢ two sexes through virtual ethnography and semiotic and thematic analysis. The
¢ findings indicate the importance of sexual and erotic aspects between the two
: sexes and the emergence of generalized intimacy. Gender relations are unequal
: at the power discourse level. Men have different mechanisms against
: masculinity crisis which include the rejection of new changes and the
: stabilization of women in the form of sensitive beings, the creation of a new face
: of masculinity, as well as the use of previous mechanisms as don juanism and
: jealousy. Although women have resistances in the form of Female self-
: discoveries, they ultimately by taking refuge in modernity/decency, being
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. : sensitive and being love nurturerer, passively establish themselves in the face of
gender, gender dlscourse,_ gender : previous stereotypes. In the semiotics of space, not only have women in their
Space, power discourse : most commodified form and along with other elements of hedonistic bricolage
relationship, gender mechanisms. : and through compliance with luxurious object become hedonistic along with
: other subjects of pleasure, but also in their fantasies, despite some resistance,
: they seek convergence with men in recklessness and hedonism, and also
: consumerization and romanticizing relationships which ultimately lead to the
: consolidation of previous discourse relations.
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Extended Abstract

1- Introduction:

In recent decades, Iranian virtual social networks
have provided opportunities for the self-expression
of different genders, as well as a possibility for
boundless dialogue between the two sexes and have
had an unprecedented impact on the nature of love,
gender identity and sexuality. Despite the self-
expression among some women, we witness the
continuation of patriarchal power relations and some
anti-feminist stereotypes in the network space. Due
to the predominance of male mentality in the public
space of society and specifically in the country's
scientific community, we have witnessed inadequate
reflection of women's lived experiences,
objectifying and problematizing women, and
neglect of discourse relations between the two sexes.
Here, by designing the concept of gender space, we
seek to know its triple components, including
defining elements of gender relations, symbolic
relations, as well as power relations governing the
relations between men and women in the virtual
space of Iranian society.

2- Methods:
The present study was conducted using virtual
ethnography  (Netnography).  Sampling  was

purposeful and included all the pages of people who
were engaged in gender self-expression or
discussing sexuality on Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram and YouTube in Iran. The samples were
in the age range of 15 to 35 years old and were
selected during one year. Also, sampling was
theoretical and continued until theoretical
saturation. In the semiotic analysis of the relations
of the elements in the image, the rules of
syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations were
examined. In the thematic analysis, the themes that
were simultaneously affected by the theoretical
sensitivity of the previous theories and the
cumulative attitude to the data, formed the starting
point of data analysis which finally led to the final
narrative of the gender space.

3- Results:

On the one hand, due to factors such as increasing
individualism and the availability of countless
sexual objects, the sexual aspect of love has become
more important. The generations of the 60s, 70s and
80s, who are angry about structural failures, resort
to sexual and political de-tabooization in their daily
speech. We are also witnessing the spread of
infatuation, which manifests itself in serial and
multiple relationships between the two sexes, and
has ultimately made love meaningless. We are also
witnessing the phenomenon of generalized
intimacy, during which people while talking about
their most personal issues with the general public,

reveal secrets and the parts of the body that were
previously only visible to his/her lover to everyone.
Men show their anger towards the non-compliance
of masculine norms and the blurring of the
boundaries of masculinity in the form of bluntness,
irony, and open mockery and the intensification of
phallocentrism in speech. On the other hand, men
are trying to create a new definition of masculinity
which is a combination of hegemonic masculinity
with some feminine characteristics such as beauty
and emotionality, in order to deal with women’s
confiscation of many areas that were previously
exclusive to them. In the Iranian society, in recent
years, jealousy has turned from a religious,
customary and private matter into a public matter,
and as a result, women and their related issues have
become problematized and the subject of official
policies. On the other hand, by taking advantage of
the ambiguous space available in social networks,
Iranian don-juans express their interest towards
different people secretly and indirectly to gain a
feeling of power. Women use some mechanisms in
a complementary way. On the one hand, due to the
norms of the society, they show an innocent and
decent self, and on the other hand, they show
themselves as modern women by exaggerating their
recklessness. Nurturing love and taking refuge in
love are considered as valuable female traits:
although in some cases these are challenged by
women'’s self-discovery with the characteristics of
emphasizing  individuality,  expertise,  skill
acquisition and independence, but in the end, too
much emphasis on these characteristics face
negative reactions from men and women.
Materialization, sexualization, and objectification of
women by men have caused them to become a
means of male hedonism which is seen in the
concept of hedonistic bricolage which includes
images in which female figures and luxurious
natural landscapes and comfort items, foods and the
like are placed next to each other with the same
meanings. Also, because of being the object of love,
people, especially women, have to turn themselves
into a luxurious object with exaggerated body and
gesture, which has led to constant concern about the
standard of their appearance. Women emphasize
emotional, dreamy and luxurious fantasies that
define romantic love in a consumerist context, and
men’s fantasies are mainly sexual, exaggerated and
based on power. The projection of fantasies has
caused a kind of convergence in the fantasies of
people, especially of both sexes, so that women have
become inclined towards body-oriented, erotic and
reckless fantasies.

4- Conclusion:

In terms of the constituent elements, the gender
space in Iran has moved towards the generalization
and commaodification of the subject of love. Also, at
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the linguistic level, unequal power between men and
women can be seen. Men seek to stabilize their
power with the help of various mechanisms, from
violent encounters against new forms of
masculinity, stabilizing women in the form of
emotional beings, and creating a new form of
masculinity, to traditional mechanisms of being
jealous and don juanism. The unequal relations
between the two sexes have become more obvious
in the symbolic dimension as the outermost layer, so
that not only have women turned themselves into
luxurious and hedonistic things in the most
objectified way, but also in their fantasies, they seek
convergence with men in hedonism and
recklessness, and also consumerization and
romanticization of relationships, which finally,

despite some women’s resistance, lead to the
stabilization of previous discourse relations.
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