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Abstract

This study examines the role of digital media in the structural
transformation of power in Iran and its transition from centralization
to decentralization. The primary research question explores how
digital media have functioned as tools for reducing power
concentration and enhancing social participation. The study employs a
qualitative approach using thematic analysis. The research sample
comprises scholarly articles in both Persian and English relevant to the
topic, with eight studies selected through purposive sampling. The
findings indicate that social media platforms, including Telegram,
Instagram, and Twitter, have played a significant role in altering
power dynamics, organizing protests, redefining social identities, and
strengthening oversight of governmental institutions. Furthermore, the
study reveals that digital media have created new public spaces where
citizens engage in social and political activities without mediation
from formal institutions. However, challenges such as the spread of
misinformation, government-imposed filtering, and regulatory
restrictions have also been identified, which may impact the
dynamism of these digital spaces. The study underscores the
importance of effective policymaking in managing the digital sphere
and demonstrates that digital media, beyond being mere

* Corresponding Author: m.aghapour1014@gmail.com

How to Cite: Aghapour, M. (2025). Digital Media and Structural Power
Transformations in Iran: From Centralization to Decentralization, The Islamic
Revolution Approach Quarterly, 18(69), 173-202.

Received: 13/08/2024 Accepted: 11/01/2025



VO 1 ool j¢§ 9 6 jlois sz Jlw

communication tools, have become a pivotal factor in the structural
transformation of power in Iran.

Keywords: Digital media, power transformation, Iran,
centralization, decentralization.

Introduction

In recent decades, digital media have emerged as a transformative
force, reshaping socio-political structures worldwide. These platforms
have facilitated new forms of communication, disrupted traditional
power hierarchies, and provided alternative spaces for civic
engagement. Iran, as a country with a tightly controlled media
landscape, has witnessed a significant shift in power dynamics due to
the proliferation of digital media. The rise of social media platforms
such as Telegram, Instagram, and Twitter has allowed citizens to
challenge state-controlled narratives, coordinate political activism, and
engage in digital resistance.

This study aims to examine the role of digital media in
transforming the structure of power in Iran, focusing on the transition
from centralized state control to a more decentralized form of public
engagement. The research explores how digital media have
contributed to diminishing centralized authority and strengthening
civic participation. It also investigates the challenges associated with
this  transformation,  including  state-imposed  censorship,
misinformation, and efforts to reassert government control over digital
spaces.

Main Body

1. Digital Media as a Catalyst for Decentralization

Digital media have facilitated a transition from traditional, top-
down control of information to a decentralized communication
network where individuals actively participate in content creation and
dissemination. In Iran, where state-run television and newspapers have
historically dominated public discourse, social media platforms have
created an alternative space for political discussion and mobilization
(Castells, 2012). These platforms have empowered citizens to
document and share events in real-time, reducing the state’s ability to
monopolize information flow. One of the most notable examples of
digital media’s impact in Iran was during the 2009 Green Movement
protests following the disputed presidential elections. Social media
played a crucial role in organizing protests, spreading awareness, and
mobilizing international attention (Howard & Hussain, 2013). Twitter,
Facebook, and YouTube became key platforms for activists to
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document human rights violations and call for reforms. The shift in
power from state-controlled media to decentralized digital activism
illustrated the potential of digital tools to disrupt authoritarian control.

2. Digital Resistance and Government Countermeasures

The Iranian government has responded to the decentralization of
power through digital media with extensive surveillance, censorship,
and internet restrictions. Authorities have implemented sophisticated
filtering systems to block access to major social media platforms,
including Facebook, Twitter, and Telegram. Additionally, periodic
internet shutdowns have been employed during times of political
unrest to suppress mobilization efforts (Morozov, 2011). Despite these
restrictions, Iranian citizens have demonstrated resilience by adopting
digital resistance strategies such as VPN usage, encrypted messaging
services, and alternative social media networks. These tools have
allowed activists to bypass censorship and continue engaging in online
political discourse. The decentralized nature of digital media has made
it increasingly difficult for the state to fully control the flow of
information. Furthermore, leaked videos, such as those exposing
human rights abuses in Evin Prison, highlight how digital media have
become tools for holding authorities accountable. Such revelations
have fueled public discourse on government transparency and have
contributed to the erosion of state legitimacy. The ability of ordinary
citizens to document and share evidence of state misconduct reflects a
significant shift in power dynamics, where the government no longer
holds exclusive control over information dissemination.

3. Challenges of Digital Media in Power Decentralization

While digital media have provided new opportunities for civic
engagement, they also present significant challenges. One of the
primary concerns is the spread of misinformation and propaganda.
The unregulated nature of social media allows for the rapid
dissemination of false information, which can exacerbate political
tensions and contribute to social divisions. Additionally, government
entities have adapted to the digital landscape by deploying cyber
armies and state-sponsored media campaigns to influence public
opinion. These tactics aim to manipulate narratives, discredit
opposition movements, and reinforce state ideology. The digital realm
has thus become a contested space where both activists and state
actors seek to assert their influence. Another challenge is the potential
for increased government surveillance under the guise of national
security. The Iranian government has sought to develop a domestic



IR'AY 1 ool j¢§ 9 6 jlois sz Jlw

internet infrastructure, known as the National Information Network, to
monitor online activities more effectively. Such measures raise
concerns about privacy violations and the suppression of dissent.

Conclusion

Digital media have significantly transformed the landscape of
power in Iran, facilitating a shift from centralized state control to a
more decentralized model of public engagement. These platforms
have enabled citizens to challenge government narratives, organize
protests, and document human rights violations. However, the
government has responded with censorship, surveillance, and internet
restrictions to maintain control. Despite these challenges, digital
resistance strategies have allowed Iranian citizens to circumvent state-
imposed limitations and continue engaging in political discourse. The
ongoing struggle between the state and society in the digital sphere
underscores the dynamic nature of power distribution in the modern
era. While digital media offer unprecedented opportunities for civic
participation and democratic engagement, they also pose new risks,
including misinformation, state manipulation, and increased
surveillance. Moving forward, effective digital governance policies
must strike a balance between protecting freedom of expression and
addressing the risks associated with online misinformation.
Ultimately, this study highlights the evolving role of digital media as
both a tool for empowerment and a battleground for power struggles
between the Iranian government and its citizens. The trajectory of
digital transformation in Iran will depend on the ability of civil society
to maintain access to open communication channels and the state’s
ongoing efforts to regulate and control the digital landscape.
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