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Editorial Policy

Journal of Journalism and Media, a blind-reviewed academic journal of
the Department of Journalism and Media Studies, Jahangirnagar
University, is published every year. It publishes research-oriented
papers on media, journalism and communication, photo essays, and
critical review of films and recently published books. Papers
recommended by reviewers are generally accepted for publication.

Every article and photo essay must have an abstract of not more
than 200 words. The length of each paper should not exceed 5000
words, that of a photo essay should not exceed 1000 words and 12
photos, and that of a review should not exceed 1500 words. For
documentation, APA style manual must be used. As the review
process is blind, authors are solicited to mention their names and
other details not on the body of the paper but on a separate sheet of
paper attached to the writing.

All writings are to be sent in copies, one soft copy either in a
CD or to editorjmsjournal@juniv.edu, and two hard copies to Editor,
Journal of Journalism and Media, Department of Journalism and Media
Studies, Jahangirnagar University, Savar, Dhaka 1342, Bangladesh.

Writings are received throughout the year. The views expressed
in the papers published in the Journal of Journalism and Media are
those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the
Editorial Board.



Editorial

The world has become networked, and human communication has
been significantly transformed: Communication media is primarily
responsible for all these shifts. This propensity emphasizes the
importance of studying communication, media, and journalism —the
ways and practices of engaging, knowing, and informing. We
publish the Journal of Journalism and Media annually, intending to
produce and disseminate pertinent new knowledge.

This year, the journal’s fourth issue includes six articles: four in
English and two in Bangla. The multidisciplinarity of the articles
brought fresh perspectives to the table, extending the horizon of our
knowledge and understanding of the topic areas.

The first article focuses on communication technology’s social
impacts: Social media in social movements. Indeed, a pressing issue
around the world nowadays! The following two articles connected
social media to gender and behavioral issues. The fourth article is
about sports communication in a different context, i.e., Iran, which
enriches this issue with international insights. The fifth and sixth
articles investigated advertisement and online news from two
different political and behavioral aspects.

We believe our endeavor can contribute to the respective fields,
providing new understanding and perspectives. We also hope to
benefit teachers and students and help advance knowledge.

Rakib Ahmed

Editor

Journal of Journalism and Media

Department of Journalism and Media Studies
Jahangirnagar University
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The Impact of Social Media in Mobilizing the Road Safety ...

Journal of Journalism and Media
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Impact of Social Media in Mobilizing the 2018
Road Safety Movement in Bangladesh

Nishat Parvez”

[Abstract: This article focuses on the impact of social media in
mobilizing the road safety movement. On July 29, 2018, two
college students died in a horrific road accident in Dhaka. After
their death, school and college students across the country
started protesting the corruption and mischievousness of the
transport sector of Bangladesh. Social media solely mobilized
this movement. The study observed how social media helped
young students organize and spread their agenda through a
successful protest. Using the content analysis method, some of
the most shared posts (pictures, videos, words) from Facebook
and YouTube were analyzed to understand the impact of social
media. By analyzing the posts through Critical Discourse
Analysis theory and Protest Logic theory, this study found that
it is necessary to engage in activism both in social media and in
real life to spread a protest throughout the country.]

Key-words: Road Safety Movement 2018, Social Media, Protest Logic,
Critical Discourse Analysis, Social Activism

Bangladesh is one of the deadliest places in the World for walking on the
road. Every year an average of 21,000 people die in road accidents,
according to the World Health Organization* (WHO, n.d.). In 2018, two
school students were killed in a road accident. Their peers from the whole
country got agitated and started the Road Safety Movement on social
media, which finally took to the roads of Dhaka, the capital, and
subsequently, the whole country. In the same year, a total of 7,221 people
died in road accidents, according to Bangladesh Passenger Welfare
Association (Dhaka Tribune, 2019).

*  Nishat Parvez: Assistant Professor, Department of Journalism and Media
Studies, Jahangirnagar University, Savar, Dhaka-1342, Bangladesh.
Email: nishatjms@juniv.edu

1.  http://lwww.searo.who.int/bangladesh/road-safety/en/
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This article worked on social media mobilization in the road safety
movement in Bangladesh. Social media mediation or mobilization could
help know the relationship between power, politics, and media. The road
safety movement of 2018 is one of the most significant student-led
movements in the recent history of Bangladesh. The protest focused on
Facebook and YouTube, which are the most popular social media in
Bangladesh?.

This paper investigated the social media co-relation of the road safety
movement through content analysis and critical discourse analysis of
selective Facebook and YouTube posts. It shed light on the process of
student-led movement through social media and how it went offline from
online. This essay was developed by using protest logic and mediation
structure as its theoretical framework.

Background

In the past few years, social media has been used to change social
phenomena or bring a more significant change in the society of Bangladesh.
This country was amidst a political dilemma till 2008, as two main parties,
Bangladesh Awami League and Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP),
conflicted in the 1990s. The Awami League (AL) formed government after
winning the general elections in 2008. This party also clinched victory in
the next two national elections in 2014 and 2018. However, the Awami
League received a wide range of criticisms from various quarters including
politicians and human rights activists for its undemocratic practices in
politics and governance. In many cases, it did not let BNP or other
oppositional parties arrange political meetings, processions, or
demonstrations. Many Bangladeshis are highly critical of their rule because
of corruption, extrajudicial killing, a weak economic system, and eye-
washing development propaganda. The pro-government persons do not
welcome criticism of the government. It has been difficult for people to
express their anger in physical set-ups. Therefore, the citizens, especially
the young generation, use social media to verbalize their anger. This anger
of the general public of Bangladesh gave rise to worthy movements like
Shahbagh Movement in 20133, ensuring severest punishment for the War
Crimes committed in 1971, and the quota reform movement in 2018* for
achieving equality in civil service jobs.

2. https://gs.statcounter.com/social-media-stats/all/bangladesh
3. Appendix (1)
4. Appendix (2)
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On July 29, 2018, two college students, Rajib and Diya, were Killed,
and 12 others were injured by a coalition of two buses in Dhaka. Later,
school and college students of Dhaka city took over the streets, demanding
justice for their friends. The demonstration became robust on August 4
after they gained backing from university students. On the same day,
students clashed with law enforcement agencies and the Bangladesh
Chhatra League (BCL), a pro-Awami League student wing. The movement
started with the anger and outburst of the school and college children on
social media (BBC News, 2018). Even the mainstream media failed to
obtain updates from the protestors and had to rely on social media such as
Facebook and YouTube. The whole movement was run and mediated
through social media.

There were some critical demands of the students, such as killers of the
students must be brought to justice, footbridges must be built on roads
adjacent to all educational institutions, speed breakers must be set up on
roads in accident-prone areas, and unfit vehicles and driving without a
license must be banned (The Daily Star, 2018).

The movement ended after the cabinet division led by Premier Sheikh
Hasina approved the draft of the Road Transport Act 2018 with the
maximum penalty of five years in jail and a TK 500000 fine for fatal road
accidents (Mamun, 2018). On December 2, 2019, the Dhaka court gave life
imprisonment to the drivers on the death of Rajib and Diya (risingbd.com,
2019).

Though road accidents are common in Bangladesh, the road safety
movement stimulated the whole country, and the deserved punishment was
given to the accused drivers. This movement was set by the students and led
through social media. It showed how the power of the public could be used
through social media to gain justice in a disruptive society.

Literature Review

A social movement refers to the collective action of people for a common
purpose. It has brought new values, goals, and new norms to society. Social
movements are not a new phenomenon but using a networked environment,
mainly the Internet and social media like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, etc.,
are not quite as old. As Manual Castells (2015) mentions, networked social
movements first spread in the Arab World, and then movements arose in
Europe and the United States. Thompson and Tapscott (2013) distinguished
grievance, relative deprivation, and resource inequalities could be led to
collective action or social movement. They explored the extent of
mobilizing public opinions through social networks and the mainstream
media, which led to the broader social movement.
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So how does social movement relate to social media? Castells (2015)
answered this very question: transforming an individual's emotion into
action is the primary source of a social movement. This emotional
activation ought to connect with others, which requires an effective
communication channel. The Pew Research Centre might support the
finding of Castells as it shows that Black American social media users say
that social media platforms are essential for connecting with like-minded
users, circulating images, and engaging in stories about corresponding
protests (Auxier, 2020).

Not only in Europe and the United States but social movements in Asia
were also influenced using social media. Goh and Pang (2016)
distinguished how social media played an essential role in collective action
in protest against the government of Singapore. They analyzed 1805 blogs
and Facebook posts, and comments to see what frames had been used by the
protestors at the time of the movement. However, it is difficult to say if
social media is changing the importance of traditional media in terms of
mobilization.

In this age of social media, it sometimes evades traditional media.
Nowadays social movement starts and is triggered by the social media posts
shared by enraged citizens of countries (Mansour, 2012; Van Dijk, 2021).
Interaction in social media can enhance the bond of the communities, can
make a good plan for taking movement offline, and create a collective
identity. An article named social media and Social Movements: Facebook
and an online Guatemalan justice movement that moved offline presented
how social media can enhance activism in Latin America (Harlow, 2012).

Lack of trust in mainstream media and limited access to those could be
a reason for using social media to enhance social movements (Earl et al.,
2022 & Andersen et al., 2021). Nowadays, movements throughout the
world are using alternative media based on the Internet to bypass the
mainstream media to communicate with the broader public against the
repressive governments and the social elites (Stein, 2009). However, the
author did not strictly follow through Facebook and other social media, and
the research was based on Western concepts. In Bangladesh, the media
market is similar according to the size of the country. However, there are
faith issues based on the objectivity of those media (Alam, 2018), which we
found in terms of the Road Safety Movement (2018).

Methodology

This essay is based on two methods: firstly, examining Facebook posts and
YouTube Videos most frequently shared by the protestors at the time, and
secondly, describing and analyzing them to understand how these posts led
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an online movement to offline. I am using the content analysis method to
lighten the critical perspective of social media messages (texts, pictures, or
videos). Content Analysis is used to analyze non-numerical data; as Hsieh
and Shannon (2005) mentioned, the content analysis describes a new
phenomenon that prior studies cannot explain. Garcia-Albacete (2022)
studied content analysis in social movement communication in Journal
Citations Report and concluded that content analysis had become a
standard approach in this field. The purpose of using content analysis in
this research is to elicit meaning from the collected data to draw a
realistic conclusion about social media usage in Road Safety Movement.
I search for the most shared posts (text, photo, or video) by searching
keywords such as #WeWantJustice, #RoadSafetyMovement,
#nirapodshorokchai, #bangladeshstudentprotests, etc.

I chose Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to examine the meaning of
the posts and how protestors decoded them. CDA has been used in areas of
activism and political communication to understand the language of the
political leaders (Gould, 2000; Dobson, 2007 & Chaney, 2014), to
understand the persuasive strategies and ideological components (Nadeem,
Mahmood, & Mahmood, 2014), to understand tone and themes of campaign
discussion (Budge et al., 2001), and to have an idea about ideological
polarization among the positive and negative group (Malghani, Akhtar &
Farooqi, 2019). As CDA is connected meaning and image, it is the method
where all the meanings should be explicit. In this study, CDA is used to
examine the language in protestors’ social media contents e.g., texts,
posters, pictures, and videos.

To understand how the movement went offline, | used the protest logic
theory by della Porta and Diani (2015) as they showed how media and
communication environments provide opportunities for activists. They
pointed out three distinct logics usually taken by the protestors: the logic of
number, damage, and bearing witness. Cammaerts (2012) also explained
how protest logic justifies specific actions and resistance of the protestors. |
used the mediation theory and protested logic to see how the protestors took
over the road using Facebook and YouTube posts and videos.

The configuration of posts in social media

The road safety movement started with the Facebook posts of the students.
Students of the Shaheed Romijuddin Cantonment College, Dhaka, started
protesting after their classmates' death, and then they shared photos of the
protest asking for justice which went viral on social media. The protest
mainly sparked after the Minister of Shipping and the Executive President
of Bangladesh Road Transport Workers Federation, Shahjahan Khan
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commented in a press conference: "a road crash has claimed 33 lives in
India's Maharashtra; but do they talk about it like the way we do?" (The
Daily Star, 2018). He stated this around an hour after the road accident that
killed a college student in Dhaka. His comment and smile were first telecast
in the media, which then became viral through social media. After that, the
students from different schools and colleges in Dhaka city joined the
students of Shaheed Romijuddin Cantonment College.

Students started their movement because there was no law to ensure
justice for the victims. They used social media as their mediation tool and
asked their friends to join. Then they blocked the roads and checked
licenses from the public, private, and even VIP transports. They gave
flowers to those with driving licenses and asked the police to punish the
drivers who did not have fitness licenses for their transports. Brown and
Wilkes (2012) distinguished that the public has learned collective action
through media. In the case of the road safety movement, mainstream media
needed to get updated with the movements as the protestors were
continually working with social media. However, mainstream media had
shown the video of the minister's speech that agitated the protestors.

From Facebook, two graphics with a slogan and a picture have been
chosen. The following pictures contain the slogan in Bengali -- Jodi tumi
voy paw tobe tumi sesh, Jodi tumi rukhe daraw tobe tumi Bangladesh (If
you are afraid, you are finished. If you stand up/fight back, you are
Bangladesh.)

Picture :1

Courtesy: Facebook
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These posters were viral at the time of the movement. The one on the left is
produced by Mita Mehedi (Mita Mehedi, 2018), a famous graphic designer
from Bangladesh, and an anonymous artist produces the one on the right
(Bengali Bhai, 2018). Mita first shared the left one on her Facebook profile.
Then it went viral.

The picture on the left shows students wearing their school/college
uniform with school bags on their backs. These bags symbolize students
from secondary and higher secondary educational institutions in
Bangladesh. In the context of understanding who the protestors were and
their ages, it is necessary to clarify the education system of Bangladesh. In
Bangladesh, a student starts education at five and finishes higher secondary
or college education at 16-17. Then he/she starts his or four years of
undergraduate study at a university. The students started protesting with
their bags and uniforms representing their institutions.

Their body language implies that they are protesting. Upon their head,
a slogan appeared: "if you are afraid, you are finished. If you stand up/fight
back, you are Bangladesh”. The red color is trickling down towards the
asphalt on the road pitch, implying the blood of the teens who died in the
brutal road crash.

The picture on the right side shows three students with three randomly
positioned road cones. The sun behind them depicts new hope, which
denotes that as these teenagers take responsibility, the future of Bangladesh
still has hope. The random position of these road cones shows that they
need to be used regularly and adequately on the roads, for which many
students die every year.

The protestors were using this slogan in their social media campaign.
These pictures were viral on Facebook. Those pictures were among the
most shared ones at the time of the movement.

Picture-2

Courtesy: Facebook®

5. This picture was collected from a random Facebook profile and the person who
shared the post is now unavailable. So no link or reference is given for the post.
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In this photo, a student painted the following slogan on his body We want
Justice: '52 te peyechi, '71 e peyechi, '18 tew pabo (We want justice: we got
justice in 1952, 1971, and we will get justice in 2018). This body painting
mentions the struggle for language in 1952 and the war of independence of
1971. In 1952, when Bangladesh was a part of Pakistan (Bangladesh was
East Pakistan then), West Pakistan (now Pakistan) wanted to make Urdu the
state language of both Pakistan. Most of the population of East Pakistan
used Bangla in their regular communication. Students of East Pakistan
started a demonstration against the decision of West Pakistan, and around
20 students were killed to establish Bangla as their official language.
Besides, 1971 was the most critical year in the lives of Bangladeshis
because they fought a nine-month-long war and almost every family in the
country lost their near and dear to get rid of oppressive West Pakistan.
Three million Bangladeshis were killed, and 0.2 million women were raped
by the soldiers and helpers of West Pakistan. Even now, independence is
the most glorious incident in a Bangladeshi's life. "We got justice by
sacrificing our lives, and we are ready to do that again," which was
mentioned in the lines written on this boy's body.

As the language movement and the war of independence were
formulated mainly and advanced by the students of Bangladesh, the
students who had taken part in the road safety movement were confident
about the result of this movement.

Moreover, body paint has been a famous protest language or sign in
Bangladesh since the 1980s. In the 1980s, General H. M Ershad was the
president of Bangladesh. Political parties opposed him as he had declared
that an autocratic government was declining the democracy of Bangladesh.
On November 10, 1984, all political opponents came together to block
Dhaka. Noor Hossain, a motor driver, and a political activist painted his
body with the slogan Soirachar nipat jak, gonotontro Mukti pak (Down
with autocracy, let the democracy be free). He was shot dead by two other
protestors. After that, he became a public figure of activism for democracy
in Bangladesh. The boy with body paint shows the same fierce energy as
Noor Hossain, and he wants justice for his friends who died in the road
accident. The other boys surrounding him, wearing the uniform of different
schools and colleges, are uttering we want justice with him.

| found a few comments regarding pictures 1 and 2 on Facebook. They
were "we want justice”, "we are supporting,” etc. Most of the posts are
hidden by Facebook users may be for fear of the Digital Security Act®.

6. Digital Security Act 2018 is a law to deal with digital devices and software.
Amnesty international (2018) mentioned it as a serious harm against freedom
of expression.
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YouTube:

Video-1

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ANXEFvkiOj0  (What the police
officers are saying to the students?)

P> A 318/555

e YA 6 e

932,356 views * Jul 31,2018 o 6k &l 758 A& SHARE =} SAVE

Picture Courtesy: YouTube

The protestors were blocking the roads in Farmgate intersection (Dhaka's
one of the busiest roads) and calling out their slogans when police came to a
stop and took them away from the place. They were arguing with the police
and asking the police officers to let them demand justice for their friends.
At first, the police officers tried to placate them. They asked them to arrest
and take them to court. One of the police officers asked them to fight in
court as well. The students were so agitated that they shouted, "if we go to
the court, justice will not be served because you will release the verdict
before we reach there."

Bangladesh is one of the most corrupt countries in the
world” (Transparancy International Bangladesh, n.d.). Bangladeshis do not
trust their public sectors, such as law enforcement agencies and the
judiciary, because corruption binds them tightly. That is why the students

7. https://www.transparency.org/cpi2018
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did not believe the police officers. The officers asked them to leave, but
they sat on the road and started echoing, we want justice. They were not
afraid of the law enforcers and others.

The comments section is full of sentences like Andolon cholche,
Cholbe (This movement is running and it will go on), We want justice,
Police na mastan (Are they police or goons?), Amra police chai na (We do
not need police), Amra tomader pashe achi (We are with you) etc. These
comments show how the public is not trusting the law enforcers and how
they are supporting the students.

Video-2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QQ29Rb53nD0 ('BCL men' attack
students at Jigatola, Dhanmondi-The Daily Star)

Pl XY 027/1:01

‘BCL men’ attack students at Jigatola, Dhanmondi

106,590 views - Aug 4, 2018 1fl» sse &' 28 ~» SHARE =4+ SAVE

Picture Courtesy: YouTube

This video is uploaded by The Daily Star online, one of the leading news
portals of Bangladesh. It also went viral at that time. There were some other
videos of beating the school students, but they were unavailable because of
the report by the government and BTRC (Bangladesh Telecommunication
Regulatory Commission).

BCL is the short form of Bangladesh Chhatra League (Bangladesh
Student League), the pro-Awami League student wing. AL has been in
power for more than ten years in Bangladesh. Meanwhile, the BCL has
heavily been cticized by citizens for the rowdy roles of the members of this
organization across the country. Nowadays, BCL members use motorbike
helmets to hide their faces while torturing their opponents. As the road
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safety movement by the students backlashed the government, the BCL and
the police started beating the students at Jigatola on the eighth day of the
protest in Dhaka. One hundred fifty students were injured, and gunshots
were also fired at them (Daily Star, 2018).

In this video, a woman's voice was heard as she captured the video of
BCL's men in action. They aggressively asked the woman (probably a
journalist) to switch off the camera. She was asking 'why?', then some of
the BCL's men approached her, and the video stopped. Then the camera
moved to the streets at Jhigatola; The video showed BCL's men holding
sticks in their hands. They were talking to the rickshaw pullers
aggressively. They held sticks and blocked the way so the protestors could
not walk further. In the video's last scene, the protestors were shown
(wearing school dresses) gathering at a distant site and trying to help their
friends, whom BCL's men beat.

On that day, a few journalists taking photos were beaten and assaulted
by BCL's men too. Even the students with the uniform were beaten
mercilessly. During all the student movements before, the students tried to
lead their procession peacefully, but the government (whomever it was)
never liked the students raising their voices. Our history shows that every
student movement had a significant impact on society, and these
movements also affected the ruling party. The ruling party wanted to send
the students back using their student organization. The structure of the
student alliance of the political parties is not supposed to carry any arms,
but they were using wooden sticks, rod sticks, guns, etc. Moreover, as they
do not want their identities to be disclosed, nowadays they are using
motorbike helmets, and the police are helping them by watching their action
from a distance.

In the comments section, the commenters used slang against the BCL,
some comments are: F*ck BCL, Sei Sangbadikke Salam (hail that
journalist), these BCL goons are ruining our society, what a shame! Why
you people are attacking kids, etc. Besides, they were praising the Daily
Star for uploading this video.

Collective action on the streets

The two photos from Facebook and two videos from YouTube were some
of the most shared posts (photos/videos) at the time of the road safety
movement in Bangladesh in 2018. Cammaerts (2012) distinguished the self-
mediation issue in social movements as protestors invest more resources in
social networks. They are making pictures, posts, slogans, or songs focusing
on their thoughts with their mobile devices cost-effectively. In developing
countries like Bangladesh, taking the roads to start a social movement is
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still essential. Mass demonstrations/political violence is a way to be visible
in the mediation process. Symbolic acts of civil disobedience like blocking
the road and smashing the tires are not threatening, as mentioned by
Cammaerts (2012).

Most people still need to start using social media like Facebook,
Twitter, and YouTube, so they depend on mainstream media. Nevertheless,
mainstream media, as they are owned by the elites (Herman & Chomsky,
1988), tries to show the demonstrators as the culprits, which is why the
demonstrators show their disobedience to traditional media, and instead use
their spokesperson, the social media, sometimes with the involvement of the
international media to show their protests. When their content started
banging the societies both in social media and real life, then mainstream
media took the issues seriously. The video of the police arguing with the
child protestors was spread within a moment, and college and school
children from different areas of Dhaka started protesting. Similar things
happened in other parts of Bangladesh as well. | kept the protest logic in the
context of the road safety movement as follows:

The logic of numbers: Tens of thousands of children with uniforms
joined the protest. They sat on essential roads and intersections and stopped
the city of millions.

The logic of damage: The protests were neat in the first few days. The
students knew little about the traffic system, but they started controlling it.
After that, the protest got violent, and the pro-government organizations
clashed with the students. The government (The Telegraph, 2018) wanted
them to go back to the police forces started action. BBC (2018) mentioned,
"Since Saturday, police have reportedly used tear gas and rubber bullets,
injuring scores of teenagers - although the authorities initially denied this."

The logic of bearing witness: According to Cammaerts (2012), public
performance and civic disobedience are some tactics of this logic. The
protesters used slogans, placards, and body paints to show their demands
and stopped vehicles by taking positions on the road.

Conclusion

From entertainment to communication and political awareness on social
movement in every sphere, we can feel the impact of social media. In this
road safety movement, the video clips and pictures outraged, mobilized,
motivated, and inspired the students at different schools and colleges to take
the road and raise their voices to fight against the government. Still, no
movement can get momentum without protesting in real life. This study
highlights the way of mobilization in the road safety movement by
analyzing social media content through critical discourse analysis and
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protest logic theory. The finding that social media impacts mobilizing social
movements need further attention. Future researchers should explore the
generalizability of the findings of this study. More exploration is necessary
to understand the efficacy of social media usage in social movements in
different contexts.
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Appendix:

1. Shahbag Movement (2013): Shahbag Movement (2013) is a civil
resistance movement to ensure capital punishment for the War
Criminals of 1971 in Bangladesh. Bangladesh gained
independence after fighting a nine-month-long battle with Pakistan
in 1971. Some of the Bangladeshis worked as collaborators for
Pakistan at that time. They joined in killing, raping, and torturing
fellow Bangladeshis. On February 5, 2013, "thousands of
protesters took to the streets of Bangladesh on Wednesday to
demand the execution of a leader of the country's biggest Islamist
party after he was sentenced to life in prison for war crimes
committed during the 1971 independence conflict" (Ahmed, 2013).
Amidst the movement, Bangladesh's cabinet changed its war crime
law "to ensure opposition leaders on trial for alleged atrocities
during the nation's 1971 independence war can be swiftly executed
if convicted" (Alam, 2013).

2. Quota Reform Movement (2018): Quota Reform Movement is a
student movement in Bangladesh to reform civil service
recruitment policy. It began in Dhaka and spread throughout the
country. Before that movement, in government jobs there was 56
percent of the entry positions in the civil service were reserved for
freedom fighters' children and grandchildren, ethnic minorities,
women, district-based populations, and disabled persons
(Mahmud, 2018). Most Bangladeshi students were deprived of
joining first-class jobs based on merit. There were protests in 2008
and 2013 to reform policies, but they failed. In 2018, students all
over the country started protesting to reform the quota again. As a
result of this movement, all the quotas in government service were
demolished by Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
(Prothom Alo, 2018).
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[Abstract: Cyber-harassments on social networking sites have
become an everlasting issue in present situation and women
using Facebook have been found as the victim of these
harassments (Choja & Nelson, 2016). Intended to identify the
harassment patterns on university-going female Facebook users
of Bangladesh by taking the Muted Group Theory and the
Standpoint Theory as theoretical frameworks, this descriptive
study has surveyed 307 female university-going Facebook users
from five universities of Bangladesh through online. Findings of
the survey show that 61.9% of the university-going female
Facebook users of Bangladesh is being victims of different
types of harassments on Facebook in different frequencies by
different types of people according to their relation with them.
Moreover, 84.21% of them have never taken any steps to stop
these harassments, mostly because they do not know where to
seek help and what is the actual procedure. Findings of the
survey also portray the lack of confidence and communication
gap between victims of these types of harassments and law
enforcing agencies of the country.]

Key-words: harassment on Facebook, sexual harassment,
cyberbullying, cybercrime, universities of Bangladesh

1. Introduction

Internet is spreading rapidly all over the world since its invention and it is
considered as an agent of change in personal, social and international level.
The increasing use of internet as a tool of communication has changed the
interaction patterns of people (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). Though the
reason behind the increasing popularity and use of different forms of
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communication instead of any single medium is so far unclear (Quan-Haase
& Young, 2010), Social Networking Sites (SNS) are continuously attracting
academic researchers to have more emphasis on this sector due to its
regularly increasing popularity, use and reach (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). The
reason behind the uprising popularity of SNS may be because these SNSs
are the platform where the youth get the opportunity to present themselves
as they want to be seen by others (Oberst et al., 2016). And Facebook is
considered as the most popular social networking site among many of them
(Fuchs, 2014).

On the other hand, harassment on Facebook users have been analyzed
in various studies and misbehaviors like bullying, harassment and other
inappropriate behavior are now considered as a very common phenomenon
in various social media sites (Geach & Haralambous, 2009; Lyndon et al.,
2011). This study has tried to discover the nature of harassments currently
present on university-going female Facebook users of Bangladesh as there
are a considerable number of youths who actively use Facebook; the
number was 44.7 million till January 2022 (Statista, 2022).

With unfolding the nature and various kinds of harassments on
university-going female Facebook users of Bangladesh, this study has tried
to find out the people who are usually behind these harassments, the
possible causes behind these harassments and the possible ways to resist
these harassments according to female Facebook users.

2. Operational Definition of Concepts
Two concepts of this research topic are needed to be defined according to
the goals and purposes of this research. They are,

» Harassment: Harassment means any kind of behavior in Facebook
or related to Facebook by anybody which is unwanted to a specific
woman who uses Facebook.

» University-going female Facebook user: The users of Facebook
who are female as their sexual identity and were attending any
university of Bangladesh as student during the period of current
study.

3. Literature Review

3.1. Facebook, Its Users and Bangladesh

Bangladesh is experiencing rapid growth of internet users for last several
years (Haque, 2019). Number of social media users is also growing
‘melodramatically’ in the country (Siddik & Rahi, 2020). Facebook is one
of these social networking sites or platforms where different media,
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information and communication technologies are integrated as well as other
social networking site to allow describing its users, their connection and
communication among users (Fuchs, 2014). Four Harvard students, Mark
Zuckerberg, Eduardo Saverin, Dustin Moskovitz and Chris Hughes founded
Facebook in the year 2004 (Fuchs, 2014). It became a public company in
2012 and describes advertising as its revenue generating source (Fuchs,
2014).

According to Boyd and Ellison (2007, p. 211), Social Networking Sites
are the sites,

...(that) allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-
public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of
other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view
and traverse their list of connections and those made by others
within the system. The nature and nomenclature of these
connections may vary from site to site.

Facebook has 2.91 billion monthly active users and 1,93 billion daily
active users, most of the active Facebook users use it through mobile phone,
which is 2.75 billion in number (Omnicore, 2022). As per the statistics,
among all Facebook users, 44% are female and 56% are male, users
between age of 25 to 35 and between 18 to 24 years are the two biggest
demographic groups on Facebook and users aged 65+ are the smallest
(Omnicore, 2022).

Studies show that 85 to 90% of college students use Facebook
(Hargittai, 2007). Jones and Fox (2009) states that a study of Pew Internet
and American Life Project have found that 67 to 75% of college-aged youth
(not necessarily college students) use social networking sites (cited in
Junco, 2012). Smith and Caruso (2010) state that among 36,950 students of
126 U.S. and one Canadian university, 90% of them use social networking
sites and 97% of them use Facebook; and they are actively engaged in this
site on daily basis (cited in Junco, 2012).

Nadkarni and Hofmann (2012) have proposed that users want to fulfill
their two needs by using Facebook. They are ‘the need to belong’, which is
fulfilled by the demographic and cultural factors and ‘the need for self-
presentation’, where neuroticism, narcissism, shyness, self-esteem and self-
worth are the contributing force. These contributing forces are similar to the
result of the study of Ryan and Xenos (2011), where they mentioned about
neuroticism, loneliness, shyness and narcissism as features expressed by the
users of facebbok. Grimmelmann (2008) argues that people use Facebook
to share information about them. Another study argues that users interact
through Facebook message to increase in bridging their social capital
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(Burke et al., 2011). Zhang et al (2011) find six aspects of gratification of
Facebook users insist them to use the site; they are social surveillance,
entertainment, recognition, emotional support, network extension and
maintenance. Making new friends and locating old friends are also two vital
reasons for using Facebook (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008).

In a study on female Facebook users, result shows that ‘lonely’ users
expressed information about their personal life, relationship, address than
‘connected’ users and ‘connected’ users share their views in Facebook wall
more than ‘lonely’ users (Al-Saggaf & Nielsen, 2014). Another study states
that female users present themselves in Facebook in a less gender-
stereotypical way than male users (Oberst et al., 2016).

On March 2022, number of total internet users in Bangladesh was
124.89 million according to Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory
Commission, BTRC (BTRC, 2022). Users who have accessed in the
internet in last 90 days have been enlisted here as internet users. During the
early phase of Covid-19 pandemic in Bangladesh, the number of internet
users increased 7.83% from February to March, 2020, which was 9.99 crore
to 10.32 crore in actual figure (Islam, 2020). A study states that almost 20%
of the population of Bangladesh use Facebook and 46% of them are aged
between 18 and 24 years (cited in Sayeed et al., 2020). According to the
statistics of January 2022, Bangladesh has 44.7 million Facebook users,
which is 10" highest in number across the world; this number of Facebook
users derived from counting the Facebook users aged 13 or more and who
has accessed their Facebook account at least once per month using any of
the devices (Statista, 2022). This number of active Facebook users in
Bangladesh was 33.71 million in January 2019 (Islam, 2019) and in April
2017, according to a study of We Are Social and Hootsuit, there were 22
million active Facebook users in Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh and a
mega city, which was 1.1% of the monthly active users of Facebook across
the globe (Murad, 2017).

3.2. Harassment on Cyber-space and Facebook

Cheris Kramarae, the theorist of Muted Group Theory was quite ambitious
about the rise of internet hoping that it will decrease the gender
discrimination and uphold the sense of gender equality and gender balance;
but it did not happen as gender discrimination, gender inequality and gender
based violence have been spread in internet as well (Griffin, 2012).

Fuchs (2014) argues that Facebook users’ privacy is in threat because
of this sites capital accumulation process which is targeted advertising. But
bourgeois scholars defer from Fuchs’s argument and say that Facebook
users’ privacy is under threat due to their openness and disclosing too
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much about them, as a result they (users) become targets of criminal
activity and harassment (Fuchs, 2014). On the other hand, Grimmelmann
(2008) argues that Facebook is a platform where peer-to-peer privacy
violations are facilitated and as a result users harm privacy interest of
each other.

Lyndon et al. (2011) state that there are numerous encounters of
inappropriate behavior on Facebook. Bullying and harassment are very
much common behavior of one user to another on social networking sites
(Geach & Haralambous, 2009). The study of Lyndon et al. (2011) indicates
that Facebook stalking results into three factors, covert provocation, public
harassment and venting and stalking occurs in offline as well.

To be specific on harassment of women in Facebook, Ostini & Hopkins
(2015) refer to cyber-stalking, non-consensual internet pornography,
exposing private information, reputation damage, impersonation or false
representation etc. And these kinds of harassment on women is now a
global concern for social workers, policy makers, social scientists etc.
(Choja & Nelson, 2016). Ostini & Hopkins (2015) consider Facebook as
new tool of domestic violence where these types of media are used to
monitor, track and harass victims’ children, friends and other family
members. Ostini & Hopkins (2015) argue that as a result of these kinds
of harassments, victims withdraw themselves from social networking
sites. In United States, one on every four stalking victim reported that
they are stalked in cyberspace and majority of them find theier former
intimate partner as the stalker (Ostini & Hopkins, 2015). According to
Ostini and Hopkins (2015), 66% of the harassed internet users say that
they have been harassed in social networking sites. Another dark side
of Facebook is constantly trolling, which is considered as problematic
for other users of computer mediated communication (Craker & March,
2016). Finally, ubiquity of Facebook is considered as the victims of
harassment are constantly under surveillance or under attack (Ostini &
Hopkins, 2015).

On the other hand, a study shows that awareness level of cyber security
among Bangladeshi internet users is ‘patchy’ and ‘not satisfactory’;
moreover commoners of Bangladesh are unaware about general practices of
cyberspace (Ahmed et al., 2017). An important characteristic of cybercrime
in Bangladesh is that this crimes mostly crime against individuals and
females are the more vulnerable to these (Kabir, 2018). Data shows that
68% victims of the cybercrime in Bangladesh are female (Amin, 2020),
mostly aged between 16 to 24 (Dhaka Tribune, 2020). Common forms of
violence against women in cyberspace are offensive comments and images,
hate speech, sharing contents without consent, malicious impersonation,
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pornography etc. (Kabir, 2018). Cyberbullying, threat, stalking, identity
theft, obscenity etc. are some other forms of harrassments (Siddik & Rabhi,
2020).

3.3. Government Initiatives to Combat Cybercrime and Harassment in

Bangladesh
Govenrment of Bangladesh has taken some measures to combat cybercrime
and cyber harassments. Existing laws are Information Communication
Technology Act 2006, Section 500 of Bangladesh Penal Code 1860,
Pornography Control Act 2012, Bangladesh Telecommunication Control
Act 2001, Nari O Shishu Nirjatan Daman Ain 2000 (Prevention of
Repression on Women and Children Act 2000) and , Dhaka Metropolitan
Police Ordinance 1976 (Kabir, 2018). Later Digital Security Act 2018 has
been passed to ensure security in digital world (Siddik & Rahi, 2020).

Along with these there are regulatory bodies to combat cybercrime.
Some of these bodies are Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory
Commission (BTRC), Information and Communication Technology
Department, Computer Security Incidence Response Team (CSIR Team),
Digital Security Agency (DSA), National Computer Emergency Response
Team (CERT), DMP Cyber Crime Unit, Counter Terrorism and
Transnational Crime (CTTC) (run by Dhaka Metroplitan Police), Cyber
Security and Crime Division (run by Bangladesh Police) etc. (Siddik &
Rahi, 2020).

On November 2020, Bangladesh Police has launched ‘Police Cyber
Support for Women’, a specialized unit for supporting the female victims of
cybercrimes by the female police officers and this unit got 25 complaints
within first six hours of its launching (Amin, 2020), which indicates the
intensity of cybercrimes against female in Bangladesh.

4. Theoretical Framework

This study has intended to identify how females are dominated by various
kinds of harassments in a social media platform like Facebook and
eventually become used to these silently. Muted Group Theory and
Standpoint Theory are taken as the theoretical framework for the present
study. Muted Group Theory was developed by Cheris Kramarae in the 60°s
of last century (Griffin, 2012). The theory was initially developed by Edwin
Ardener and Shirley Ardener who has focused on the communication
process between dominant group and other marginal groups of a society
(Littlejohn & Foss, 2009). After the initial development of the theory
Kramarae has described it as a feminist theory by describing women as a
merginalised group where men are the dominant group (West & Turner,
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2010). The theory asserts that being member of the dominant group, men
try to dominate women to mute them in various ways. West and Turner
(2010) has stated four such ways as ‘process of silencing’ the marginal
groups; they are ridicule, ritual, control and harassment.

Littlejohn and Foss (2009) has considered this muting of women as
silent crisis distinguishing it from other crises of the society and as a result
this crisis fails to get attention of the sector of media and research. This
study has tried to explore the present condition and frequency of harassment
of the female students of the universities of Bangladesh in Facebook taking
these kinds of harassments as process of silencing women in broader social
context according to the Muted Group Theory.

On the other hand, Standpoint Theory was developed by Sandra
Harding and Julia T. Wood where theorists see mentionable differences
between men and women where women are considered as the marginalized
group (Griffin et al., 2019). This theory states that if the knowledge is
produced from the dominant group of the society as source of information,
that knowledge would be ‘distorted and partial’ as the dominant group
would try to serve their interest and maintain the status quo (Steiner, 2014).
In contrast, as the members of marginalized groups want to understand the
oppression, their participation in producing knowledge is also partial but
surely less partial which help to have better understanding of the condition
(Steiner, 2014). In this study, all data has been collected from female
Facebook users who are normally considered as the victim of online
harassments and eventually members of marginalized group of the society
according to the Standpoint Theory, as a result exploring a less partial view
on the condition and remedies of online harassment in Bangladesh has
become possible according to the theory.

5. Research Questions
This study has tried to find the answer of four specific questions. They are,

RQ 1: What kinds of harassments are present towards university-
going female Facebook users of Bangladesh?

RQ 2: Who are behind these harassments?
RQ 3: What are the possible causes of these harassments?
RQ 4: How can be these harassments resisted?

6. Methodology and Sampling

The author has taken survey as the research method of this study. Survey is
one of the widely used research methods to collect primary data (Kothari,
2004) and it “has always been open to technological advancements...”
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(Vehovar & Manfreda, 2017, p. 143). In this study, descriptive survey has
been used, which is a kind of survey where the intention of the survey is to
describe the current phenomenon about a certain practice (Wimmer &
Dominick, 2011).

In this study, online survey has been conducted by using non-list-based
random sampling which is a random sampling method allows “the selection
of a probability-based sample without the need to actually enumerate a
sampling frame” (Fricker Jr., 2017, p. 167). Fricker Jr. (2017) states that
these kinds of online surveys highly depend on contacting potential
respondents by any of the traditional means.

Using this type of sampling, the author had intended to take 250
female students from five universities (50 respondents from each
university) who use Facebook as sample. The universities are University of
Dhaka (DU), Jahangirnagar University (JU), Chittagong University (CU),
Daffodil International University (DIU) and University of Liberal Arts
Bangladesh (ULAB) and these universities have been selected on the basis
of the convenience of data collection. The author has finally got 307
responses through google form questionnaire-based survey where at least
50 responses have come from each university.

7. Data Analysis and Findings

7.1. Respondents and Their Facebook Using Pattern

A total of 307 responses have been collected from five universities to
conduct this study through online survey. From these responses, 61 came
from University of Dhaka (DU), 63 from Jahangirnagar University (JU), 69
from Chittagong University (CU), 60 from Daffodil International
University (DIU) and 54 from University of Liberal Arts Bangladesh
(ULAB).

Table 01
Respondents from Universities

University Number of Percentage
respondents (%)
University of Dhaka (DU) 61 19.87
Jahangirnagar University (JU) 63 20.52
Chittagong University (CU) 69 22.48
Daffodil International University (DIU) 60 19.54
University of Liberal Arts Bangladesh (ULAB) 54 17.59

Total 307 100
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From the respondents, 270 are students of Under-Graduate program
and 37 of them are from Graduate programs from 52 different majors. Age
of the respondents varies from 18 to 29 years with the average of 21.74
years (standard deviation, s = 1.90 years). These respondents have been
using Facebook for minimum three months and maximum 13 years. 17 of
the respondent use Facebook for less than an hour per day, 54 of them uses
for one to two hours, 85 of them uses for two to three hours and 151 of
them uses for more than three hours every day.

Table 02
Use of Facebook by the Respondents
Hours (per day) Number of respondents Percentage (%)
<1 17 5.54
1-2 54 17.59
2-3 85 27.69
>3 151 49.18
Total 307 100

7.2. Harassment Pattern on Facebook

Findings of the study show that, 190 (61.9%) out of total 307 respondents
have told that they have been harassed while using Facebook at least once.
12 of them have mentioned the frequency of harassment as regular, 64 have
mentioned as irregular and other 114 have mentioned as seldom.

Table 03
Being Victim of Harassment on Facebook
Frequency of being harassed Number of respondents Percentage (%)
None 117 38.11
Regular 12 3.91
Irregular 64 20.85
Seldom 114 37.13
Total 307 100

Asking to identify the types of harassments, 190 respondents have
chosen different types of harassments they have been victims of and they
are free to identify as many types of harassments they have experienced so
far. Respondents have identified unwanted messaging (85.79%), unwanted
friend requests (50.53%), unwanted page or group invitations (47.89%) as
the three primary types of harassments along with unwanted tagging
(21.58%). Embarrassing photo or video sharing, hate speech, stalking,
sexual harassment, body shaming, surveillance and threat have become the
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responses as harassment types varying from 20 to almost 35%. Other types
of harassments include hacking, content sharing without consent, troll and
pornography. Some of the respondents have mentioned creating fake id
using their photo and asking for their photos as some other types of
harassments. These responses indicate to the answer of RQ 1.

These 190 respondents have been asked to identify the people behind
these harassments and different types of answers came out. 81.58% of the
respondents have mentioned unknown males as the harassers, 14.74% of
them have mentioned unknown females interestingly while another 12.10%
have mentioned known females. Newly known males have come out as
another common harasser having response from 30% of the respondents.
Male friends, ex-boyfriend, relatives, boyfriend and male colleagues have
been identified as harassers also as well as classmates, senior students,
neighbors etc. from the responses. These responses can be considered as the
answer of the RQ 2 of this study.

7.3. Causes of Harassment Identified by Users

Respondents who have been victims of harassments on Facebook have been
asked to identify the prime cause behind these harassments according to
them. From their responses, five broad areas can be identified as the main
causes of these harassments which are also indicating the answer of RQ 3.

a. Mentality towards Women: Social, cultural and personal views
and mentality of the male members of the society towards the
females have been identified as problematic and prime cause of
these kinds of harassments on women by most of the respondents.
They have also mentioned the patriarch character of the society
from which the insecurity and sexual frustration of males evolve as
another cause under this broad theme.

b. Education and Ethical Issues: Respondents have identified the
lack of proper family and institutional education as another source
of nurturing these kinds of harassers. Lack of identification and
implementation of moral and ethical values are also present in this
category.

c. Weak Legal System: A number of respondents have identified
weak legal system of the country as one of the main causes behind
these types of increasing harassments towards women.

d. Being a Female!: Some of the respondents have mentioned being
a female as the prime cause of these kinds of harassments on
Facebook as well as various types of envy issues.

e. Others: A significant number of respondents have mentioned that
they actually do not know why they have to face these kinds of
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harassments on Facebook while objectifying of the females,
pornography, clothing of females and causing harm to career have
been come out as some other causes. Some responses have tried to
say that there is no specific cause behind these harassments.

7.4. Measures Taken by the Victims

160 of the respondents who have told that they have been harassed on
Facebook have told that they have not taken any measure to prevent these
harassments whereas only 30 of them have responded affirmative to take
steps.

Table 04
Taking Steps by the Victims against Harassment
Number of Percentage (%)
respondents
Have taken some steps 30 15.79
Have not taken any step 160 84.21
Total 190 100

Victims have not taken any preventive steps because of three reasons.
Most of them did not know where they should complain against these
harassments. Some of them have thought that these measures will create
more harassments to them and rest of the respondents have sensed
possibilities of dishonor to them and their family because of these steps.

Table 05
Causes of Not Taken Steps by the Victims
Causes Number of Percentage (%)
Respondents
Did not know where to seek help 87 54.37
Thought it will create more 52 32.50
harassments
Sensed possibilities of dishonor 21 13.13
Total 160 100

Steps taken by the victims against harassments depicts that some of
these respondents did not know the proper process or places where to
complain as well. 11 of them have filed complain to cybercrime department
or police whereas others have reported harassment to Facebook, university
faculty, friends and family and even to the family of the harassers. 16 of
them told that they have not got any solution from taken measures. Only
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seven of them have told that they have got some kind of solution. Other
respondents have told that they have rarely got solution from these steps.
One respondent has told that whenever she had tried to report the id of the
harasser/s, harasser/s had blocked her on Facebook to resist her activities to
stop the harassment.

7.5. Recommendations by the Victims to Resist Harassment
Respondents of the survey have been asked an optional question to point
out their recommendations to combat these types of harassments of
Facebook and 147 of them have mentioned their recommendations which
can be considered as the answer of RQ 4. These recommendations can be
distributed into five following thematic areas.

a. Facebook authority should increase its privacy control and security
system for its users. A significant number of respondents think that
removing fake ids forever from Facebook can be a very good
solution.

b. Legal system of the country regarding cybercrime and harassments
should be stronger and more exemplary.

c. Proper education should be offered and proper social values should
be practiced in all aspects of the society. Though only one of the
respondents has identified the need of media literacy and
awareness as one of the solutions of this problem.

d. Awareness and respect towards gender related issues should be
confirmed.

e. Banning pornography, use of Facebook for communication
purpose only and even stopping the use of social networking sites
have been come out as solutions of these harassments from the
respondents. These recommendations can be identified as a part of
‘victim blaming’ regarding this issue.

8. Recommendations by the Author

This study has shed light on the current situation of harassment on
university-going female Facebook users of Bangladesh from various angles.
Findings of the study show that there are jobs to be done to improve this
harassment prone sector. The author has identified two basic concerns
where to work of this problem wants to meet a kind of solution. They are
ethical and legal concerns.

a. Ethical Concerns
» Changing on attitude towards women in every aspect of the
society is a compulsory measure to take if these types of
harassments on women are wanted to be stopped.
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» Increasing moral and ethical sense by endorsing compulsory
philosophy, psychology and sex education in national
curriculum.

» Setting ethical standards for social networking sites globally
and locally and proper publicity for increasing consciousness
on it.

b. Legal Concerns
» Making the available legal bodies to combat cybercrime and
harassments more victims friendly, sincere and viable for
people of all classes.

> Proper publicity of law enforcement agencies developed to
combat cybercrime and harassment to the citizen of the
country.

9. Limitations and Conclusion

This study has some limitations as well. The findings of the work would be
more representative if the author could have taken more universities as
sample or by increasing the number of the respondents. Another limitation
of the study is that, more constructive questions could be introduced to the
respondent in order to find out more sophisticated angle of the problem. But
due to the lack of time and financial support provided for the study, it was
not conveniently possible. Besides these, the result of the study can largely
vary because there are different experiences available for each of the
university-going female Facebook user of Bangladesh and they would have
answered the questions asked in the study in very different ways which
could lead the result also in very different point.

But harassment on female Facebook users is definitely a serious and
regularly increasing phenomenon and this study has shown that the same
things are also present in the context of Bangladesh. Though a significant
number of university-going female Facebook users of Bangladesh are
becoming victims of harassments on Facebook, very few of them are taking
any actual steps to combat these. Moreover, responses of this study show
that victims are not marking themselves safe from the legal steps to take
while looking for any solution, which indicates the lack of confidence and
communication gap between the victims of these harassments and law
enforcing agencies of the country. As a result, a greater number of these
kinds of incidents remain out of record and the harassers do not have to pay
for whatever they have done and as a result, a culture of lawlessness occurs.
This lack of confidence has been mentioned in earlier study of Tang et al.
(2018), where organizational and political failure were portrayed as the
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causes of criminal activities in Bangladesh, which in turn shape the lack of
confidence on law enforcement agencies. On this note, on his study, Nabi
(2013) has emphasized on the mutual beneficiary relationship between the
police and mass public of Bangladesh. Moreover, study has also indicated
the deficiency of moral and legal education of children which resulted in
improper civic sense and imbalanced growing up (Tang et al., 2018), which
resonates with the recommendation of the present author as well.

To conclude, if this situation of cyber harassment exists for long in
Bangladesh, not only the virtual world of the female citizens of our country,
but also the real life of them will be under more insecurity and threat; and
that will damage the proper cohesion of the society. To get rid of this
serious damage, proper moral and ethical improvement of all of the society
is needed as well as establishing proper legal authorities. Both these
initiatives should go together to make a society where any kind of
discrimination and harassments of one over another will be absent and an
environment of balance and sympathy will be developed.
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[Abstract: This paper argues that social mediated
communication is essentially phatic communication, serving
social purposes more than intellectual purposes. Also, social
media contents are less informative, and users consume them
frequently to satisfy their entertainment and social needs. This
paper borrowed the concept of entropy from Wiener, Shannon,
and Fiske and the idea of sociability from sociology to construct
arguments for this position. At the core of the argument, the
paper claims that lower entropic content is preferred by social
media users because of its communicative convenience more
than higher entropic content.]
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Introduction

When you talk to your friends, what do you talk about? Freud-Lacan?
Shannon-Weiner? Or something more ordinary, everyday conversation, like
the interesting game you played last night, the show you watched in IMAX,
or just asking their whereabouts? Presuming that we primarily communicate
with others to maintain social bonds, not to gain knowledge and wisdom, |
argue in this article that such ordinary communication cues are essential and
have social significance. More precisely, | endeavor to explain the
following conceptual problem: Why do people use social media? Do they
want to become Socrates by pursuing knowledge on social media? Or do
they use it simply for common social purposes? For the sake of my
argument, | chose social media, a vital communication space for billions of
people worldwide. Social media is “an umbrella term that refers to the set of
tools, services, and applications that allow people to interact with others
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using network technologies” (Boyd, 2008, p. 92). | discussed social
networking sites (SNSs), such as Facebook, in this paper because of their
networkability, popularity, and social significance. Boyd and Ellison (2007)
and Boyd (2008) also emphasized SNSs in their research due to SNSs’
comparative and communicative importance.

Relying on the contrasting concepts of entropy and redundancy and
knowledgeability and sociability, | posit that social media platforms are full
of phatic cues, and users are more likely to engage in communication for
social and entertainment purposes, let alone for searching for knowledge
and intellectuality. 1 would also like to acknowledge that such
communicative behavior should not be overgeneralized or overstated solely
based on the following theoretical argumentations without precise empirical
evidence. Therefore, this paper intends only to widen the threshold for
further dialogues on this topic.

Phatic Communication: Definition and Debate

Language is a string that binds humans in society together by conveying
relationship talks. In this light, phatic communication or expression can be
addressed as small talk that is more conversational than transactional,
allowing communicators to transmit conventional and easily perceptible
information. Malinowski (1923) defined phatic expression as an element of
communication that mainly serves social functions (e.g., maintaining and
building relationships, pleasantry) instead of transmitting “valuable”
information and ideas for intellectuality and wisdom. This notion, however,
faces some epistemic doubts: How should we measure and determine the
conventionality and obviousness of information? How should we determine
the value of information? We can explain these questions in the following
ways.

First, the predictability and value of information are subjective and
depend primarily on individuals. Second, without contextual analysis (i.e.,
pragmatics analysis), it might not be possible to define the conventionality
and value of information. From this aspect, the previous understanding of
phatic communication seems problematic, which should invite further
scholarly attention. Zegarac and Clark (1999) also acknowledged that phatic
communication had been improperly conceived in scholarly literature
despite being an important topic. Moreover, the defining terms of phatic
communication, such as a minimum of information vs. a maximum of
supportive  chat, cognitive information vs. social information,
conventionalization, and de-semanticization, are not explanatory (Zegarac
& Clark, 1999, p. 228). Sometimes, the utterance can be phatic, although it
is not conventionally phatic. In that regard, the context and the aim of
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conversation seem two critical issues to reconsider while discussing phatic
communication.

For this paper, as a working definition, | conceive the idea of phatic
communication more broadly as the communication that serves a social
purpose, that contains plain talks, meanings, and information, and that is
more useful to make connections among people (e.g., friendly talk in a
coffee shop) rather than producing intellectual insights (e.g., graduate
lectures in universities). The merit of such communication may be
understood by its content, including trivial popular discourse and
trendiness, everyday talk, humor, stories, and cues for sociability.
Therefore, instead of an in-depth philosophical approach, I have taken a
more conventional approach to explain phatic communication, which seems
more aligned with the idea of Malinowski (1923). However, unlike
Malinowski, who thought phatic communication was not that important
(Malinowski, 1923; Radovanovic & Ragnedda, 2012), | would instead
postulate that it has a significant role in the social context.

Entropy, Phatic Communication, and Sociability

The concept of entropy is defined by various theorists, such as Boltzmann,
Gibbs, Wiener, Shannon, and Kolmogorov-Sinai, in various disciplines,
such as physics, biology, and communication and information studies
(Wiener, 1988). For this paper, the entropy of Norbert Wiener and Claude
Shannon seems more relevant. When proposing the theory and arguments
regarding cybernetics, Wiener (2019) conceptualized entropy broadly as
chaos and disorder: “Just as the amount of information in a system is a
measure of its degree of organization, so the entropy of a system is a
measure of its degree of disorganization” (Wiener, 1988, p. 37). That means
the amount of disorder in a system is that system’s entropy. This statement
may also suggest that information and entropy are two different things:
information is something expected, whereas entropy is not.

Although Wiener moved toward a broader conceptualization of
entropy, Shannon conceived a narrower definition of entropy (Wiener,
2019). Shannon built his theory of information by defining entropy as the
quantity of information a data source or a message contains. Put another
way, entropy is the measurement of the amount of information, which
partly lies in the predictability of information. The predictability of
information can be measured mathematically by asking questions: The
more questions you need to ask to know an answer to a question, the more
informative that question, message, or topic is. If a piece of information is
highly predictable, it is low entropic. On the contrary, lower predictability
makes a piece of information highly entropic. In other words, high entropy
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indicates high informativeness. This definition of entropy by Shannon later
becomes linked to human communication, germinating a new idea called
redundancy (Fiske, 2010).

The levels of entropy and redundancy explain the un/predictability or
un/certainty of information but in contrasting ways, meaning they are
opposite (Table 1). The higher unpredictability of a piece of information
increases the entropy level while making it less redundant. It implies that
redundancy is more about predictable and conventional information that
may not aim to improve one’s intelligence level. Hence, high entropic
information might not be conducive to phatic communication, which
requires a more conventional, predictable, and low definition of
information, like redundant information. Referring to Wiener’s (1988)
conception, higher entropy with informational unpredictability and
uncertainty tends to amplify disorder and disharmony in communication,
which seems less desirable and discomforting for engaged groups.
Therefore, according to communication and behavioral theorists (Fiske,
2010), low entropic and highly redundant information benefits human
communication and social relations.

Table 01
Features of entropy and redundancy

Entropy Redundancy
Higher amount of newer information Lower amount of newer information
Higher level of uncertainty Lower level of uncertainty
Lower level of predictability Higher level of predictability
Increases chaos and disorder Increases harmony and conformity

Conducive for knowledge and intelligence ~ Conducive to social relationships

In what other ways entropy is relevant to human communication demands
further discussion. In traditional communication models, the sender sends
an encoded message to the receiver, who must decode it. The decoding
process depends on several factors, including the receiver’s cognitive ability
and the form and type of information. In the case of successful
communication, both entropy and redundancy in content need to be
balanced. When entropy is too high in content, the receiver needs to put
more effort into decoding it.

On the contrary, content with low entropy can easily be decoded and
understood because of its less uncertainty and more structuredness.
Classical studies on information-seeking behavior expose that humans tend
to put less effort into receiving the maximum amount of information from a
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source (Sperber & Wilson, 1995). Sometimes, individuals can avoid highly
unpredictable content or content that is difficult to decode. From this
perspective also, lower entropy makes communication easier.

Knowledge may positively correlate with entropy: the higher the
entropy, the more the knowledge. The body of new knowledge contains
information people do not know about, that is not predictable, and that
logically has a higher entropy. Higher entropic new knowledge sometimes
produces discontent and chaos among people if it contradicts any
established notion or system (Rogers, 1983). It may also face resistance
from various levels of society because many fear that new knowledge may
replace the existing knowledge they are more familiar with. In this regard, |
would argue that people tend to protect established knowledge systems
instead of accepting new knowledge that has a chance of producing
dilemmas and disorders. Therefore, people seek entertainment and pleasure
more than knowledge. In this case, social media as a communication space
allows them to fulfill their affective needs. Put another way, people use
social media for relational and emotional purposes rather than educational
purposes.

Phatic communication and social media

The intersection between phatic communication and social media is
loosely established in academic scholarship, making the concept
challenging to frame and explain. From my previous research experience,
| observed that social media promotes phatic communication (e.g., the
word social indicates the purpose of sociability of social media), and
users are more interested in building informal networks among themselves.
In this section, | would argue in favor of social media’s phatic services
based on three premises and questions: Why do people use social
media?; what content do they consume and why?; what do they talk
about on social media?

First, why people use social media has been investigated widely by
communication scholars to date. They found various driving factors and
motivations of users for using different social media platforms. For
example, Novak (2008), relying on previous literature, identified 22 reasons
for using social media: achievement, affinity, altruism, ambient intimacy,
autonomy, collaboration, curiosity, emotional, entertainment, influence,
informational, instrumental, peer pressure, positive experience, routinized,
self-augmentation, self-esteem, self-expression, self-understanding, share,
social capital, and social interaction. In another study, Hoffman and Novak
(2012) empirically explored seven driving forces of social media usage:
learn, socialize, network, update statuses, shop, new people, and media fun.
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Both studies imply that most reasons revolve around social functions rather
than knowledge and learning.

Some studies found that users actively seek information from social
media, such as news (Paulussen & Harder, 2014; Pentina & Tarafdar, 2014;
Stassen, 2010). Even some platforms like Facebook and Twitter serve as
their primary information source (Bene, 2017; Gottfried & Shearer, 2017;
Silver & Matthews, 2017). However, most of these studies did not specify
the nature of such information. On the other hand, some studies found
contradictory insights as well. For example, Bergstrom and Belfrage (2018)
stated that users seek information on social media, but it might not be their
primary goal. Even this information-seeking behavior for acquiring
knowledge has been experiencing a gradual drop in the last few years (Al-
Zaman & Noman, 2021). In a survey, Smith (2011) explored that 67% of
users use social media to stay in touch with their friends and families, and
most do not use it for knowledge. If knowledge consists of highly entropic
information, these findings suggest that social media users are less attracted
by it. Instead, they prefer to become sociable, continuing low entropic
phatic communication.

Second, what types of content are consumed more on social media?
Referring to the notion that people are more likely to engage in low-
entropic content | just discussed, it is essential to understand the content
shared on social media platforms. Twitter, for example, allows its users to
write posts of not more than 240 characters. Therefore, most posts shared
on this platform are somewhat forced to be simple, linear, low entropic, and
easy to understand, aiming to inspire public engagement rather than
producing and/or spreading knowledge. On the other hand, Facebook
allows writing a longer post, allowing users to write complex and higher
entropic text.

However, these platforms seem fundamentally designed to invoke
phatic communication with functional communicative elements, such as
reaction buttons and emojis, interactive and endless commenting, sharing,
and mentioning options, and interpersonal inboxing options. These are also
useful for generating monetary benefits for the companies because the more
interaction among users, the more data the platforms produce, and the more
profit the companies can make by selling data and advertisements. On top
of that, I doubt whether people really want to search for knowledge on
Facebook as most users engage more with trivial videos (e.g., Reels) and
photos (e.g., memes): this visual bias is increasing rapidly (Al-Zaman,
2022). This tendency indicates the easy accessibility of visual information |
have partly discussed in the previous section. Visual and audio-visual
content spoon-feeds the information to the users. They do not need to
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struggle to accumulate and/or decode information from it, which provides
them with some relaxation. Therefore, it can be argued that users are likely
to engage with low entropic phatic posts (Radovanovic & Ragnedda, 2012).

Third, what do users talk to each other about on social media? It
indicates what binds people and society together and what creates a bridge
among people. It is nothing but stories: either long or short, complex or
simple, ordinary or elegant, creative or conversational. In fact, in our
everyday life, we communicate with each other through various stories
(Fisher, 1987). Stories can have topical differences: some can be political
(e.g., national history of the plight and pride), and some religious (e.g., holy
scriptures, prophets, avatars). While some stories are meticulously weaved
and told, some are shorter, conversational, and temporary: both, to a greater
degree, aim at sociability. Oral storytelling is a traditional practice that has
existed for thousands of years across different societies.

However, virtual platforms and digital communication technologies
have transformed explicitly and remarkably how stories are told and
interacted with nowadays. Such stories and storytelling have unique
features, which can be viewed from contrasting perspectives. In many
cases, on the one hand, social media stories and storytelling seem more
short-lived and less impactful, casual, and conversational and serve an
immediate purpose. For example, when Facebook users share their
casual experiences on their profiles, other Facebook friends comment on
these posts. These shared stories may not have continued profound
impacts on others’ lives. A large share of shared stories on social media
is like this.

On the other hand, such platforms serve as archives, stories can be
lengthy and complex and have long-term impacts. For example, the
engagement of many users in news and discourse regarding a particular
governmental policy may lead to a policy change, say, establishing digital
centers in rural Bangladesh where people are deprived of digital
technologies, which can have long-term impacts on the professions, skills,
and livelihoods of the associated people. This sort of engagement and
sharing is also commonplace on social media but is more complex
and multilayered than in the previous type of stories. Such broad and
impactful stories are helpful for social media campaigns and online
mobs and movements. Hashtivism, for example, can only be possible
when there is a suitable shared story that many people believe in and
share. Sometimes intellectual debates and discourse are also built around
these stories.

However, it is still contested and under-investigated that the largest
share of the users participates in critical discourses for intellectual deeds.
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It might merely be a trend that most people like to participate in by
observing others, which gives them a sense of community and
belongingness. It is a crucial function of sociability that offers people a
psychological bond and shelter, more of an imagined community, in the
trade of their engagement. | argue that this practice leads to virtual sociality
more than intellectuality.

Conclusion

To sum up, we can state that “people crave connection” through trivial
communication, not scientific knowledge, following unpredictability and
highly entropic information (Makice, 2009). In light of this discussion,
however, some might wonder whether social media through low entropic
phatic communication always serves the purpose of sociability. How would
we define individual and group contention and mob behavior on social
media if it really does? How should we define the role of social media
communication in disintegrating social cohesion through inflicting or
promoting harmful content and violence? Social media platforms are indeed
cultivating more harmful content, perhaps to generate more profit from
increased users’ participation around such content, such as misinformation
(Hao, 2021). Here, we also should ask questions like, do many users tend to
communicate with harmful content? Studies show that most users refuse to
communicate with such content (Altay et al., 2022). If some people do, then
in one way, it inspires chaos and disorder; in another, it creates a bond
among those same-minded people who positively communicate with such
content. Also, trusting misinformation indicates users’ reluctance to
properly decode the content’s true meaning and informational value by
cross-checking with other available information sources. Therefore, more
empirical studies should be required to explain such gray areas
appropriately.
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Introduction: Football as Public Culture in Iran

Football Iranian Style (2001) is a documentary film made by Maziar Bahari
which explores and documents the personal emotions and national feelings
of football fans of contemporary Iran. Iranian soccer lovers, both boys and
girls, eloguently articulate their passion for football and express their desire
for being present in the arena on the occasion of the national soccer team’s
performance in international matches. Cultural critic Shiva Balaghi (2003,
p. 54) explains: "The stadium [...] has become a rare social space where
Iranian youth can transcend boundaries of authority and express themselves
with relative lack of inhibition".

In the last two and half decades, the Iranian national soccer team
played several important international matches. In the year 1997, they drew
a match against Australia in Melbourne and consequently qualified for the
France World Cup finals. In March 2005 they beat Japan by a 2-1 score-line
in a World Cup qualifier held in Tehran’s Azadi stadium. They defeated
Bahrain by 1-0 in the same year and same venue and paved their way again
for the world cup finals. Following their national team’s success in
international matches, massive euphoria and gala festivity among people
from all strata of the society swayed Iran. In the streets, teahouses, buses
and educational institutions — men and women came out and joined
celebrations by lighting candles, exploding firecrackers, dancing on the
street, shouting and singing spontaneously.

As the news of Iran’s victory spread through radio and television, the
jubilant crowd transformed the public spaces into sites of carnival. At least
for a few hours, social inhibitions, religious prohibitions and legal
restrictions were visibly subverted by huge public celebrations. Men and
women danced on the street; women forgot to take care of their hijab and
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cops were hardly found around. Bahari’s documentary shows how a victory
in a football match gifts the moment of transgression in Iran’s national life.
Balaghi (2003, p. 54) explains: "Under the spell of football, complex
ideological, political and economic divides seem fading, [away...]".

Bahari's documentary includes footage of mass celebrations in Tehran
streets on the eventful evening of November 29, 1997. Iran drew against
Australia a few hours ago and the national team was elevated to the final
round of World Cup football after two long decades. Noted journalist
Mabhin Gorji recalls that night’s mass celebration over the historic success:
"l think we heard the silenced scream of the Iranian youth for the first time
in 20 years" (Balaghi 2003, p. 54). In a final round match of the 1998
soccer World Cup, Iran got an impressive 2-1 victory over the USA.
Iranians all over the globe proudly cheered the incident. Bahari (2003, p.
55) comments: "That victory unified all the Iranians. For 25years, the
Iranian diaspora and Iranians inside the country didn’t have a common
cause to cheer for. Football gave them a chance to do that".

The victory in an international football match put up an emotional
bridge that connected home and exile. Since the 1960s, several nationalist
and radical thinkers of Iran — poets, journalists, writers, politicians,
professors, filmmakers, activists and social workers were forced to leave
their country. In the post-Islamic Revolution decades, the situation merely
improved. The exiled Iranians took refuge in Germany, France, Italy, the
USA, the UK and other countries (Haghighat, 2011). Most of the expatriate
Iranians nurtured nationalist feelings in the core of their hearts. Not too
many glorious events took place in the national history of Iran in the last
few decades which could make them proudly announce their Iranian
national identity. Globally acclaimed films made by contemporary Iranian
filmmakers and Iran’s victory in World Cup football matches had been the
only exceptions. Film and football brought worldwide recognition to them
in the milieu of global culture. Bahari’s film addresses the feelings of
different sections of people toward football. From a progressive university
student to a cleric, Bahari's camera interacts with a large spectrum of
citizens.

The film infers that not merely a genuine passion but enthusiasm for
soccer has had a deeper root in contemporary Iranian society. This "deeper
root", as we witness in Bahari’s documentary, is found if we look at the
huge and die-herd soccer fandom associated with domestic football in Iran.
Two major teams have been Persepolis (estd. in 1964) and Esteghlal (estd.
n 1945 as Docarxe Savdirdn).

Balaghi (2003, p. 56) rightly explains: "The power of Bahari’s film lies
at the confluence of film and football, showing the ways that both arenas
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refract and reflect the complex ways that various social groups engage with
the political structures”. In front of Bahari's camera, the people who are
interviewed communicated their strong opinions and rational ideas tinted
with love and personal feelings for football. Bahari’s film shows that the
game transcends the boundary of mere entertainment and becomes a part of
the democratic-popular aspirations. Filmmaker Jafar Panahi (2007) also
talks about football in a similar way: "In Iran [...] football is very
important. As you can imagine, majority of distractions are limited. [...] It’s
an opportunity to shout, let themselves go, expels all the pent-up energy
within them™ (Jafar Panahi on Offside).

The euphoria and popular sentiment associated with the football culture
in Iran is being communicated regularly to the public by the Persian
newspapers with great importance. The frontline Iranian newspapers
including the sports newspapers regularly publish reports and opinion
pieces on lIran's success in international football. Ali Ziaee, Adib-
Moghaddam et. al. (2021) studied the language of some reports and
editorials regarding football published in leading newspapers like Abrar-e-
Verzashi, Khabar-e-Varzeshi and Iran-e-Varzeshi. The study reveals that
most of the write-ups described the Iranian football team (during FIFA
tournament 2018 and AFC cup 2019) as "determined and conscientious".
Some write-ups emphasized that "our team" is "oppressed but great”. It is
needless to mention that almost all write-ups equated national pride with the
Iranian soccer team's bright presence in the international arena. On 25 June
2018, Abrar-e-Verzashi described the Iranian team's performance in the
FIFA tournament, "the national team underpinned its matches on the
principles of courage, truth, commitment and sacrifice." On 27 May 2018,
Khabar-e-Varzeshi remarked, "Iran is a team of 80 million people not only
23 people"” (Ziaee, Adib-Moghaddam et. al. 2021).

The use of the words like "conscience™, "truth", and "sacrifice” very
clearly signifies that it is not limited to mere accountancy of victory/defeat
or success/failure. The words hint toward the connection between soccer
and the emotional and ethical values of public life in Iran.

The umbilical relationship between football and Iranian modernity has
been referred to by the Iranian masters since the rise of the new wave in
Iranian cinema in the early 1970s. Abbas Kiarostami, in the early phase of
his career, made several short films that referred to football directly. His
first feature-length film The Traveler, 1974 is based on the story of a
football-crazy boy whose only aspiration is to go to watch the Iranian
national side's soccer encounter with a foreign team. The sole narrative
motivation in Kiarostami’s film comes from the boy's effort to reach Tehran
and get inside the stadium. To fulfill his dream, the boy ensues desperately.
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He breaks moral and social codes — he absents classes; steals money from
his mother; cheats other boys and raises funds to go to Tehran and to buy a
ticket to the match. Finally, he runs away from home on the previous night
of the match and takes a bus off to Tehran. The stadium is set as the
ultimate goal in this journey of transgression.

In Bread and Alley (1970), a short film made by Kiarostami, a boy,
with a large piece of bread in his hand, is seen engrossed in kicking an
emptied and abandoned beverage can on his way back home. In a long take,
his camera captures the boy who is preoccupied with kicking the object
with great footballing skills. The pleasure of the boy and the innocence of
his actions are depicted in Kiarostami’s signature style. In another short
Recess (1972), Kiarostami's camera opens with a scene where a schoolboy
Dara who is obsessed with playing football is punished by his teacher
because he has broken window glass as his kick led the ball bang on it.

In Majid Majidi’s globally acclaimed film Children of Heaven (1997),
soccer plays a vital role in the development of the narrative. The film tells
the story of two children of poor parents — a brother and a sister. The boy
Ali, a student and a part-time worker love football passionately. In his
poverty-ridden life, euphoric moments come when he talks about football.
Football is a part of the quotidian culture, but it brings moments of
redemption as well. Amir Naderi’s The Runner (1985) is another film that
deserves mention. The film narrates the hard life of a group of orphan
children who work in a dockyard. It appears in the film as one of the rarest
beautiful moments when they are playing football at daybreak.

Methodology

The article will show how in Offside Jafar Panahi qualitatively transforms
the space of confinement into a space of liberty. The article will also note
how the narrative and visual strategies of communication adopted by the
film director construct a radical feminine (public) sphere in the film. The
article will present a close reading of the film texts. The analysis of the film
will be done by invoking the methods and tools of hermeneutic study
evolved in the disciplinary framework of cultural studies and film studies.
Panahi’s film will be critically read in a larger context of the development
of Iranian modernity in contemporary decades.

Women and Football Fandom in Panahi’s Offside

Jafar Panahi has made a film on the Iranian youth's craze for football but
this time the protagonist is a girl. The entry of women into a football
stadium is prohibited in Iran in the current regime. In 2005 Iran took on
Bahrain in a significant World Cup Qualifying match in Teheran's Azadi
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Stadium. A girl tries to enter the stadium masquerading herself. At the
entrance of the stadium, she is identified and caught by the guards. Panahi
sets this film on the very day of the match; the location is also real. The film
intends to present the documentation of space, time, character and reality
(Wiseniewski, 2007).

The idea to make such a film evolved in his mind a few years before he
conceptualized the film. After Iran’s tie with Australia in the away match in
December 1997 which lifted them to the France World cup’s final round,
the team came back home and the government organized a felicitation in
Tehran’s Azadi Stadium. The ministry of culture requested "sisters” to
watch the event on television since women’s entry into the stadium was
prohibited. But thousands of women assembled outside of the stadium and
finally five thousand women crashed the gate. They pushed aside the
policemen using physical power. The women entered the stadium forcibly
and enjoyed the match. They sang, raised the slogan and danced in the
gallery; some of them removed scarves from their head (Chehabi, 2002).
For that few hours, most of them put out of their mind the social inhibitions
and legal restrictions. To the modernists and democrats of the country, it
was a historic moment.

Panahi mentions about two of his contemporary experiences which
worked in the back of his mind and motivated him to make the film on the
issue of women’s attempt to get inside the football stadium to watch the
Iranian national soccer team's encounter with a foreign side. In 2005, Iran
beat Japan in a FIFA World Cup primary round match at the Azadi Stadium
and endorsed the dream of qualifying for the world cup finals. Outside the
main gateway of the stadium there stood an army helicopter cordoned by
military personnel. As the match ended, the huge triumphant mass of
Iranian football fans was exiting through the gate. Some overjoyed people
came closer to the helicopter. The security personnel pushed them back
forcefully and charged baton. As a result, huge chaos and pandemonium
broke out. Many people were stampeded and seven lost their lives. The next
morning newspaper published photographs of six persons. The identity of
one person was not disclosed. Many people in Iran believed that one among
the seven dead persons was a girl in masquerade whose photograph was not
published and whose identity was never disclosed. Panahi himself knows in
person, not the dead one, but one or two girls who got injured in the
accident (Jafar Panahi on Offside).

He recalls another incident. Iranian National side’s practice camp was
organized in a stadium that was not very far from Panahi’s residence in
Teheran. Often in the afternoon, Panahi would go to watch the national
soccer team's practice. One day his little girl expressed her desire to
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accompany him. He tried to make her understand and explain the rules that
girls were not allowed to sit inside the stadium with male spectators. But
she could not be resisted. As expected, she was stopped by the guards at the
gate. Having assumed that she would go back home, Panahi alone got inside
the stadium. But after some time, he noticed with utter surprise that she
managed to sneak inside the stadium perhaps through a little hole in the
wall of the complex (Shahrokni 2020).

Panahi was moved by her fraught passion for football! And he could
not afford to lose the immediate opportunity to make a film on the issue of
Iranian girls’ strong desire to be present in the gallery in a football match.
As the schedule of the next match of Iran against Bahrain at the Azadi
Stadium was fixed, Panahi got prepared to make his film. He told the
outline of the theme of his film to the government authority and got
permission to shoot. He told he was going to make a film with male
protagonists only (Panahi and Maruf, 2006).

Anyway, before the authority noticed that the story of the film focused
on the female protagonists (in the disguise of male), Panahi could find
ample scope to complete the real location shootings outside the stadium on
the very day of the match. In Offside, Jafar Panahi retains the form of
documentary realism that has become his signature-style. The film is shot
mostly in real locations. The characters are played by girls who are students
of Teheran University and are very keen to watch Iran play at the Azadi
Stadium. All characters in the film are played by non-professional actors
who are passionate about football. Panahi also restores the continuity of
real-time in this film. That is, the narrative of the film tries to retain the
"ninety minutes" span of the play time (Wiseniewski, 2007).

Jafar Panahi, so long the filmmaking style is concerned, carries forward
the legacy of social realism developed in Iranian Cinema since Darius
Mehrjui’s Guv (1969) and he could build up his style as an auteur. Panahi
started his filmmaking as an assistant to Abbas Kiarostami. Also, the
screenplay of Panahi’s two films The White Balloon (1995) and Crimson
Gold (2003) was co-written by Kiarostami. Though Panahi started as a
disciple of Kiarostami, his filmmaking style and narrative treatment
gradually became different from Kiarostami’s. While Kiarostami’s goal was
philosophical Panahi’s has been social and sociopolitical. In that sense,
Panahi’s style and objective are closer to Neorealism. His every film shows
a social commitment at the end of the day. His mode of filmmaking has
been informed by documentary realism, minimalist deployment of craft,
exploring outdoors and the use of non-professional actors. In particular, the
construction of physical and social space in Panahi’s film looks very
interesting. And his films masterfully connect the space with the
subjects/characters. The Circle (2000), Crimson Gold (2003), Offside
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(2006) and Taxi (2015) are very good examples where the action of the
character(s) intervene(s) in the institutionalized nature of the social and
physical space and finally attempts to radicalize it.

The girl in Offside has been caught at the final entry point of the
stadium and taken to the rooftop of the stadium. There, the police construct
an open-air make-shift prison by barricading a space with movable iron
railings. The girl finds three other girls who have been already arrested for
their attempts to enter the stadium masquerading their identity. Now the
way Panahi arranges the pro-filmic space is interesting enough. The camera
primarily concentrates on the defined space of the temporary prison
occupied by the arrested girls. When the camera photographs them
frontally, they are usually shown against the background of a flat high wall
on the rear side of the gallery. At one corner there is a narrow emergency
gate of the stadium through which only a small part of the field is visible. It
is really interesting to note how in course of the progression of the narrative
the defined space of "confinement" of the captive girls is qualitatively
transforming into a space that offers relatively a sense of vitality, warmth
and "liberation™.

The captive girls request a soldier to watch the game carefully through
the small emergency gate and to give a running commentary of it. As the
soldier is delivering the commentary, the girls are often seen getting excited
by the dramatic consequence of the match. They pass comments; they throw
their hands in despair as Iranian players miss easy scoring opportunities.
They often seriously discuss technical aspects of football. Gradually, as the
girls get involved in the match, the small barricaded space of the temporary
prison with a visually flat and dull background is getting enlivened up.

In the meantime, two more girls have been caught by police, one from
inside the stadium. They are brought to the rooftop and put behind
temporary bars. They readily obtain a warm welcome from the other captive
girls. A girl among them employs a trick to escape. She requests soldiers
allow her to go to the toilet. A soldier escorts her to the washroom. Finally,
she can befool the soldier. She escapes and mingles with the huge crowd of
the gallery. However, as she dramatically comes back after a few minutes of
her own will, other girls surround her and eagerly inquire how Iranian
players are performing on the field. She enacts the game that she has just
witnessed. Their excitement, enthusiasm, discussions and actions convert
the small arena of confinement into a quasi-social feminine public sphere
full of vitality and youthfulness.

It is important to note that the film never shows much interest to
demonstrate the visuals of the field where the match is going on. The
excitement of the match has been routed through the confined girls. We
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come to know about the match as the girls are discussing the match. Since
the girls are not allowed to watch the match, Panahi’s camera never allows
the viewer of the film too to watch the match directly. The visual strategy
posits the spectator to an extent the position of the confined girls who have
been deprived of watching the match being present in the gallery.

Meanwhile, a father enters the scene who is searching for his daughter
in the stadium. The narrative of the film started with a sequence where a
father crazily tries to find his daughter in the street. Her daughter had
reportedly run away from her college and presumably in the disguise of a
boy journeyed towards the stadium. The father finally locates his daughter
among the captive girls. The father, who must be loyal to the highest
"government rule" starts scolding his daughter madly but is readily resisted
and pacified by the soldiers. The soldiers refuse to devolve the girl to her
father. The dejected father is seen waiting seated down lonely in a corner.
The girls continue their conversation about the football match ignoring the
presence of the father. Jafar Panahi’s narrative strategy and the strategy of
spatial construction as well seclude the father. As far as the moral economy
of the narrative is concerned, the seclusion of the father de-legitimizes his
authority as a patriarch, at least for sometime.

Conclusion

The primary resolution is attained in Jafar Panahi’s Offside as the captive
girls transform the space of their incarceration into a relatively sovereign
and vivacious feminine sphere. The resolution is not based on the utopian
concept of freedom and humanism but is supported by historical facts.
Iranian women have not responded passively to the slow process of
reformation; rather they have confronted the state and the patriarchal order
by organizing strong mass movements and socio-political and cultural
activism. The modern women of Iran, by the long history of the feminist
movement, have been able to achieve a space for raising their voices
independently in social, political and cultural affairs.

The final resolution in the narrative is reached in the ultimate sequence
of the film as the euphoric crowd liberates the girls. The girls finally come
out and mingle in the crowd; a song titled Ey Iran is sung in the
background. The people on the street are also singing the same song
collectively. The song refers to a significant chapter of the national history
of Iran. To understand the implication of the song, let's discuss some salient
points of the cultural history of modern Iran in brief.

The Constitutional Revolution (1906-11) attempted to modernize the
politics and society of Persia (later known as Iran). Its success was quite
significant yet very limited. The Revolution brought many changes but
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failed to achieve a proper democratic system (Abrahamian 1979).
Hamid Dabashi notes that in the 1920s "Iran was ruled by a weak
constitutional monarchy; [...] a self-conscious national bourgeoisie is
increasingly dependent on the colonial economy" (Dabashi, 2001, p. 17).
As a result, the formation of the modern individual subject as democratic
citizen remained unfulfilled. In the mid 1920s, a counter-revolution that
betrayed the constitutional revolution brought back monarchy in Iran as
Reza Shah Pahlavi enthroned himself as the new legal monarch. As a result
of which the democratic aspiration of the nation faced another major
setback.

But in the 1940s, at the onset of World War 11, foreign military forces
camped in Iranian territory. Reza Shah Pahlavi left Iran in 1941. The
Iranian territory was virtually divided into various parts controlled by
foreign forces. As a result of the political turmoil, the authoritarian
command of Shah over Iranian politics and cultural activism was
slackened. The democratic-nationalist voice of the Iranian people which
was strangled by the Shah government was rejuvenated. The radical
thinkers in politics and culture started raising their strong voices against the
foreign invasion from outside and the fundamentalism-authoritarianism
nexus from inside the country. They demanded the end of colonial and
neo-colonial dependency on the Iranian economy and politics (Matin-
Asgari, 2018).

The latter half of the 1940s brought the springtime for all kinds of
modernist thinking in Iran. In the year 1946, Hossein Gol-e-Golab, a
scientist, physician and modern poet of Iran, wrote the lyric of a patriotic
song popularly known as Sorud-e-Ey Iran. The song was his poetic
response to an ugly incident that he witnessed. He saw that a native Iranian
greengrocer was being beaten up in the city street by an American soldier.
He wrote the spirited song Ey Iran as a protest and a call for decolonization.
Gol-e-Golab’s song later became the de facto national anthem of Iran.
Though the song could have the status of "official” national anthem only for
a very short time (1946-1957) in history, the radical counterpart of Iranian
people accepted Ey Iran as their national anthem. In fact, in the transitional
years between the fall of the Shah regime and the establishment of the new
Islamic Republic, the song was popularly used as the national anthem of
Iran (Mottahedeh 2019).

Panahi (2007) says: "The song speaks of our country and our people,
not the States that have governed it. That is why we love it more and more
with the passing day" (Jafar Panahi on Offside). He invokes Sorud-e-Ey
Iran in the concluding scene of Offside to historically relate the moment of
popular carnival with the spirit of radicalism. Thus, the final resolution is
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achieved in the film. The journey of Iranian women toward the stadium is
transformed into a metaphor for a journey through history.

Postscript

On 10 October 2019, after four decades of the ban, Iranian women
were finally allowed to enter the Azadi Stadium to watch Iran's soccer
encounter against Cambodia in a FIFA qualifying match. More than
3000 tickets were sold to the women spectators though the demand was
much higher. Aljazeera webpage reported the match with the headline Iran
beat Cambodia 14-0 in a historic match attended by women (Aljazeera,
2019). The report went with a colorful picture of ecstatic Iranian women
football fans spectating a match at the gallery of the stadium proudly
holding Iranian national flags. Alireza Hassanzadeh’s (2019, p. 93)
anthropological study on the female representation of Iranian soccer
fandom rightly concludes: "Women played a discursive role through
soccer in the public sphere and space, and this elevates their role as the
creators of national symbols. [...] While the normative policy shows a
formal culture, female club liminality uncovers a kind of spontaneous and
informal culture.”

But this long-standing demand of women is achieved only after the
tragic death of woman football fan activist Sahar Khodayari, popularly
known as the Blue Girl, on 9 September 2019. She set herself ablaze
outside a Tehran court in protest of her victimization and punishment after
she attempted to enter Azadi stadium in disguise as a male to watch the
football match between her favorite team Esteghlal and UAE’s al-Ain in
March 2019. She had been caught by the police outside Azadi stadium,
detained and ordered to appear before the court later. Khodayari’s death
created massive repercussions in social media and the public sphere in Iran.
Many important personalities from the film world including Jafar Panahi
criticized the government on this issue. The captain of the Iranian
national soccer team Masoud Shojaei also mourned the death of
Khodayari. Esteghlal footballers in the next match observed one
minute’s silence in memory of the woman fan Sahar Khodayari. Several
members of the parliament who belong to the liberal side raised their
voices in Majlis. The FIFA authority wrote a strong letter to the Iran
government to withdraw the ban on women's entry into the stadium
(Shahrokni & Sofos, 2019).

The cumulative result of all these incidents and decades of sustained
movement finally forced the Iranian government to allow women football
fans, though in limited numbers, to enter the stadium with men. The dream
of Jafar Panahi has come true.
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