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			Iran: The Twitter revolution

			BY LALI SANDIUMENGE

			They were born after the 1979 Islamic revolution, they grew up just as blogs began to mushroom and they learned to use the new technologies as skilfully as the young people in more developed countries. Iranian university students have more yearnings but the same hobbies as everyone else: they are fans of Facebook, they send messages to Twitter and they upload and look at videos on YouTube. The difference: they use them to interact and have fun, but more importantly to get information and to access the rest of the world. During the June presidential elections, many of them used the technologies to support the pro-reform candidates, and then to protest and narrate what was happening after the suspected election fraud turned Teheran into a green tide against President Ahmadinejad.
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			The lawyer and human rights activist Shirin Ebadi has defended bloggers who had been arrested

			Two people who used them actively are Jadi and Parastoo, both resident in Teheran. They twittered frantically during the campaign and the eventful post-election days. They both have blogs – he in Farsi and she in English. On Twitter they summarised the news and ideas with brief messages like these: “Hearing Allah Akbar & Down with Dictator... Much stronger than last night”. “There is going to be a governmental demonstration in central Tehran in an hour to support Ahmadinejad. Power show off.” “I didn’t expect to be a witness of a real coup d’état in my life”. “Cannot open Facebook, only Twitter”. “Remember that Mousavi/Karroubi are not our ideals, we just voted for Change”.  

			Iran has been nothing more than the latest example of how the new technologies can be a useful instrument for political activism and social change, especially in countries governed by authoritarian regimes where the press is censured and freedom of expression muzzled. Just like in Egypt, where bloggers are the bane of Hosni Mubarak’s regime, Saudi Arabia, where women challenge sexual apartheid online, and Bahrain, where the Shiite majority has denounced their marginalisation, in the republic of the Ayatollahs ICTs contributed to turning the country upside down. Twitter, specifically, has come into its own as a tool for information and mobilisation. 

			Unlike other Middle East countries, where access to the Internet averages 26%, in Iran it is a tool within the reach of 35% of the population, of which two-thirds is under the age of 30. The country has a strong middle class which tends to have a connection at home. In 2008, there were 23 million users – up from only one million in 2000. The annual growth rate is approaching 48%, and for whoever does not yet have Internet at home there are calculated to be around 1,500 cybercafés in Teheran.

			Furthermore, the Islamic Republic is one of the countries in the region with the highest literacy rates, around 82.4% among people over the age of 15. This is one of the revolution’s biggest accomplishments. The female literacy rate, 28% among women between the ages of 15 and 45 back in 1976, had shot up to 77% two decades later. Currently, there are more than 3.5 million university students, 65% of whom are female, a fact that is changing the face of the job market and the social scene. “Many professors are women, too. Many Iranian women are lawyers and doctors, and many are against the discriminatory laws and do everything within their power to combat them,” says Shirin Ebadi, a human rights activist and Nobel Peace Prize winner in 2003. 

			Iran has been the latest example of how new technologies can be a useful tool for political activism

			Sarah is a 28-year-old Iranian university student, and is quite atypical: she is studying Catalan at a public university in Teheran. (“To me, every language is like a new window onto the world,” she says.) She is not active in the blogosphere, but she does avidly seek information online. The Internet, just like private parties, hip-hop music and make-up, are oases of resistance and spheres of rebellion. “We are addicted to the Internet. It’s now a crucial part of our everyday lives, and we are very dependent on it,” she says.

			It should come as no surprise that the Iranian blogosphere has become one of the busiest in the world in the space of a few years. Ever since Iranian-Canadian Hossein Derakhshan, Hoder, regarded as the father of the Iranian blogosphere, showed the country how to create a weblog in Farsi in 2001, thousands of them have been launched: calculations estimate up to 700,000. According to Harvard University’s Berkman Center for Internet & Society, 60,000 blogs are active; that is, they are updated frequently. Contrary to what might be assumed, however, not everyone who writes is a progressive Iranian; the religious conservatives also make a strong showing, a reflection of Iran’s internal political battles.

			To counterbalance the surge in virtual dissidence, repression has also been stepped up. Since 2003, several bloggers and online journalists have been arrested, including Derakhshan himself in late 2008. “Dictatorships are afraid of technology because it shakes up their very foundations,” claims Shirin Ebadi, who was the lawyer for the cyber-feminists Maryam Hosseinkah and Jelve Javaheri, who were under arrest for months after having written articles in which they called for more rights. “Just a short time ago a law that sheds light on the government’s mentality was presented in Parliament,” Ebadi continues. “It states that if someone writes something online against Islam, they can be condemned to death.”

			Hamid Tehrani, an Iranian blogger and journalist living in Brussels, is the Iran editor of the Global Voices Online international network and one of the founders of the March 18 Movement, a virtual platform defending imprisoned bloggers. This movement was created in the memory of Iranian Omid Reza Mir Sayafi, who died on the 18th of March at the age of 25 in a Teheran prison, where he was serving a two and a half-year sentence for “insulting” the leaders of the Islamic Republic. “Security issues for civil society activists became much worse during Ahmadinejad’s years; several bloggers were jailed and Omid Reza became first blogger to die in prison,” he says. “During Khatami’s period (1997-2005), many bloggers were arrested, but it seems that Tehran’s prosecutor acted independently and wanted to discredit him”. 

			Iranian politicians have been aware of the new communications technologies for some time, using it to their advantage or else repressing it. The reformist Mohammed Khatami and conservative Ali Akbar Nategh-Nuri and their followers tested the power of the web back in the 1997 presidential elections, although the impact was quite minor because there were still only a handful of users. In 2003, then vice president Mohammad Ali Abtahi, a 50-year-old reformist cleric, was the first to start a blog, Webnevesht (Writings on the Web), which gave an indiscreet window onto the inner workings of the government. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad writes a blog, too, but he does not update it very regularly. The supreme leader of Iran, the Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, has a website translated into several languages.

			In the latest elections, one of the most fascinating battles in the election war took place in cyberspace. Ali Abtahi, now the electoral advisor of the 72-year-old reformist candidate and cleric Mehdi Karroubi, former President of the Parliament, recruited an army of virtual sympathisers to help promote the campaign. (He was one of the first bloggers to be arrested after the elections). Supporters of reformist former Prime Minister Mir-Hossein Mousavi also poured a lot of their resources into the Internet. Ahmadinejad’s backers refused to be left behind and inundated YouTube with videos documenting the president’s comings and goings.

			“Internet makes dictatorships tremble”

			It is difficult to determine to what extent the web popularised Mousavi’s campaign, but it surely had less of an impact than the televised debates between the candidates, a first for the country. “Without any doubt, such a virtual presence can help Mousavi but it can not make the difference. At best Mousavi’s Facebook has around 10,000 members, and 5,000 bloggers back him. It is not enough in a country with 70 million people,” pointed out Hamid Tehrani before the elections.

			The online campaign did not make the difference, but it did contribute to spreading the reformists candidates’ messages, especially in the big cities, where their electorate is fed by “rich kids” as they are called by the faithful followers of Ahmadinejad, who mainly wins votes from the disadvantaged urban and rural classes. The followers of Mousavi and Karroubi were mobilised even more energetically after the vote count, when the official results gave an unexpected landslide victory to the President, who purported captured 62% of the votes. The massive protests on the streets of Teheran were mirrored virtually on the Internet, where the election fraud was condemned with the same outrage and determination.

			The opposition also organised itself on cyberspace. Twitter especially proved itself to be ideal for activism, as it can be updated instantaneously via either a computer or a mobile phone. The Twitter revolution in Iran, as someone called it, enabled people to follow what was happening blow by blow through messages less than 140 characters long. All you needed to do was type the tag #iranelection into the search box to get an overview, although it was as confusing as the situation on the ground. The same operation on YouTube showed videos of the protests and repression shot with mobile phones: 3,000 of them were uploaded in a single day. These became so important when the authorities banned the international press from reporting that the US administration intervened to ask both platforms to guarantee the flow of information to the rest of the world.

			Twitter was also used to counteract filtering, one of the major evils of the Internet in Iran, coupled with the snail-like pace of the connections. “The speed of the Internet cannot be compared to the international standard,” says Sarah emphatically. “This doesn’t mean that we don’t have the technology, but that the government is not interested in young Iranians’ having access to the information that attacks the government. Plus, they filter many websites. Just recently I was looking for botany words and I found a page that was blocked. It’s ridiculous, infuriating and a waste of time!” 

			During the brief history of the Internet in Iran – the first email was sent in 1993 – at first the authorities were slow to control the web, because they did not have the technical means to do so. Just like in other countries, they promoted the Internet for economic, educational and political purposes, and it was only later that they found themselves with a time bomb ticking in their hands. According to the report that the OpenPen Initiative published last June, Iran currently has one of the most extensive filtering systems in the world and uses its own technology to identify and block questionable websites (those with pro-reform, pornographic, human rights, feminist and other contents). 

			Nonetheless, the Iranians are old hands at evading censorship. “The government blocks many pages, including the ones of the human rights activists, but fortunately we have extremely skilful young people who manage to unblock them,” states Ebadi. “The government blocks, the young people unblock; it has become a competition.”

			Sarah, for example, knows how to access proxy servers in order to avoid the filtered ones. After the elections, as the authorities closed off the social networks, Jadi and Parastoo began to “twitter” advice on how to elude the blockade and connect to gmail, Facebook and Messenger. Until they could no longer avoid the interruptions, that is. “Internet is dying...” wrote Parastoo on the 15th of June. “Viva our BRAVE football team. 2day they have a match with Korea. Some of them are wearing GREEN wristbands! Brave guys!”, Jadi announced with enthusiasm on the morning of the 17th when it could only be read outside Iran. Shortly afterwards he posted a brief, agonising message: “Goodbye :) The Internet is completely down here. Our motto is Mousavi!, Mousavi, take back the Internet!” 
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