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Abstract

The arena of women's identity arrangement has become a site of contestation and
competition among diverse discourses in today's mediatized world. Each discourse
seeks to position women within its desired subjectivities. This article aims to
analyze the components of one such discourse that, within the discursive
arrangement prevailing on Instagram, articulates the online lives of a segment of
young women influencers. The central question of this article is: How is the
"Orthodoxy" discourse articulated and given meaning in the online lives of young
women on Instagram? The research methodology is Laclau and Mouffe's
discourse analysis.

The findings indicate that while the Orthodoxy discourse holds a close affinity
with the power and ideology governing formal institutions and policymaking in the
public sphere, thereby constituting a hegemonic discourse, it emerges as a discourse of
resistance in the virtual realm. In opposition to the dominant features of social media,
such as consumerism and exhibitionism, it articulates its discursive moments around
contentment, Halal entertainment, inner adornment, religious ritualism, familyism, and

social distancing. Furthermore, the mediatized world has created a multiplicity of
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discursive access for subjects, so makes impossible creation of fixed subjectivities for
any discourse. As a witness, we observe the representation of practices by subjects of

the Orthodoxy discourse that are a sign of the rival discourses.

Keywords: Discourse analysis, orthodox, young women, Instagram, online life,

articulation.

Introduction

The online lives of young Iranian women, particularly on Instagram, have become a
central site of discursive conflict and negotiation within Iranian society. The
intersection of age, gender, and digital space positions young women simultaneously
as cultural opportunities and as potential threats. Examining the dominant discourses
shaping their online presence not only reveals transformations in lifestyle and the
emergence of new subjectivities but also highlights the ongoing competition among
multiple discursive orders in Iranian society. This article aims to deconstruct and
analyze the mechanisms of representation and articulation of the “Orthodoxy
Discourse,” one of the prominent frameworks structuring the online lives of young
women. The significance of this study lies in its capacity to illuminate processes of
power, discursive boundary-making, and their identity-related consequences in

Iran’s socio-cultural and policy-making context.

Materials & Methods

This research is grounded in a social constructivist perspective and employs a multi-
perspective approach to discourse analysis, allowing the phenomenon to be
examined from multiple angles. Specifically, the discourse theory of Ernesto Laclau
and Chantal Mouffe was adopted as the primary analytical framework, due to its
strength in identifying central signifiers, nodal points, discursive elements, and the
processes through which hegemony is established and maintained. Within this
framework, the Orthodoxy Discourse was analyzed in terms of the articulation of
nodal points surrounding the central signifier of “Orthodoxy.” The empirical data
consisted of 120 posts and stories from 12 young female influencers (aged 18-35,
each with more than 50,000 followers) in 2024. The sample was selected
purposefully and expanded until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were
collected through online participant observation, and analysis was conducted using
critical discourse analysis. The unit of analysis was the Instagram post, while the

unit of observation was the discursive relations embedded within them. In addition
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to linguistic and stylistic features, visual elements such as clothing, gestures, color

schemes, objects, and technical aspects of the images were systematically examined.

Discussion and Results

The findings indicate that the Orthodoxy Discourse, as represented in the online
practices of young women on Instagram, seeks to construct discursive hegemony by
articulating a hybrid form of religious-modern subjectivity. Central to this discourse
are religious practices—such as prayer, fasting, hijab, and the avoidance of taboos—
together with the representation of a committed lifestyle in domains such as gender
relations, cultural consumption, and dress. However, these representations are
articulated in a digital context where modern elements and online lifestyles are also
integrated, giving the Orthodoxy Discourse a hybrid and adaptive character. The
discourse establishes its boundaries vis-a-vis competing discourses—such as the
“Autonomous,” “Toxic,” and “Religious Bricolage” discourses—by articulating
nodal points like ritualism, familialism, social distancing, inner and outer
adornment, halal entertainment, and frugality/anti-consumerism. To sustain its
hegemony, the Orthodoxy Discourse also employs representational strategies
including appeals to scientific reasoning, reliance on authoritative voices,
proselytization and admonition, religious music and maddahi (praise recitations),
fatalistic narratives, and moral storytelling. Importantly, the study shows that young
women within this discourse are not merely passive recipients of religious messages.
Instead, they selectively reinterpret and re-articulate religious elements, thereby
engaging in an active process of redefining devout subjectivity in the context of their

online lives.

Conclusion

The Orthodoxy Discourse, while closely aligned with the official and hegemonic
discourse of cultural governance in the public sphere, paradoxically functions as a
discourse of resistance in cyberspace. Operating in a digital environment that
prioritizes visibility, consumption, and attention-seeking, the Orthodoxy Discourse
constitutes a counter-hegemonic formation whose chain of equivalence stands in
opposition to those very logics. In this sense, the hegemonic discourse of the offline
public sphere is transformed into a resistant discourse in the online domain.
Furthermore, by reproducing self/other boundaries, the Orthodoxy Discourse
simultaneously seeks to hegemonize a particular understanding of devout life online
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while being destabilized by the persistent presence of rival discourses. This
highlights the interpellation of subjects by multiple, and often contradictory,
discourses, which renders the production of a single, unified subjectivity impossible
in today’s interconnected world. Even within the practices of subjects aligned with
the Orthodoxy Discourse—who maintain strict antagonistic boundaries with other
discourses—we can still observe moments of discursivity that allow temporary
occupation of positions within rival discourses. Overall, the study underscores that
social networks are not merely platforms for the passive transmission of values but
can also serve as arenas for the creation of new discourses and the contestation of
existing ones. This has important implications for cultural and social policy-making,
as policies that ignore the diversity and hybridity of online discourses risk deepening
generational and gender-based divides. Accordingly, examining the Orthodoxy
Discourse not only enhances our understanding of the cultural and identity
complexities shaping the online lives of young Iranian women but also underscores
the necessity of adopting multi-layered and dialogical approaches in addressing

generational and gender-related transformations.
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