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ABSTRACT

This study analyzes users' speech acts on Iranian social media platforms-
Instagram and X (formerly Twitter)-through the lens of Speech Act Theory and
Politeness Theory. The primary aim is to understand how language is employed
for communicative acts (such as requests, apologies, criticisms, and activism)
within Iran’s digital environment, considering cultural restrictions and
censorship. The research adopts a qualitative discourse analysis approach,
focusing on interactive user samples. Data were collected from 200 public
examples (100 posts and comments from each platform) between March and
November 2024, using purposive sampling. The analysis was carried out in three
stages, utilizing the frameworks of Searle (types of speech acts) and Brown and
Levinson (politeness strategies): first, identifying and categorizing speech acts;
second, analyzing linguistic strategies (direct and indirect) and politeness
components; and third, interpreting the discourses within their cultural and
technological contexts. Findings reveal that Iranian users predominantly employ
indirect strategies (72—81%) for requests and criticisms, along with a blend of
positive and negative politeness, influenced by concepts such as “saving face”
and “courtesy.” Significant differences emerged between Instagram, which
emphasizes visual content and social relations, and X, which is more text-based
and news-oriented. On Instagram, emotional speech acts comprise 48% and
politeness is more frequently observed, whereas X focuses more on assertive acts
(53%) and more explicit criticisms. Moreover, these platforms play vital roles in
fostering social-political activism and expressing user identities. The study
underscores the importance of understanding the cultural-linguistic complexities
of speech acts in Iran’s digital space and advocates for future research employing
mixed methodologies.
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Introduction

In the current era, social media platforms such as Instagram and X (formerly Twitter) have
become vital spaces for social interaction, identity expression, and activism in Iran. In these
digital environments, language is not merely a tool for conveying information but also a means
for performing speech acts such as requests, apologies, criticisms, and mobilization. This
research aims to gain a profound understanding of how Iranian users utilize language on these
platforms by conducting a systematic and comparative analysis of speech acts within a context
where cultural norms like politeness and maintaining face intersect with technological features
and social-political constraints. Built upon Speech Act Theory and Politeness Theory, the study
seeks to investigate what types of speech acts and associated strategies (direct or indirect) users
employ, and how these norms influence their linguistic choices.

Methodology

Adopting a qualitative discourse analysis approach, this study's population comprises active
Iranian users of Instagram and X. Through purposive sampling, a total of 200 samples of
publicly shared content—including posts, comments, and tweets—were collected from March to
November 2024. Data analysis was carried out in three stages: first, identifying and classifying
speech acts based on Searle’s fivefold framework (representatives, directives, commissives,
expressives, and assertives); second, examining linguistic and politeness strategies by applying
Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory to analyze the use of direct and indirect
strategies in executing face-threatening acts such as requests and criticisms; and finally,
conducting interpretive analysis of notable samples within cultural contexts—focusing on
concepts like politeness and face, and comparing the technological distinctions between the
visual-oriented Instagram and the text-centric X platform.

Findings

The analysis of the data revealed that Iranian users employ a wide range of speech acts across
both platforms; however, there are significant differences in their distribution and nature. The
predominant pattern on Instagram includes emotional acts—such as expressing feelings,
gratitude, condolences, and politeness—with a frequency of 48%, aligning with the platform’s
visual, personal, and relationship-oriented nature. Conversely, on X, the dominant pattern
comprises informative and evaluative acts—such as expressing opinions, informing, and
criticizing—accounting for 53% of the speech acts, reflecting the platform’s journalistic,
discussion-driven, and more public function. These differences were statistically significant (p <
.01). Regarding linguistic strategies for specific acts: requests and criticisms—users tend to
favor indirect strategies (72% for requests and 81% for criticisms). This pattern, rooted in the
cultural norm of ‘face-saving,” involves linguistic tools such as sarcasm, preliminary questions,
and minimization of criticism. Criticisms on X were more direct (19%) compared to Instagram
(less than 10%), indicating a slightly more open approach. Apologies typically appear directly
(using phrases like “Sorry”) but are often accompanied by face-restoring strategies, such as
explanations or suggestions for reparation.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the linguistic interactions of Iranian users in the digital space are a
complex reflection of the intersection between cultural norms and technological affordances.
The predominance of indirect and polite strategies confirms that core values like politeness and
face-saving, fundamental to Iranian culture, are preserved online. These findings are consistent
with previous research on Persian culture and language. A key distinction between Instagram
and X was identified: Instagram, with its focus on personal and visual connections, serves as a
space to strengthen emotional bonds and social relationships, whereas X, due to its textual
structure and rapid information exchange, functions as a platform for public discourse, news,
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and political engagement, where more explicit and critical expressions are possible—though
still often cautious. These platforms are not merely communication tools but vital spaces for
identity expression and digital activism within Iranian society. Ultimately, Iranian users
skillfully adapt their linguistic strategies to reconcile cultural norms with emerging
technological environments, creating unique communication patterns.
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