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Abstract
This paper examines the perspectives of Iranian environmental activists residing both inside the country and in the diaspora to shed light on the current state of environmental activism in Iran under an oppressive regime whose intolerance of independent and organized activities have forced activists to adopt new forms of engagement, particularly through social media. This led to the emergence of non-organized but motivated actors in the environmental activism landscape. The paper argues that the traditional framework of activism fails to capture the relationships between these various groups and introduces the concept of “non-activism” in order to include a diverse group of motivated but unorganized groups that further the cause of activists while lowering the risk of government retribution and enabling resident and diasporic activists who were separated to communicate and collaborate in the same space.
Introduction
This work considers environmental activism in Iran from the perspectives of Iranian activists residing inside the country and diasporic environmental activists. Comparing the visions of environmental activism between these two groups sheds light on what today’s environmental activism looks like in the context of Iran’s oppressive regime. While resident and diasporic activists share some overlap in their vision for environmental activism, the two groups also exhibit important differences. 
Environmental issues such as global warming, air and water pollution, and water scarcity have been on the radar of environmentalists for quite some time, and Iran is no exception (Madani et al. 2016). In Iran, people’s subsistence and quality of life have been directly impacted in recent decades by environmental problems or their consequences for health, well-being, as well as their economic effects (Ebadi et al. 2020). These consequences have been acute enough to motivating people from all circles of life in Iran to join or be aware of environmental issues and movements (Ibid.). 
At the same time, the oppressive nature of the government and its intolerance of organized independent activities has pressured activist groups to find new forms of engagement. The rise and accessibility of social media has offered new opportunities for activists, contributing significantly to Iranian social and environmental movements (Butler 2009; Ghorashi and Boersma 2009). Social media platforms have also altered the relationship between activists and their audience, in part by providing the diasporic population with a way to better engage with activists and ordinary citizens inside their homeland. Now, various types of actors participate in a dynamic setting with different perspectives and expectations of environmental activism that might correlate or collide with each.
Drawing on interviews with 20 Iranian environmental activists – 10 working from inside Iran and 10 located in the Iranian diaspora – the following explains how from the diasporic activists’ standpoint, environmental activism can include any actions of individuals or groups involved in protecting the environment, educating the public, and forming campaigns around environmental issues. This expansive definition could almost include any environmentally minded individual. Activists who live inside Iran do not share the same expansive view and condition activism on the risk an individual may face by taking an environmental action in opposition to Iran’s regime. It should be noted that diasporic activists acknowledged the risk factor involved in activism inside Iran but in their view, environmental actions and actors can be associated with different levels of risks depending on their actions, the platform of choice, and the specific subject they campaign about. In the interviews, a particular environmental movement was highlighted repeatedly by the interviewees to deliver their point of view. The movement was formed in protest to construction of a petrochemical factory in the Miankale peninsula, an important biosphere reserve in Iran. Environmental activists, alongside the public, managed to force the regime to halt the project. More details about this particular event are included in Section 2.2.
The distinction between different perspectives of activism between diaspora and resident activists is a key one that informs how each group engages with the other and the broader public. This paper builds on this distinction to argue for a new framework that explains activists’ collaboration and differentiation in the public space. Fear of political retribution pushed Iran-residing activists to rely evermore on new modes of engagement via social media. This reliance led Iranian activists to link to a different set of non-organized but motivated actors who are influential on these platforms. The government’s constant oppression and intolerance eventually turns every environmental activist into a political fighter and vice versa (Hassaniyan 2020), creating multiple layers of connection between diasporic and Iranian-based activists. For Iranians, environmental activism is not a ‘specialized’ field for ‘professionals’ but one that leaves room for non-collective actors to play a key role. For activists inside Iran, however, a turn to social platforms does not entirely rid them of security risks. When the oppression machine starts, such activists need their diasporic counterparts to not only continue their work but also to raise international awareness, advocate for international pressure on the Iranian government, and, ultimately, shield Iran’s activists from a brutal fate. 
This paper argues that traditional frameworks of activism which, for example, can be described as “[a] purposeful and effortful engagement in behaviors aimed at preserving or improving the quality of the environment and increasing public awareness of environmental issues” (Fielding et al. 2008), fail to capture the relationships between these various groups since they do not converge to a general definition of activism. It became apparent very soon during the interviews that Iranian environmental actors define “activism” based on a spectrum built around safety ramifications. These new set of actors who reside in Iran are environmentally motivated but are not organized as activists and do not operate within the activism framework, e.g., instead of a campaign to blockade an environmentally hazardous construction project, they start a virtual reputation war on social media that might be even more costly for the parties involved in ruining the environment. To analyze the relationship of activists inside Iran and active in the Iranian diaspora with this set of new actors, this paper introduces “non-activism” as a new term to describe collective and environmentally friendly actions taken by motivated individuals and non-organized groups which benefits and expands upon the work of activists but also helps to lower the risk of government retribution. This definition of non-activism expands on Bayat’s work on “non-movement” as “collective actions carried out by masses of ordinary people who lack any recognizable leadership and organizations but nonetheless, bring about social change through their action” (Bayat 2013, 15).
Background
Environmental issues in Iran
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Description automatically generated]Iran’s mainland is embraced by the Persian Gulf in the south and the Caspian Sea in the north. Iran’s “climate ranges from humid subtropical lowlands along the Caspian Sea (annual precipitation almost 2,000 mm, recorded at the Anzalī/Rašt station) to hot, dry deserts in central Iran (e.g., Dašt-e Kavīr and Dašt-e Lūt, averaging less than 100 mm of precipitation annually)” (Iranica 1998). This climatic variation underpins Iran’s ecological and biological diversity. Throughout the country, climate, vegetation, and perception are “strongly dependent on topography” (Ibid.). Figure 1.2 - Ground water level in Iran decreased steadily from 1965 to 2013. Source: Adapted from Noori et al. 2021
Figure 1.1 - Ground water supply in Iran. Darker colors indicate increased depletion of ground water supplies. Source: adapted from Ashraf et al. 2021

Iran can be categorized into three distinct regions based on their climate and vegetation. Western Iran is dominated by the Zagros mountain range whose climate is defined by altitude and precipitation. Highlands are extremely cold during winters and receive more than 600 mm of snow precipitation while in lower altitudes, the precipitation is between 250-600 mm. Summers are moderate and typically shorter in the highlands whereas in lower altitudes, summers can get quite dry. Oak forests dominate the vegetation in this area. Central Iran houses its deserts covering about 20 percent of the country. This area receives 100 mm of precipitation or less annually and has a hot summer followed by a cold winter. The neighboring south and east follow the same pattern with higher humidity levels in south because of proximity to the Persian Gulf. A narrow band located in the north of Iran along the Caspian Sea is dominated by lush lowlands and mountain forests receiving more than 1500 mm of precipitation annually and has a high relative humidity and moderate climate throughout the year (Iranica 1998).
Despite such diversity, Iran is currently facing a set of environmental challenges as a result of climate change, years of governmental mismanagement of natural resources, and excessive consumption. Madani et al. (2016) identify water shortage as the primary cause of today’s environmental crisis in Iran, which leads to drying lakes and rivers, declining groundwater levels, land subsidence, deteriorating water quality, desertification, soil erosion, and dust storms (Madani et al.2016,2). Figures 1.1 and 1.2 illustrate the emerging crisis after consecutive years of lack of rainfall. Over the past two decades, Iran has lost about 211 km3 of its total water, and groundwater levels have dropped significantly due to unsustainable water management practices along with climate change (Saemian et al. 2022). Madani et al.2016 also note the exacerbating effects of Iran’s fast-increasing population, with migration from rural areas and small cities to larger cities resulting in higher demands for clean drinking water. Although migration is not limited to hot dry areas, this pattern has made water management challenging due to population disturbance. 
Water shortage and water management has further occupied a focal point in Iranian public life because of water’s association with agriculture and food sovereignty. Currently, Iran uses more than 90% of its water sources to supply its food self-sufficiency program; see Figure 1.4 (Ibid.). Since the Islamic revolution of 1979, Iranian governments have supported self-sufficiency in food production, particularly for the staple crops of wheat and barley (Madani 2014). The availability of cheap, subsidized energy and water has convinced Iranian authorities that achieving food self-sufficiency is possible through top-down intervention in natural resources, which Tilly (1999) describes as “clear-cut command and control.” .However, improper water supply infrastructure in addition to insufficient infrastructure, bad public policies (such as incorrect agriculture irrigation systems, misplaced dams, and overuse of deep wells) have all led to an overconsumption of underground water and the drying of natural water reserves (Madani et al 2016).
Iranian environmental activism
Iranian activism in response to these environmental problems is considered a recent and tenuous phenomenon (Hoomanifar 2021). Afrasiabi (2003) reports that since 2001 sporadic environmental groups have been formed in response to environmental crises in the country. In the first decade of the century, these groups increased in number as the environmental crises grow in number and severity. However, in recent years, formal responses to crises have been more difficult, creating the landscape of simultaneously widespread and disconnected protests that we see today (Fassihi 2021, Nugent 2022). Afrasiabi identifies the progressive Reformist Movement of 1997 and its demise as key factor in understanding this evolution.
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Description automatically generated]The Reformist Movement of 2001 was a coalition of eighteen groups and political parties whose actions spanned the 1997-2005 period and encouraged the Iranian public to realize its potential for independent political action. The Reformist Movement secured some significant victories by winning the presidential elections of 1997 and 2001. The Movement was particularly welcomed by Iranian youth for its democratic and somewhat liberal vision promising freedom and tolerance towards women and minorities, supporting civil society institutions like free press, unions, NGOs, private and cultural clubs (Samii 2001). Its support for independent and organized action groups facilitated the creation of non-governmental civil society groups for the first time after the establishment of the Islamic Republic. These NGOs were diverse in form and aspiration advocating for issues such as women’s rights, human rights, democracy, peace, specialized charities. Some were solely focused on environmental issues such as deforestation and pollution (Afrasiabi 2003).Figure 1.4 – Iran water resources. Source: Adapted from Saatsaz 2019.


Figure 1.3 – Immigration pattern in Iran. Source: adapted from   TasnimNews 2019

For the years when the Reformist Movement was in power (1997 – 2005), there are few documented environmental activism cases in the form of public protests. The reformist government of President Khatami (1997-2005) was more willing to work with the international community than its predecessors which allowed for international collaboration, for example, between Iranian diasporic NGOs and programs sponsored by the United Nations. The program to save Asiatic cheetahs in Iran is one successful example of this internationalism which began in 2001 and continued until very recently (United Nations Development Program 2022). Diasporic environmental activists interested in wildlife preservation in Iran (e.g., Persian Wildlife Heritage Foundation) began a series of decades-long campaigns to protect cheetahs from extinction. These efforts eventually led to a collaboration between the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and the Iranian Department of Environment to start an international effort to revive the Iranian cheetah population which was referred to as the Conservation of Asiatic Cheetah Project (CACP) and had measurable success in reviving the cheetah population (see for example, Dehghan 2013 and UNDP 2021). Despite the success of the Iranian diaspora in engaging international efforts, some of the project leaders who traveled back to Iran to work with the Department of Environment were arrested and are still detained in Iran on accusations of espionage (Human Rights Watch 2019). 
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Description automatically generated]This turn of events in a high-profile environmental program is indicative of how the Reformist Movement could not sustain its support of civil society much beyond 2009 when the reformist era ended in a contested election after which a conservative hardliner president took power. Even during the reformist’s administration, there was opposition to the growth of environmental NGOs and political environmentalism from opponents who saw the new movement as a disguise for political and secular nationalism (Afrasiabi 2003). 
The new administration saw environmental NGOs and environmental activists as a danger to be subjected to persecution, sometimes with threats of assassination or execution (Hassaniyan 2020). Many of the NGOs founded in the reformist era would dissolve as a result (Hoominfar 2021). According to the latest statistics on Iran’s Department of Environment website, eighty-one environmental NGOs are currently active in Iran. However, a closer review shows that only twenty of these NGOs were active in the last year, while the other sixty-one have websites and social media accounts that indicate that they are no longer active. At least one NGO’s founder is in prison. Figure 1.5 – Lake Urmia water levels. Source: Adapted from Madani 2016
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Description automatically generated]Regardless, Iranian environmental activists have managed to organize multiple protests particularly after the conclusion of the Reformist Movement era. A group of activists organized a 2011 protest in reaction to drying of Lake Urmia which was the sixth largest saltwater lake on earth and the largest saltwater lake in the Middle East. The Lake Urmia water level decreased drastically due to construction of multiple dams on the rivers flowing to the lake (see Figure 1.5). The protesters were challenging the continued policy of dam building which is motivated by food self-sufficiency and shortage of drinking water in other parts of Iran (Dehghan 2015). Today, continued mismanagement of natural resources and the human-environment relationship has taken environmental problems into the streets. Water shortage effects on people’s subsistence and livelihood is now apparent. Examples of this recent evolution in environmental movements can be examined in ordinary Iranian involvement in the 2021 protests in Isfahan and Khuzestan provinces. Isfahan is a central province in Iran that is particularly known because of its historic river, Zayanderud (translated to fertile river). In 2021, this now dried river (Figure 1.6) that runs through one of the most historical cities in Iran hosted a series of protests that contested government's policies in water reserves management (Erdbrink 2015). What seems to motivate these protests is consecutive years of drought the worst effects of which have been particularly felt by small farmers in Isfahan province that rely on the river to grow their crops. An entire population’s livelihoods depend on a water system that has been wiped out. The government, somewhat surprisingly, tolerated some of the protests at first, but ‘the predictable happened’ eventually, and the peaceful protests were soon subject to a brutal crackdown (Fassihi 2021).Figure 1.6 - 1997 and 2018 images of Zayanderud. Source: Adapted from Rustanews 2022

Similar protests have happened in other parts of the country. Khuzestan, a western province, has been another frequent scene of environmental protests in recent years. In 2021, protests erupted in this region because of severe water shortage problems that limited people’s access to clean drinking water in the hottest months of the year. However, the protests in this region are not limited to water-related issues, as Khuzestan regularly suffers from bad air quality caused by repeated sandstorms resulting from desertification and air pollutant released by oil, gas, and steel industries (Ashraf et al. 2021, Rezaei 2022). Ahvaz, a major city in Iran and Khuzestan, was identified as the most polluted city in the world by the World Health Organization in 2011 (Dastoorpoor et al. 2018). 
An example of a successful movement in Iran is building a petrochemical factory in the Miankale peninsula. The Miankale peninsula, located in northern Iran, holds significant importance for both the Iranian people and the global community. It is recognized as a UNESCO International Biosphere Reserve and a wildlife sanctuary that hosts a variety of migratory birds during the winter months. Locals depend on the peninsula for their livelihoods through eco-tourism, agriculture, horticulture, animal husbandry, handicrafts, carpet weaving, and traditional poultry farming (UNESCO, 2023). The government's decision to build a petrochemical factory near the Miankale region sparked concerns among environmental activists. The Iranian government claimed that the project would provide locals with alternative sources of income besides eco-tourism, but activists argued that it would only harm the biosphere reserve and negatively impact the locals’ livelihoods (Sinaee, 2023). Some environmental activists began awareness campaigns about the ecological hazards of such a project on social media, while others were present on the ground to monitor the situation. The Iranian government seemingly backed out of the project initially announcing the project’s halt, however, activists on the ground reported that construction has been continued during the night. This led to further public outrage and pressure on the government to address the issue (Ibid.). Activists’ persistence on holding their ground exploded the issue on social media through the use of hashtags #Notomiankeloilrefinery on Twitter and Instagram which eventually forced the government to announce a second halt in the construction project.
Non-movement and non-activism
At a superficial level, the protests in Iran point to the possibility that ‘organized participation’, ‘purposeful engagement’, and ‘preservation of environment’ – all hallmarks of academic definitions of activism – are present in Iran. For example, Hassniyan 2020, an Iranian scholar, defines environmental activism as an “organized participation in environmental issues, comprising an example of environmentally friendly behavior rooted in the political realm, and expressed in specific activities reflecting a commitment to the environment channeled in formal settings and realized through institutional structures.” Similarly, Fielding et al. (2008) frame environmental activism “as [a] purposeful and effortful engagement in behaviors aimed at preserving or improving the quality of the environment and increasing public awareness of environmental issues.” However, environmental actions in Iran do not fall neatly into these definitions as not all environmental issues lead to overt results such as the deadly protests in Khuzestan and Isfahan to water shortage. 
Based on the perspectives of interviewees and extending Maya Mikdashi’s study on sectarianism in Lebanon (Midkashi, 2022), this paper explores Iran’s exercise of authority in managing environmental issues as political issues, resulting in differences between diasporic and Iran-resident activists that may either create tensions or collaboration. The Iranian government’s policy in controlling environmental issues creates a gap between those who care about environmental activism and put themselves at risk and those who do not. Iran-resident activists try to define Iran’s environmental activism and distinguish the public from environmental activists precisely because of how the government regulates them.
As Midkashi (2022) notes, “the state is materialized as a bounded, contained, felt, and sovereign entity as it turns inward, exerting violence against people positioned differently” (p. 22). In the case of Iran, while the distinction between the public and environmental activists is tangible, the endeavor of Iran-resident activists to collaborate with other groups is noticeable. By politicizing environmental issues that typically are seen as safe, such as water and air pollution, citizen engagement with environmental issues has transformed into resistance and opposition against the government. Therefore, this paper argues that the Iranian people have become more interested in environmental issues as a form of safe resistance because of the politicization of environmental issues. Although in some cases, such as water shortage protests in Isfahan and Khuzestan, environmental protests could still lead to use of deadly force by the government.
In Iran, when environmental issues become political, it often encourages the public to oppose the government by being actively involved. However, expressing ideological resistance can be dangerous, muted, or disguised (Scott, 1985). James Scott (1985) suggests that politically disorganized groups use everyday resistance to covertly express dissatisfaction. Building on this idea, Asef Bayat  in his book “Life as Politics” (2013) introduced the term “social nonmovement” to describe how a group of individuals could express opposition to the government without formal organization. For example, Iranian women who wear clothes that the government disapproves of or young Iranians who celebrate Valentine's Day or engage in dating are involved in civic insubordination. These actors may not be part of any formal organization or meet each other, but they challenge the authorities through their activities.
Bayat (2013) notes that public participation can be purposeful but not organized, or it may be organized but not carried out by institutionalized or activist members. This is particularly important in the case of Iran since organized and institutionalized participation is extremely restrictive (see Section 1.2 for more details). As a result, the public has learned to operate through new forms of engagement that are difficult to track and restrict. This has resulted in fewer professional activists, but more people have learned to behave like activists. To describe this new form of participation, Bayat (2013, 15) uses the term “non-movement” to refer to “collective actions of non-collective actors” that embody shared practices of ordinary people. These fragmented but similar activities trigger social change, even though they lack ideology, recognizable leadership, or organizations.
Others have adapted Bayat’s approach to explain different types and levels of activisms that emerge in countries with oppressive regimes to survive the brutality of the crackdown, or to loosen the commitment and organization in a dormant state, or to engage with the public through other modes. For example, Rivetti (2017) introduces ‘informal activism’ based on Bayat’s ideas to describe a crucial stage of activism when activists need to go under the radar and “disengage and re-orient their activities” to survive in an authoritarian regime such as Iran. Lina Khatib and Ellen Lust (2014) utilize ‘informal activism’ for another purpose to describe a mode of public engagement within a loosely established organization that recruits individuals to act as a “support networks” in social movements such as the Arab spring. Kutlaca et al. (2020) on the other hand defines non-activism as a lack of action and argue that non-activists are those who are not involve in activism and not interested in it. This paper utilizes non-activism in line with Bayat’s approach and closer in definition to the works of Lina Khatib and Ellen Lust (2014) and Rivetti (2017). This approach allows for inclusion of a wider range of independent actors and actions that might not fit the academic definition of activism but has been considered as such by thy activists interviewed in this work.
The term “social non-movement,” coined by Asef Bayat in “Life as Politics” (2013) refers to everyday activities of citizens that are not necessarily safe or risk-free, as noted by Bayat's examples of Iranian women's resistance in dating openly which could result in detention. However, in the context of environmental issues in Iran, environmental non-activism refers to safe and non-risky activities employed by the public to document the government’s role in the country’s environmental issues.
Environmental non-activism is not limited to “mundane” (Bayat, 2013, 17) or “everyday resistance” (Scott, 1985, 137). It extends to social media, which is a relatively safe platform for the public to be involved in environmental issues. Social media allows activists to inform the public about environmental issues and encourage them to engage in non-activism. Non-activism, in this paper’s context,  is a semi-organized, self-motivated, environmentally conscious approach that may not engage with the power structure directly but takes an indirect approach through daily actions or expression of political ideology. Using hashtags and expressing dissatisfaction without revealing one’s true identity is a powerful tool for the public to be involved in environmental issues and challenge the government’s role in the country’s environmental issues.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Iranian diasporaFigure 1.7 - Iranian-born population in the US after the Islamic revolution of 1979. Source: adapted from US Census Bureau 2021. Note that the Iranian population in the US would be a higher figure because the first-generation of Iranian emigrees from the 1979 wave of migration or from recent waves are not counted for this statistic. There is not a consensus on the exact number of Iranians inside the emigrees inside the US mostly because first-generation emigrees do not necessarily become permanent residents.






Iranian diaspora has not been an active player in the environmental landscape of Iran before the Reformist Movement of 2001. During that short period, the internationalist aspect of the Reformist Movement allowed some diasporic activists to collaborate with the United Nations environmental organizations and eventually the Iranian government. After the 2009 election, this collaboration came to an end but by that time, social media has been in wide use by the Iranian activists and public which provided new opportunities for communication and collaboration. Since then, even local environmental issues in Iran can get global attention because of the diasporic activists’ involvement.
The history of Iranian diaspora can be traced back to the Islamic revolution of 1979. After the revolution, A considerable number of Iranians left the country to flee persecution or escape the revolutionary atmosphere of the country and moved to the US. As of 2010, it is estimated that the majority of the Iranian diaspora is located in the US (Elahi and Karim 2011). The Iranian born population in the US is estimated to be around 385,000 by 2019 (Figure 1.7). Iranians emigrees tried to preserve what was left of their relationship to their homeland through cultural and artistic connections (Malek 2006). Some managed to ‘help’ their homeland by supporting Iranian activism through multiple ways such as focusing the world’s attention to an event inside Iran or by joining efforts and investing time and money to bring about political change in Iran (Ghorashi and Boersma 2009). Note that ‘help’ is quoted to emphasize its subjective meaning with respect to political (or even regime) change. After the revolution of 1979, the political unrest of 2009 has been the second largest reason for Iranian’s immigration to other countries (Elahi and Karim 2011). Recently imposed economic sanctions in 2018 could be considered another motivation for Iranians to leave their country in order to escape an economic breakdown (Ng 2021) (see Figure 1.8). 
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Description automatically generated]The official state policies only tolerate state-sponsored rallies and thus there is an ongoing need for support of social movements in Iran by Iranian diasporic population. Independent social movements or protests in Iran have always been met with a violent government crackdown. The most well-known examples of such movements in recent history are the so-called “green movement” of 2009 and the “bloody November” protests of 2019. In both cases, in addition to the brutal suppression of peaceful protesters, the already-censored communication networks were shut down to eliminate protesters’ ability to organize, campaign, and spread the news. Internet and cellphone networks were shut down for several days both in 2009 and 2019. The Iranian state followed the same formula in silencing the peaceful environmental movements of 2021 (Fassihi 2021).
Although relatively little research considers the relationship between actors inside and outside Iran, as Iran goes ‘dark’ in moments of protest, the Iranian diaspora begins their work. Ghorashi and Boersma (2009) describe this involvement in more detail in the “green movement” of 2009. After protests started and, particularly in response to the government’s shutdown of communication networks, the Iranian diaspora began to spread the information and got the world’s attention toward what was happening inside Iran. The Iranian diaspora had to find the right balance and approach to avoid inciting the government for a more brutal crackdown. Iranian expatriate “academics were lobbying for international condemnation of Iran’s violation of human rights. Others were launching petitions and writing letters and helping to organize a demonstration in world’s capitals.” At the same time, they had to avoid appearing as meddling in Iran’s internal affairs to disallow foreign intervention as an excuse for violent oppression of protests (Butler 2009). Figure 1.8 – Iran’s GDP growth rate before and after the US sanctions (Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran 2019). Note that the steep decline in GDP growth can act as indicators of two major political changes in Iran’s recent politics. The first decline in 2012 marks the election of the moderate president Rohani who as an architect of the JCPOA nuclear deal with the 5+1 countries. The second decline marks the breakdown of the deal in 2018-19 which was followed by the election of the hardliner president Raisi.


In supporting environmental activism, the Iranian diaspora has utilized and relied on social media during the environmental movements of 2021 when raising international awareness became essential after government’s crackdown of the protests. There are some studies on the support that diasporic population can provide for environmental activities in their homeland. An example of such cases in the US and Canada-based Ukrainian diaspora who helped their homeland by raising awareness about Chernobyl and its effects on environment (Perga 2019). In another case, Burmese diaspora helped environmental activists inside their country by building an international opposition against hydropower energy (Simpson 2013). In case of Iran, there is a gap in research on diasporic involvement in social and environmental movements of their homeland. This work aims to fill this gap by studying (i) how Iran residing and diasporic activist differ in terms of their relationship with environmental movement inside Iran, and whether (ii) non-activism can open a new space of cooperation for both groups to further their goal of environmental protection and engage the public in better ways.
In this work, 10 diasporic activists are interviewed. All have left Iran after the “green movement” of 2009 and live primarily in US and Canada. Three out of the 10 interviewees lived in Europe.
Methodology
To understand how resident and diasporic environmental activists view their role and adjust their expectations of each other in engaging the public, I conducted twenty interviews with Iranian environmental activists residing inside and outside of Iran in June and July of 2022. 
To select the ten resident activists for my research, I used a larger contact list of environmental activists in Iran that I had compiled. Initially, I reached out to five environmental activists who were personally known to me from my past involvement in ecotourism activities and I was familiar with their involvement in environmental issues in Iran, such as water shortage in Sistan-Balouchestan or bird protection projects in Kurdistan. I did not do interview with them as I wanted to hear from a more diverse group.  They provided me with the contact information of other environmental activists they knew or had heard of, resulting in a list of 23 Iran-resident environmental activists whom I contacted in May. Ten activists resided in Iran were self-recognizing as environmental activists because affiliation to an independent institution is non-existent. This is justified because the political situation has severely restricted operations of NGOs or formal environmental organizations that are independent of the government. However, I confirmed their environmental activism activities by asking about their involvement in Iran’s environmental issues. The resident activists in my study engaged in a range of environmental activities aimed at promoting sustainability and protecting natural resources in Iran. Some examples of their work included building water infrastructure in remote cities, educating communities about environmental issues through ecotourism, planting trees in urban areas, extinguishing forest fires, and organizing campaigns to shut down water-polluting factories.
To maintain the privacy and safety of the activists, I will not provide detailed descriptions of their specific activities. However, it is important to note that these individuals were deeply committed to environmental causes and worked to improve the state of the natural environment in Iran. Their efforts were particularly significant given the limited existence of independent environmental organizations in the country and the political restrictions they faced. Overall, the resident activists in my study demonstrated a deep passion for environmental issues and a commitment to promoting sustainability.
Given the risks associated with environmental activism in Iran, particularly with recent detentions and threats against activists involved in the protection of the Miankale peninsula when I started my research, I anticipated a low response rate to my interview requests. Due to the timeline of my research, I had to finish the interviews and transcription in three months, and I only had enough time to do ten interviews with resident activists. 
To make the best use of time, I contacted the activists in groups of five. Once I received positive responses from ten activists, I stopped reaching out to others. Some of the environmental activists who declined my request cited a lack of time or concerns about their involvement in a US-based research project focused on environmental issues in Iran.
Since the sensitivity of the Iranian government to collaborations with Western countries poses a threat to the safety of activists, gaining their trust was challenging. To reassure the activists, I promised to keep their identities confidential and guaranteed that their participation could not be traced back to them. I also mentioned the name of the person who referred them to me to create an environment of trust. Some activists were openly concerned about surveillance and did not want to conduct the interview via phone or text messages. Therefore, I conducted the interviews via Zoom, which is considered a secure platform among Iranian activists.
Recruiting activists from the diasporic population was less challenging compared to Iran-resident activists because their concerns about safety ramifications was considerably less than their counterparts. However, five of these activists wanted to travel back to Iran and did not want to involve themselves in ‘risky’ projects. I tried to assure them of the importance of their safety to myself and my commitment to the protection of their identity, explained how I could guarantee that no published information in my research can be used to trace any individual. Their general involvements in environmental issues in Iran were in the form of public education through environmental campaigns, writing news articles about environmental issues, forming campaigns about air and water pollution, reviving forests, and cleaning lake waters.
I personally knew three individuals in the diaspora who studied environmental science back in Iran and were involved in environmental activism, such as protecting forests or forming environmentally friendly campaigns. These activists introduced me to other diasporic activists, and I used the snowball sampling technique to reach a total of ten diasporic interviewees.
Seven out of the ten diasporic activists studied environmental science back in Iran and moved to the US and Europe to pursue their higher education in environmental science. Through their university major, they were introduced to and have been involved in environmental activism in Iran. I confirmed this by asking the interviewees to provide me with detailed information about the environmental issues they were involved in. All the diasporic interviewees are first-generation immigrants, and four of them left Iran after political unrest in 2009, while six left after the difficult economic situation in 2018.  Regardless of their current location, the activists had spent more than half of their lives in Iran.
For those who were not studying environmental science and did not have an official affiliation confirming their activism, I verified their involvement in environmental campaigns by asking their recommenders about their environmental activism and conducting a thorough review of their social media and online presence to confirm their dedication to environmental issues. The activists had to be engaged with environmental campaigns outside Iran and on social media, e.g., environmental protests, townhall participation, affiliation with university campus organizations, etc.  In addition, at the beginning of each interview I asked them to describe the environmental issues and campaigns they were involved both in Iran and their destination country. I will refer to these interviewees as diasporic activists throughout the paper.
All interviews with both Iran-resident and diasporic activists were audio recorded, conducted, and transcribed in Persian for analysis. Although the diasporic interviewees were bilingual, most of them preferred to do the interviews in Persian. I translated the quotes included in this paper into English. As I was the only one analyzing the transcriptions and since Persian is my native language, I did not translate the interviews while transcribing them. 
My interview questions aimed to understand the perception of diasporic and Iran-resident activists of their roles and their counterparts’ roles in environmental activism and public engagement with environmental issues in Iran. I sought to clarify three groups’, diasporic activists, Iran-resident activists, and the public, impacts on environmental issues and activism in Iran from the environmental activists’ standpoints and comprehend the similarities and differences in their perspectives. 
The topics covered in my interview questions included the interviewees’ definitions of environmental activism and the environmental campaigns and issues they were involved in. I also asked about their understanding of their roles and their counterparts’ roles in environmental issues. To better understand their responses, I asked them to elaborate on their answers and give examples from their personal experiences. 
The first step in analyzing the interviews was to create a codebook based on memos, notes, and transcriptions. The codebook was then used for deductive coding to identify all excerpts related to the initial coding scheme, which included the definition of environmental activism and the engagement of diasporic and Iran-resident environmental activists with Iran’s environmental issues.
Next, the identified excerpts were reanalyzed using axial coding to categorize and refine them into detailed codebooks which includes Iran’s environmental issues interactions (i.e., diasporic and resident impacts on environmental issues in Iran, the perception of the activists about the public engagement with environmental issues, the perception of the activists about the public’s impacts on environmental issues in Iran, comparing Iran’s environmental issues with other countries), environmental activism interactions (i.e., diasporic and resident activists definition of environmental activism, the environmental activism on social media, the role and impacts of activists on Iran’s environmental issues), environmental activists interactions (i.e., the perception of the activists’ counterparts roles and the limits of it, their interactions on social media) and the public’s interactions with environmental activism (i.e., the role of diasporic and resident activists on public interactions with environmental issues, the impacts of the public on environmental issues, and the role of social media on the public and activists’ interactions). 
Finally, the findings presented here were developed in the last comparative stage of analysis. This stage involved comparing and synthesizing the detailed codes to identify patterns and themes related to the interactions between environmental issues and environmental activism in Iran, as well as the role of the public and social media in this interaction. 
Given the relatively small number of interviewees, the findings presented below are necessarily preliminary. The word’s suggestive, rather than definitive, quality also relates to the fact that conducting fieldwork and interviews with Iranian environmental activists is challenging. Inviting a large group of activists for interview was not possible because posting interview invitations in official and professional spaces that are accessible by all activists is not possible in Iran. Use of social media to invite a large sample of interviewees is also limited because the informal connections in social media could be biased towards an individual’s network.

Findings
Environmental activism in Iran - Diasporic and resident activists’ view of environmental activism in Iran
Diasporic interviewees agreed with the following definition of environmental activism as “any environmentally friendly actions of individuals or groups involved in protecting the environment, educating the public, and forming campaigns about environmental issues.” These activists felt comfortable about being represented by such a universal definition. However, they all noted that the definition of environmental activism in Iran should be slightly different from this generalized notion of environmental activism because they believe the nature of environmental activism in Iran has always been “unsafe” and “risky,” which changes everything about activism. The risk of activism governs the relationship between power and activists; it affects how the wider population reacts to activism and changes the way activists engage with their fellow citizens. It also influences the relationship between resident activists and diasporic activists. 
By and large, interviewees residing inside Iran argued that a typical definition of environmental activism could not apply to the type of activities activists carry in Iran and the consequences that they might face in opposing an oppressive regime. Diasporic activists, while acknowledging this difference, were not sure that the definition they fall into should necessarily change as they would not experience the same consequences, and thus their activism would continue to be unaffected by it. A specific environmental movement that was highlighted in most of the interviewee's descriptions of environmental activism was the recent project of establishing a petrochemical factory in the Miankale peninsula in the north of Iran (see Section 2.2).
“The recent environmental movement in Iran that I was involved in was the Miankale peninsula; I was involved in spreading the news and informing people on social media, but I know it was nothing compared to activists inside Iran” (Interviewee 5, DEA[footnoteRef:1]).  [1:  DEA: Diasporic environmental activist] 

Resident environmental activists who believed environmental activism should be defined based on the risk involved in environmental activism in Iran also noted their recent activism in Miankale.
“It is true that environmental activism could refer to any environmentally conscious people, but do you believe that (name of the activist) who did not sleep for five days to make sure that the Miankale petrochemical factory  has stopped is equal to those who are sitting in their house and opening their phones and use hashtags?” (Interviewee 11, REA[footnoteRef:2])  [2:  REA: Resident environmental activist] 

The way that Iran’s regime perceives environmental activists also impacts the definition of environmental activism and environmental activists in Iran. None of the resident environmental activists interviewed could accept the general definition of environmental activism, as they emphasized the risks they face and the need to address these risks in their definition.
Iranian resident activists who successfully stopped the petrochemical factory construction project in Miankale and challenged powerful authorities highlighted that even after the Miankale victory, they remained fearful of potential consequences. This fear is a reflection of the oppressive nature of the regime in Iran and the risks involved in opposing it, especially for environmental activists. Therefore, resident environmental activists believed that the definition of environmental activism in Iran could not be the same as in other countries, as the risk involved is significantly higher. Iranian environmental activists must operate in a context where their actions may lead to consequences such as arrest, imprisonment, and harassment from the authorities. Hence, the definition of environmental activism in Iran must include the risks that activists face while opposing the regime’s environmental policies.
“One of my friends got arrested last week. The authorities attacked her house while she was out and ambushed her. She did not have any way to leave. Look at my phone; look how many calls I got today from ‘private numbers’.  I don’t answer them, but it gives me anxiety.”  (Interviewee 15, REA)
Indeed, the successful outcome of the Miankale movement does not guarantee the safety of Iranian resident environmental activists, and they still face threats and risks even after the victory. This reality highlights the importance of considering risk as an integral part of the definition of environmental activism in Iran.
While that the definitions of environmental activism in Iran shared by both Iranian and diasporic interviewees have many similarities, the inclusion of risk by resident activists as a key factor in activism means that environmental activism from their perspective cannot include every individual involved in environmentally friendly actions without sharing its risk. Despite this, resident activists acknowledge the positive impact of the public on environmental activism in Iran, emphasizing that the actions of the public should not be ignored.
“It is true that I am still getting calls from authorities about my environmental activities on social media, but it is not that scary. Everyone knows about Miankale, and I am sure that the regime does not want to deal with us, especially when the issues draw a lot of attention, such as Miankale. It is the power of people virtually or not virtually” (interviewee 12, REA).
It seems that diasporic activists also viewed environmental activism in Iran with respect to the different levels of risk that the activists were willing to take on. Their motivation to see risk as a spectrum might have been informed by an attempt not to exclude a portion the public who are interested in environmental issues and also share in some of the risks associated with any kind of independent activity. 
Diasporic activists also pointed out that the experience of living in environmentally conscious countries in Northern America and Europe gave them the opportunity to observe the differences between Iran’s environmental activism and that of where they are now residing. Being involved in environmental activism outside of Iran also qualified them to compare their past experiences of activism in Iran to their current role in environmental activism outside the country. At the same time, the diasporic activists want to distinguish environmentally motivated citizens from activists who “dedicate their lives to environmental issues in Iran.
“… because of the nature of Iran’s regime and since environmental activism is tied to political activism, the [environmental activism’s] definition is slightly different in Iran compared to other countries, and I should add a risk to my definition of environmental activism in Iran. Based on my observation, there is no risk involved in being an activist in the US [where I reside]” (Interviewee 7, DEA ).
Interviewees residing in Iran argued that they could not provide a comparative definition of environmental activism inside and outside of Iran because they need to have the experience of living outside of Iran or being involved in environmental activism outside of Iran. 
Diasporic interviewees, based on their own experiences, believed that outside of Iran, any person who is environmentally motivated and turns their life into an environmentally conscious one could be considered an environmental activist on some levels. From their viewpoints, any individual involved in environmentally friendly actions and environmental campaigns which educate people they know in person or online could be considered an environmental activist. This is in stark contrast to the activism situation in Iran, where risk and safety separate activists and environmentally motivated citizens. 
“I have never lived outside of Iran. I have traveled to Germany, and I could see the differences between the environmental situation in Iran and there. But I cannot claim that I know anything about environmental activism in other countries. I can only imagine that environmental activism in other countries is not as political as in Iran. [Laughs] Actually, nothing is apolitical here” (Interviewee 11, REA).
Finally, The government’s oppressive nature and its propaganda machine facilitate the politicization of environmental movements and show the risk of environmental activism in Iran, which emphasizes the importance of environmental non-activism definition. Moreover, the same politicization eventually transforms any action in protest of a policy into a crime against the regime, which should be punished. Both diasporic and resident environmental activists described this process, which repeats itself in the government’s approach to addressing environmental issues, too, as following “an obvious” pattern: (i) The first step is to deny the problem and cover up the evidence. Then, (ii) the issue is acknowledged, but those who broke the news are framed as enemy agents. Arrests and detentions follow soon. (iii) The propaganda machine begins to justify the response or, even more popular, to compare it with similar issues in the West. (iv) Claiming that the problem is resolved or that the government is not responsible for resolution is the last step. Suppression of public dissent and brutal crackdowns are insurance policies for this last stage. This pattern can be seen evidently in the Miankaleh petrochemical project.
“After Miankaleh became viral on Twitter and Instagram, people started sharing the #notooilrefinerymiankale hashtag, which went viral. It felt perfect because the authorities eventually had to address it. It is true that they denied everything and lied about it; however, it felt good to see how people’s engagements on social media forced them to address the issues” (Interviewee 16, REA).
While diasporic activists observed the same pattern, their responses highlighted their own role in neutralizing the government’s efforts. 
“... This misinformation that authorities spread is very toxic because their target is the public, which is not expert environmentalists and cannot tell lies from truth. Our job [environmental activists] is to inform them about the truth, especially when they compare Iran to Western countries” (Interviewee 4, DEA).
In the face of the public backlash to the Miankaleh project, the government seemingly backs away. Claiming that only exploratory phases have been carried out and the Department of Justice issues a ban on further development. This is the second step where the issue is acknowledged but the source of the problem, the activists that broke the news, are silenced. The government continues its project in silence, but the arrests have focused the public attention, which continues its scrutiny. The propaganda began when the regime’s publicists justified the project by any means. Their favorite is to liken it to a similar situation in ‘the West’: Lake Urmia’s drying is like Salt Lake in the US. The Miankaleh project is like the Keystone pipeline (RadioZamaneh 2022). Finally, when the public asked about the Miankale on social media alongside the environmental activists who were present at the location of the factory government had to stop the project until further notice. 
The Miankale petrochemical factory project is an example of a successful environmental movement in Iran, where the collaboration between resident activists, diasporic activists, and the public played a crucial role in achieving a positive outcome. The environmental activists present at the location of the factory, along with the support of the diasporic activists and the public on social media, compelled the government to halt the project until further notice.
The Miankale movement exemplifies the power of collective action in environmental activism in Iran and highlights the importance of collaboration between different actors. The protest to the petrochemical project and the government's response to it also underscore the importance of distinguishing between environmental activism and civic engagement with environmental issues in Iran. While resident environmental activists were the group taking significant risks and fearing detention, the role of the public was evident in the success of the movement.
It should be noted that resident activists while acknowledging the role of public did not have a clear definition of the public’s role in environmental activism, which is where the concept of environmental non-activism comes into play. The term environmental non-activism helps highlight the public’s role in environmental activism. This term is especially important in Iran because the public has a conspicuous effect on the success of environmental activism which will be described in detail in the next section. 
Environmental activism’s impacts on environmental non-activism in Iran 
It was evident from interviews with Iranian activists residing inside Iran and those of the diaspora that the universal notion of environmental activism in Iran cannot possibly unite all the actors that are involved in environmental issues and movements inside Iran under the same umbrella. Moreover, it seemed activism in diasporic and (to some level) in resident activists’ view was not a binary issue and could be defined on a spectrum where the level of risk an individual was willing to take in their environmental activities determined their place on the spectrum.
In this section, environmental activism and non-activism (wherever applicable) in Iran are analyzed from the perspective of resident and diasporic activists. Activists utilize different channels of engagement with non-activism and with ordinary citizens in a country like Iran, where an oppressive regime has restricted the typical modes of activism. Here, activism is viewed as an enabler of non-activism for the improvement of environmental conditions through new modes of engagement that are different from the typical activities of activists. The scene of these engagements is in the non-activists’ world where social media is a key platform for action and politicization of issues that matter to the public.
Therefore, to describe the relationship between activists and citizens and the mechanisms by which both groups operate in reaction to an environmental event or issue, a new framework was needed that could include all actors respecting the differences in the actions they take and the risk they face as a consequence but did not degrade some activities and those who carried them as non-consequential only because they do not share the same security risks for the actors. In fact, as we learn more about the political aspects of environmental activism in Iran, the need for the inclusion of a more diverse group of environmental actors becomes even more evident.
Recall that the concept of non-activism, in this work, is inspired by the non-movement notion of “collective action by non-collective actors” and extends the activism framework to include a collective of environmentally friendly actions by environmentally motivated individuals and semi-organized groups that lowers the risk of government retribution. By this definition, non-activism includes self-motivated, environmentally conscious people who are not as organized as activists and may not engage with the power structure directly but rather take an indirect approach by realizing their actions in their daily life through social media or expressing it as part of their political ideology. It is important to note that not all environmentally friendly activities fall under the non-activism definition unless actors share, encourage, educate, or persuade others to do so.
A non-activist approach to environmentalism in Iran particularly acknowledges a key point that the interviewees repeatedly emphasized: the politicization of environmental activism. Thai Nguyen-Van-Quoc et al. (2022) argue that under an authoritarian regime in which activism has been politicized and activists are highly restricted, environmental activists sometimes go through an internal politicization process to align environmental issues with civil dissatisfaction and combine it with the norms and ideologies of the public to facilitate engagement. Iranian and diasporic environmental activists believe in a similar notion about politicizing environmental issues under the Islamic Republic regime. 
“The point that everything is political in Iran also makes environmental issues political. I think people are interested in environmental issues as long as they have [a] political meaning. I have not encountered anyone whose priority is broader environmental issues such as climate change. People care about those issues that represent government incompetence” (Interviewee 11, REA). 
Environmental issues ‘seem’ indistinguishable from political issues now, and all the parties, activists and non-activists included, are in a political fight. The government continues its policies and behaves as if environmental problems will be resolved. What is left for activism is a constant fight in the political space. However, as the issue moves into the political space so the activism tied to it transforms itself to fit the new atmosphere where non-activists play, arguably, a more important role because a specific environmental goal will be replaced by a new goal which is to fundamentally change how government behaves as both activists and non-activists believe there would be no meaningful social or environmental victories otherwise. 
One activist believed politicization of environmental issues by non-activists serves another purpose as it allows them to express themselves passionately on a relatively safer subject: “... since environmental issues could cover fundamental rights such as access to clean water or air and all these rights are violated because of the government, these issues become a safe path for people to show their general dissatisfaction with the government's policies. I mean, it is safer to say you need clean water than to say you are unhappy with the supreme leader's religious orders. People choose the safer channel to express their deeper political issues” (interviewee 1, DEA).
As one interviewee noted, non-activism does not necessarily pick up the same issues that activists care for and are passionate about. The general belief among both resident and diasporic activists was that people, and I would add by extension, non-activists, are more concerned with issues that directly impact their subsistence. Miankaleh is an example of non-activist engagement that does not necessarily impact people’s lives directly but has been politicized to a degree where taking a side in an environmental issue contributes to a broader political struggle. 
In other cases, both resident and diasporic activists believed that “...environmental issues that people have followed are those that have a direct impact on people’s lives. People are not concerned about climate change or global warming because it is not tangible. But less water for agriculture which affects subsistence, or the polluted air, which affects their health, worries them” (Interviewee 1, DEA).  
Politicization facilitates the activists’ impact on non-activism even when an environmental issue is not directly affecting people’s lives. By allowing non-activists to link environmental issues to political fights, the ordinary citizen finds an avenue of engagement that is not specialized for environmentally knowledgeable people. Resident and diasporic activists unanimously argued that the Iranian people are interested in environmental issues that are political simultaneously.
“... encouraging people to be involved in environmental issues is not sophisticated in Iran. Activists point out a problem, and it turns out that it is the government’s fault, and people suddenly become involved because they want to be involved in political issues” (Interviewee 15, REA). 
Non-activism could be a lens through which the role and the relationship of activists who are residing in Iran and those of the diaspora could be better analyzed. To do so would require an analysis of non-activism in social media, enabling communication and collaboration between resident and diasporic activists and non-activists.
Activism and non-activism on social media
A key distinction that emerged during the interviews between residents and diasporic activists was the significance of the role of diasporic activism. It seems that politicizing environmental issues and the constant threat of government creates a political difference between activists and the public. The same political distinction also extends to the relationship between resident activists and diasporic activists who have left Iran because of the same exact risk.
“Issues in Iran are constantly changing, and those who left Iran for the luxury of freedom cannot see the issues as we [resident activists] see them. I think they should listen to us about the truth of environmental issues in Iran” (Interviewee 17, REA).
The diasporic activists whom I have interviewed saw their roles as insignificant when compared to their counterparts in Iran. However, resident environmental activists believed the roles of their counterparts in the diaspora were vital at another level of activism, primarily through engaging with non-activists on social media.
“When they (environmental activists) leave Iran, they think they should abandon Iran’s issues because, for example, they cannot send money due to sanctions. But if they want, they can still help. Actually, their support on social media is vital” (Interviewee 20, REA).
Diasporic interviewees argue that their impact on environmental activism in Iran is limited to social media. They use social media to inform the public about their abandoned environmental rights, raise awareness about the environmental issues in Iran, and draw global attention to the government’s crackdown on environmental activists. Although diasporic activists do not view social media as a significant avenue of activism, Iranian environmental activists believe that social media is a powerful platform, and that the role of diasporic activists is vital in Iran's environmental status quo.
“As someone who is not in Iran, I would love to offer my help to the environmental activist in Iran, but I think my role is not significant compared to my colleagues in Iran who are fighting for the environment in the frontline” (Interviewee 5, DEA).
The perceived risks associated with government involvement in environmental issues can make diasporic activists hesitant to intervene, as they may be concerned that their actions could provoke negative reactions from resident activists. This reluctance may stem from a desire to avoid causing conflict or being seen as undermining the efforts of resident activists. However, resident activists believed that environmental issues require collective action and collaboration from a range of actors, including both diasporic and resident activists.
“It is true that the diaspora cannot provide any tangible support such as money or [participating in our campaigns] in Iran, but they can create a secure wall around us [resident activists] by spreading words about environmental activists’ situation in Iran to prevent the authorities from brutal reaction to our activities” (Interviewee 19, REA).
Helping Iranian activists to escape the government’s retribution is not the only avenue of contribution for diasporic activists. The usual threat and use of violence against environmental activists is never justified which makes a huge political news out of the arrests or imprisonment of activists. This provides a window of engagement for non-activists to be involved where the diaspora’s reach to free traditional and social media is seen as a significant advantage.
Resident environmental activists believe that “they [diasporic activists] can exploit the Islamic republic attempts at being seen as a normal democratic country [at the global stage]. The authorities are always trying to avoid being in the spotlight for any illiberal actions in the eye of the world” (Interviewee 11, REA). 
Diasporic activists can exploit this desire by supporting resident activists through amplifying their voice specially when they are threatened or detained by the government. Engaging the non-activists and their capacity for virality on social media sometimes is the only way to bring an environmentalist’s arrest in Iran to the attention of global media.
Moreover, given Iran’s oppressive government and its intolerance of any type of independent organized activity, resident activists have moved their organization and groups to the virtual world where they can, to some degree, freely advertise their agenda, form campaigns, and educate the public about Iran’s environmental problems. This move has also amplified their reach and connected them with a new audience. Therefore, one can say that resident and diasporic activists in fact operate within the same space which becomes crucial whenever the country goes ‘dark’, and government restricts access to the internet. This happens frequently at times of political unrest or at the height of any social or environmental movement. This is a crucial time for diasporic activists to engage the public and raise the international awareness which may push the government to pull back some of its most brutal tactics of crackdown.
“The role of the diaspora is important on social media because Iran’s authorities have the power to restrict or cut off the internet in Iran, and the diaspora has the luxury of free internet. Considering Iran’s situation and the danger we [environmental activists] are in, the role of the diaspora seems even more important. Support is not only money” (Interviewee 12, REA).
However, diasporic activists saw a limit to their role mainly because they thought it was not ethical to encourage people to show their dissent or to go to protests and risk their life while being outside Iran in a safe place. 
“I believe because I left Iran for a better life and there are no risks in my environmental activities here, I am not in a position to put Iranian people at risk. It is not ethical, and I never do that. I can support environmental activists, but I cannot ask people to be involved in political activities because I am not there, and it is extremely unethical from my point of view” (interviewee 2, DEA). 
However, the Iran-residing activists did not share the same view. To Iranian activists, sharing their stories and amplifying their voices is sometimes the only means to success. They can only achieve that with the help of their counterparts that have access to free media. They expect the diasporic population to emphasize and highlight people’s dissent, which might sometimes be to re-iterate the importance of joining the ongoing protests. However, both groups agreed that one of the crucial responsibilities of diasporic activists is to provide protection for those who are threatened, detained, or prosecuted in Iran. The Miankale peninsula is an excellent example of the power of social media in Iran. Resident activists have expressed that they feel more empowered following the Miankale incident, despite the threats they continue to receive. This is due in part to the fact that the incident gained global attention and sparked widespread outrage, which put pressure on the authorities to respond in a more restrained manner. The authorities may have been mindful of their global image and were thus less inclined to respond brutally to the situation. This response has given resident activists greater confidence in their ability to effect change peacefully and highlighted the power of diasporic solidarity.
Social media’s effect in a country like Iran is more emphasized in the absence of other forms of free expression or free speech. The attention to social media from both resident and diasporic activists has been created and at the same has only been possible because of the emergence of non-activism. Activists interact with a portion of the public that is environmentally engaged and is willing to put in the time to create content that amplifies and widens the reach of the activists. Non-activism is crucial to activists’ successful use of social media.
Conclusion
This work offers a comparative insight into the role of resident and diasporic environmental activists in Iran. Analyzing the responses of interviewees has brought to attention different visions of activism in Iran from the diaspora and the resident activists that share some similarities but exhibit important distinctions. Both groups are very conscious of the environment in which they conduct their activism and the risk they take by engaging in environmental activism. While the diaspora often experiences little to no consequences to their security because of their activism, Iran residing activists’ whole experience is shaped in the shadow of the risk of governments’ retribution. This risk factor raises ethical questions on the role of the diasporic activists in terms of call to radical actions inside Iran but does not make the diasporic activists irrelevant. In fact, the same risk necessitates their participation when oppression makes it impossible for resident activists to operate or when they need international pressure to guarantee some level of safety from the more severe forms of brutal crackdowns.
The political context of Iran and the risk associated with independent organized activities has changed the nature of Iranian environmental activism to rely evermore on the capacities of social media to engage with the public, educate them, and form new campaigns. Social media platforms are powerful tools for documenting the role of government in environmental issues (Bonilla and Rosa 2015). This has provided an opportunity for a new group of actors to take a prominent role in today’s environmental movement scene in Iran. Non-activism through social media has enabled activists to survive the government crackdown and grow their reach to the public to raise awareness about the state’s top-down intervention in environmental issues. It has also opened a new space for diasporic activists to share their experiences of living abroad and in more environmentally friendly countries and play a more significant role in public education. However, non-activism is always accompanied by politicization of environmental issues which seems to be necessary to generate more following and raise awareness (Bonilla and Rosa 2015) and thus is biased against important issues such as climate change where people cannot see its direct effect on their daily life and subsistence. Subsistence has always been a crucial aspect of society, and as Julian Steward (1955:37) argues, it is the cultural core of society.
This politicization and the virality that is necessary for non-activism to take place signifies the role of traditional activism with respect to some of the most important environmental issues (e.g., climate change) or in remote places where social media is not present with the same strength. In these situations, there seem to be no replacement for traditional in-person activism. The diasporic activists instead is focused on helping their resident counterpart in amplifying their voice with a commitment to educate the urbanized public which might be more susceptible to social media influences.
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