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ABSTRACT
Persistent activism has mostly been discussed in the context of
Western socio-political and religious movements, where it is attrib-
uted to organizational and inter-personal networks and the develop-
ment of identities and solidarities. Studies of persistent
environmental activism are rare in countries that lack durable mobi-
lizing structures. This study explores, for the first time, persistent
anti-littering activism in an infrequently studied social and political
setting, Iran. This allows us to assess the applicability of social move-
ment findings from western cases to a non-western context.
Drawing on in-depth interviews with eighteen persistent Iranian anti-
littering activists we find that cosmopolitanism, which de-naturalizes
pollution and littering, is a key motivating factor. Persistent anti-lit-
tering activism involves overcoming the difficulties of participation
by finding pleasures finding pleasures in generating, together, a
pragmatic identity.
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Introduction

This study provides important insights into how voluntary collective actors come to
persist in environmental activism in socio-political environments that are non-
conducive to Western forms of collective action. We use the case study of Nature
Cleaners Movement (NCM) in Iran to understand whether a set of factors that facilitate
persistent activism in Western social movements is useful for understanding persistent
anti-littering activism in Iran. Bayat (2005) and Hoominfar (2021) argue that Western
social movement theory can be useful for understanding Islamic/Iranian movements,
but with nuance to account for the particular socio-economic and political context. The
political environment in Iran, hostile to challenging forms of organized environmental
activism, invites us to explore how anti-littering activism persists outside of formal
organizations. Hence, we present important novel insights into the prospects for sus-
tained environmental activism within sociopolitical contexts that are not supportive to
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such forms of environmentalism. Our work therefore builds upon studies of environ-
mental action in authoritarian and hybrid regimes, such as Xie’s (2009) work on non-
challenging forms of environmentalism in China, and Owen’s (2020) study of
‘participatory authoritarianism’ in China and Russia. While it is established that moder-
ate forms of environmental action exist in such places, little is known about what allows
people to sustain involvement in environmental activities in places that shun politically
challenging environmentalism.
Persistent activism is sustained participation in movement actions or organizations

(Driscoll 2018). It generates durability, crucial to the vitality of movements and move-
ment organizations (Klandermans and van Stekelenburg 2013; Nepstad 2004). Persistent
activism is well-studied in Western democracies in the context of voluntary organiza-
tional membership (Cress, McPherson, and Rotolo 1997), protest participation
(Saunders et al. 2012), environmental activism (Driscoll 2018) and in relation to various
movements including intentional religious communities (Kanter 1968), college anti-
apartheid protests (Hirsch 1990), anti-hunger organizations (Barkan, Cohn, and
Whitaker 1995) and peace activism (Downton and Wehr 1998). Extant literature con-
firms a range of individual- and group-level structural and agentic factors that generate
persistent activism, including personal and organizational networks, socialization, the
development of collective identities and solidarities (see also Saunders 2008), personal
enthusiasm and self-identity (Driscoll 2018). These studies indicate that different factors
are important in understanding persistence in different types of activism. For example,
ideological depth and coherence is important for sustaining involvement in close-knit
social movement organizations (Kanter 1968), but is sometimes irrelevant for individu-
alized forms of environmental participation (Driscoll 2018). Collective identity and soli-
darity are important predictors of persistent participation only in groups or
organizations (Driscoll 2018).
We argue that the foci on organizations of many studies of persistent activism is

problematic. First, it overlooks many activists who participate without formal organiza-
tional affiliation (Earl, Maher, and Elliott 2017; Elliott and Earl 2018; Klandermans
et al. 2014). Second, and more directly relevant to our study, an organizational focus
cannot be applied in political contexts that dissuade informal movement organizations.
Foremostly, we consider it crucial to understand what motivates people to participate
persistently in peaceful collective actions when they are embedded in contextual settings
restrictive of durable mobilization structures, like Iran (Fadaee 2011).
Studies on persistent activism in countries not accepting of organized events-driven

activism are rare for multiple reasons. In Iran this is partly because only a small number
of multi-place events-driven environmental programs exist. Current long-term environ-
mental initiatives in Iran tend to be education-focused (e.g. The Center for Sustainable
Development, Avand Environmental Institute), or to have specific foci on a sub-section
of society (e.g. Women’s Society Against Environmental Pollution) or a place (e.g. the
Public Campaign in Support of Kind Zagros1). Their educational remit makes these ini-
tiatives immune from the threat of being suspended by the government. Moreover, to
be a persistent activist outside of the education-specific or tightly defined remit-specific
foci of many existing environmental NGOs is to put oneself in the spotlight, making
oneself vulnerable to repression (Hoominfar 2021; Moghadam and Gheytanchi 2010).
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Consequently, one may anticipate persistent environmental activism to be rare in Iran.
However, anti-littering activism, to a certain extent, bypasses repression by avoiding a
formal organizational structure and by side-stepping direct challenges to the state.
The latter means that anti-littering activism, as a widely perceived less politically sensi-
tive domain of action, is less likely to be suspended and hence higher long-term survival
potential. Indeed, political opportunity structures can be relatively open for non-system
challenging civil society organizations in Iran, like in China (Xie 2009) and Russia
(Owen 2020). For instance, during the tenure of President Mohammed Khatami (1997–
2004) – a tolerant open minded cleric who championed the rights of youth, students
and women – civil society was encouraged to help develop legitimacy for the regime,
resulting in what Doyle and Simpson (2006) call a ‘state run civil society’.
The Khatami era also established the Iranian Department for the Environment, which

formed a Public Participation Bureau to encourage environmental NGO growth, which
proliferated 1997–2005 from 20 to 640 (Fadaee 2011). Environmental organizations in
Iran range from rural to local in scope, and focus on a range of issues from conserva-
tionism to challenging the fundamental basis of society. The relative scarcity of mass
supporter environmental organizations (Fadaee 2011) means that persistent participation
in Iranian environmental organizations is even rarer. Thus, we focus on persistent anti-
littering activists in an informal network linked through Facebook, rather than one with
a formal organizational structure, NCM, which we introduce more fully later. The dif-
ferences between NCM and other long-term environmental initiatives implies that our
findings are perhaps not generalizable across Iranian environmental organizations, even
though they resonate with other environmental collectives in non-democratic regimes.
The findings from this study are relevant beyond its immediate scientific goals. Like

many environmental problems, littering is unquestionably caused by human activity
(Dunlap and Jorgenson 2012), and can be solved by the same means. Meanwhile, it is
also symptom of global supply chains (Koger 2010; Steg and Vlek 2009). In this study,
we focus on activism in a country that suffers from poor environmental management,
which is common across many parts of the world, particularly outside of Western
democracies (Mansouri Daneshvar, Ebrahimi, and Nejadsoleymani 2019).
The paper proceeds as follows. First, we review literature on the factors leading to

persistent activism in general and environmental activism in particular. Second, we pro-
vide background information on NCM. Next, we introduce our inductive methodo-
logical approach that involved analysis of interviews with founder and current persistent
activists in NCM. We therefore make a significant contribution to literature on environ-
mental activism by systematically investigating processes leading to long-term non-
organizational anti-littering activism in a non-Western context. Our findings allow us to
assess the generalizability of social movement literature often criticized for its over-
emphasis on western societies (Wiktorowicz 2004).

Persistent Activism

Following Saunders et al. (2012), we differentiate two main sets of explanations for per-
sistent activism: structural and agentic. ‘Structural’ explanations emphasize external fac-
tors such as networks and organizational memberships. ‘Agentic’ refers to internal
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characteristics of individuals e.g. perceived injustice, senses of efficacy, and emotional
responses. The two are interrelated: being in the right place at the right time is struc-
tural, but often stems from mixing with people with similar agentic characteristics.
Structural availability expedites engagement into activism (Schussman and Soule

2005). Social networks with intense interaction mobilize and retain activists (Diani
2003; Kitts 2000; Passy and Giugni 2000). In their analysis of peace activism, Downton
and Wehr (1998) suggest that networking generates ‘creative’ forces that maintain
movement momentum. Similarly, Nepstad (2004) demonstrated that leadership and
community strengthened activist identity and fortified members’ commitment. On the
other hand, agential explanations, rooted in social-psychological approaches, explain
participation through factors internal to individuals. Among them, grievance is trad-
itionally considered a pre-cursor to provoking and sustaining activism (Folger 1986;
Gurr 1970; Jenkins and Perrow 1977; Klandermans, Roefs, and Olivier 2001). According
to deprivation theory (Finkel and James 1986; Klandermans, van der Toorn, and van
Stekelenburg 2008), participation stems from comparisons people make between their
current situation and their ideal situation. Grievance-based theories, though heavily
criticized, have been revived due to a wave of anti-austerity movements in the late
noughties (Giugni and Grasso 2016; Kurer et al. 2019). It is also argued that people
who sustain participation retain faith that their participation helps to obtain their
desired goals (Schussman and Soule 2005).
Emotions and activism are related in complex ways (e.g., Brown and Pickerill 2009;

Jasper 2011; Nepstad 2004). Individuals usually experience numerous and in some cases
contrasting feelings before/during/after participating in social actions. Some emotions
like fear or frustration can discourage, particularly high-risk, activism (Goodwin and
Pfaff 2001), while positive feelings, e.g. pleasure, pride, and joy, can encourage and sus-
tain activism (della Porta and Giugni 2013). Persistent activists struggle with some com-
ponents of emotions that they experience during events (Rodgers 2010).
Some factors associated with sustained activism are simultaneously structural and

agentic. Identity – both individual (agentic) and collective (structural) – sustains partici-
pation (Hunt and Benford 2004; Turner 1981; van Stekelenburg and Klandermans
2017). Collective identity is a process and output of movements that coheres members
(Polletta and Jasper 2001; Satterfield 2007).
What about environmental activism in particular? Studies indicate the primary

importance of agentic factors. Driscoll (2018) highlighted nature connection, individual
practices, and personal missions as crucial for persistent environmental activism, but
found organizational factors marginally important. Focusing on college students, Fung
and Adams (2017) found that personal history, experiences, passion, a sense of commu-
nity, existing incentives, and self-satisfaction encourage environmental activism. Farrell
(2013) showed that people who consider nature sacred are more likely to sign environ-
mental petitions and participate in environmental groups. The value orientations that
provide a foundation to support environmental activism tend to be biocentric
(McFarlane and Boxall 2003; Vaske and Donnelly 1999). But structural factors matter,
too. Dietz, Stern, and Guagnano (1998) demonstrated the effect of socialization on
environmental activism. Education, awareness of consequences, and attitudes have been
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found to be determining factors in triggering environmental activism (Marquart-Pyatt
2012).
The literature outlined above provides sensitizing concepts through which we

might interpret our own data (Charmaz 2003). However, given our expectations that
non-Western contexts have different factors leading to sustained activism, we were vigi-
lant prevent these sensitizing concepts from directing attention from naturally emerging
themes (Holton 2010). We credit western-oriented scholarship for recognizing that
social movements do not develop uniformly, but are instead shaped by political contexts
(McAdam 1982; Tarrow 1996). We expect to find some similarities between Driscoll’s
(2018) findings on non-organizational environmental activism in the West and our own
in Iran. We also expect to find unique processes underlying persistent environmental
activism in Iran because the political context and absence of green social norms necessi-
tates more powerful motivations compared to western settings. Let us now introduce
the specific context of our work: NCM.

Nature Cleaners Movement

Littering is a publicly accepted but serious environmental issue in Iran, where waste
production is almost double the world average (Mashreghnews 2019). It is serious
because generates health and safety hazards including fire risks (Crump, Nunes, and
Crossman 1977) and infections from bacteria (Schultz et al. 2011). Litter is also esthetic-
ally unpleasant (Ackerman 2013) and degrades public welfare via imposing significant
cleaning costs to states (Mu~noz-Cadena et al. 2012). Littering is more serious in low
income per capita countries, disproportionately burdening the environment and econ-
omy of these nations (Arafat et al. 2007). It is common across other Middle Eastern
countries (Arafat et al. 2007). Socio-psychological factors, including habits, anonymity,
existing litter, lack of awareness, poor normative control and irresponsibility, have
allowed littering to become a norm, unlike in Western countries (Firuzjaeyan and
Gholamrezazadeh 2015). NCM is a direct challenge to this unfortunate status quo.
In June 2012, Kazem Nadjariun (NCM founder) observed polluted nature on a family

picnic. He collected rubbish in bags, took photographs and uploaded them to Facebook.
After viewing his posts, others started copying him, leading to more photos of bagged
litter uploaded to Facebook. Shortly after, Kazem and his virtual friends organized the
first NCM event. Thereafter, NCM’s Facebook page was established, attracting members
from across Iran. Over time, approximately 18 informal local groups formed across the
country. Local members organized ‘cleaning events’ mostly at weekends. Wearing
clothes emblazoned with NCM logos, members collected rubbish mainly in tourist desti-
nations. To date, over three-thousand ‘cleaning events’ have taken place (October,
2022). NCM local activists connect via online social networks such as Whatsapp. They
hold events independently but share details and photographs with other NCM activists.
Let us now situate NCM within the broader ecology of the Iranian environmental

movement to justify our case selection. Hoominfar (2021) concluded that Iranian envir-
onmental movements have emerged and coalesced, but have failed institutionalize –
they lack well-established formal movement organizations and effective NGOs. She
attributes this failure to state restrictions. Environmental movements in Iran did not
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emerge until the 1990s (Fadaee 2011). Sustained environmental collective programs
have been rare even until now (Afrasiabi 2018). That is why many environmental acti-
vists, including the participants in our study, are founders or pioneers of local groups.
This contrasts with western environmentalism that has many long-timers, large-scale
formal organizations, radical forms of activism barely repressed by the state and a his-
tory of action dating back to the 19th century (Saunders 2014). The structural and cul-
tural discrepancies between Western environmentalism and our understudied contexts
motivated us to conduct this in-depth study on NCM.
Although pro-environmental NGOs in Iran have grown since the 1970s, many have

been short-term responses to imminent environmental threats e.g. protests against
planned dog killing (Irna 2015; Tabnak 2021) and rural protests against water shortages
(Ilna 2020). Others, such as Boom Iran, the Green Front of Iran and Mountain
Environment Protection Committee have not been able to sustain persistent collective
action programs. NCM is one of the first nationwide environmental movements to have
persisted for over eight years. Given that this network is not part of any pre-established
organization, studying its activists allows us to examine persistent activism beyond the
lens of conventional mobilization structures.

Data and Method

The study used qualitative inductive analysis to identify factors encouraging persistent
anti-littering activism in Iran. The method is particularly useful for gaining comprehen-
sive insights into social phenomena, even with small sample sizes (Patton 2005). Our
sampling strategy involved approaching the most persistent activists of NCM in each
area of the country, by purposive and snowball sampling. The sampling took six months
(1 May to 10 November 2019), while 18 in-depth interviews were conducted. After each
interview, audio recordings were transcribed and data were reviewed before the next
interview.
We decided to conduct and analyze interviews with persistent activists rather than

analyze Facebook posts. Activists share only brief information on Facebook, and social
media channels are used primarily to encourage citizens to remove litter. Moreover, use
of social media was decentralized, with each local network advertising collective pro-
grams to different channels. This makes systematic collection of such data difficult to
coordinate without access to specific VPN channels.
Table 1 provides brief demographic information about participants including aliases

(to protect activists’ identity), age, gender, and duration of NCM participation. Their
ages range from early 30s to late 60s (mean 40.3 years, SD ¼ 8.80). Most were male
(72%). They have been involved in NCM for 4–8 years (M¼ 5.55 SD ¼ 1.14).
The first two interviews were open-ended, after which we shifted gradually to semi-

structured interviews around emergent themes. We did not directly question partici-
pants on structural and agentic factors, but instead allowed explanations for persistent
participation to emerge inductively. We stopped interviewing new participants once
newly collected data revealed no new themes (Fassinger 2005). The first interviews
lasted approximately 80minutes, while further ones gradually reduced in length to
40minutes. Interviews were conducted at a location comfortable for participants and
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were free-flowing except when there was a need to clear up an issue or encourage fur-
ther explanation.
We immersed ourselves in the data, listening to the audio and reviewing the tran-

scripts repeatedly. Writing up our presuppositions and values, we applied a bracketing
approach to minimize the potentially deleterious effects of preconceptions (Tufford and
Newman 2012). We coded in three interrelated phases: open, focused, axial, and select-
ive (Corbin and Strauss 1990). First, transcripts were split into segments letting the
codes emerge from the data without researcher interventions or restrictions, engaging in
open coding to identify common themes.
Initial line-by-line codes (column 1 of Table 2) were refined to allow us to make

sense of data. Then we engaged in ‘focused coding’ (column 2 of Table 2), attributing
more inclusive and abstractive themes. During axial coding (column 3 of Table 2), we
merged data segments into broader categories according to conceptual similarity while
exploring relationships among categories, relating primary themes to constituting subca-
tegories. The findings’ validity was confirmed through employing peer review, partici-
pant confirmation and external audits (Creswell and Miller 2000).
During the whole research process, we took care to avoid giving preference to notions

from Western studies (that is known as orientalism, see B. S. Turner 1989). In so doing,
we maximally enhanced the validity of our findings. We wish to stress that two authors
of the current paper are Iranian. They were responsible for conducting the interviews
and thematically analyzing the data. The Iranian nationality of two of the researchers,
and our inductive approach, are a conscious attempt to avoid orientalism.
Our project confirms to ethical standards for the conduct of social scientific research.

Participants gave informed consent, weree been granted confidentiality (we refer to
them using pseudonyms), were explicitly permitted to withdraw from the study at any
time and we sought to ensure their comfort at every stage of the research process.

Table 1. A short profile of research participants.
Number Name Gender Age Marital status Years in focal group

1 Farhad Male 45 Married 6
2 Ali Male 33 Married 4
3 Mohammad Male 44 Married 5
4 Mahan Male 30 Married 4
5 Amir Male 65 Married 8
6 Sepehr Male 41 Married 7
7 Matin Male 46 Married 6
8 Yousef Male 34 Married 6
9 Mehdi Male 38 Married 6
10 Sara Female 53 Married 7
11 Mina Female 45 Married 6
12 Mahnaz Female 30 Single 5
13 Ashkan Male 43 Single 6
14 Susan Female 35 Single 4
15 Ehsan Male 32 Married 5
16 Hamid Male 39 Married 6
17 Negar Female 34 Married 5
18 Amin Male 40 Married 4
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Table 2. Coding process.
Initial coding Focused coding Axial coding

Life-long interest in the cleanliness of nature The importance of the environment Denaturalizing and
problematizingBeing indebted to the future generations

Environment as a parcel
Connecting with nature through nature

tourism
Attachment to the environment

The dependence of human life on the
environment

The perceived situation of the environment in
other countries

Continuous comparison

Experience of living abroad
Childhood memories of cleaner environments
Frequent references to Japan in terms of

environmental education
Unusual environmental situation in Iran
The experience of facing cleaning groups in

Germany
Feeling anger and annoyance from

environmental situation in Iran
Grievance

The environment at the bottom of priorities in
Iran

Lack of attention to the environment in Iran
Littering as a normal and pervasive behavior
Challenge to the status quo Intolerance
The bitter experience of environment

destruction
Why not here in Iran?
Social mobility Spillover
Holding educational classes
Helping disadvantaged groups
Learning team-working Intimate atmosphere Networking in a risky

political environmentThe pleasures of team-working
Attractive experience of togetherness
Group openness to new members
Multiculturalism in NCM
NCM as a rare collective space
Openness to new members from any

socioeconomic status
Friendship

NCM as a family members
Emotional attachment to other members
Respect to members’ opinions
Respect to members’ various decisions on

Hijab
Action not talk Overcoming passivity Construction of

pragmatic identityThe futility of not taking an action
Importance of practical action
Opposition with over-talking on environmental

issues
Sacrifizers of time and capital Pragmatic feature of NCM group
Responsibility to act
We (NCM) as a pragmatic group
Annoyed at others’ inactiveness
Educating the public via pragmatism Culture-building feature of pragmatism
Influence on the audiences via activeness
Effectiveness over a long-time period Regulation expectations
Effectiveness of being persistent
Remembering the large-scale environmental

issues
Social bonds creation Performances
Performances as a mobilizing tool
Commitment motivation
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Findings

The analysis identified three core themes: Denaturalizing and problematizing, which
illustrates how participants become persistent challengers of status quo; Networking in a
risky political environment, which describes the emotional bonds that keep participants
engaged despite repression of overt environmentalism; and Construction of a pragmatic
identity, which elaborates how activists recognize themselves as pragmatic social actors.
Whilst the category of denaturalizing mainly helped spark persistent activism, the other
two themes seem more important in helping activism to persist. We now elaborate on
these three core themes.

Denaturalizing and Problematizing

Almost all participants held grievances, expressed as deep discontentment with Iran’s
environmental conditions. They considered it impossible to survive without nature and
wanted to protect it as a ‘parcel’ to deliver in pristine condition to future generations.
The parcel term signifies an ethical duality of trusteeship versus betrayal. In other
words, participants feared being stigmatized as betrayers to the next generation because
they believed the environment belongs all people, even those not yet born. As Matin
and Farhad remember respectively:

[… ] that interest has been in my mind since I was about nine or ten years old, I was
interested in planting, preserving nature, and so on, and now that I’ve gotten older, that’s
important to keep for the next generation, I mean we keep this earth and this life for our
future generations.

We do what we can and yeah, they (the next generation) would say ‘there were those who
did it and it didn’t hurt’, and this is my perspective.

Participants reported connection to nature since childhood (Fung and Adams 2017),
referring frequently to childhood memories of feeling closer to nature when it was
cleaner. Remarkably, many interviewees stressed intense nature connection even before
the formation of NCM. They had an intuitive relationship with the environment. Some
participants grasped the idea that the environment is a collective good that must be kept
clean. Meanwhile, litter pollution was perceived as an extremely uncomfortable issue,
representative of environmental destruction. Participants stated that they became
unnerved at the normalization of littering: people apparently throw rubbish around the
environment without any concern for others’ reactions.
Furthermore, many interviewees revealed that they had lived for some time in west-

ern countries that they perceived as environmentally clean. What is more, some told us
that they encountered environmental groups when abroad. Even those participants with-
out such experiences referred to what they had heard about other countries’ environ-
mental standards. This constructed perception from other, cleaner, environments
accompanied their never-ceasing comparison (Smith et al. 2012) to feed into the process
of ‘denaturalizing’, that is, problematizing the environmental situation via the continu-
ous comparison with the situation it deserves to be.2 What they witnessed or imagined
in other countries became perceived as an ideal condition juxtaposed to what they expe-
rienced in Iran. This comparison includes the environmental issues raised both by
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ordinary people and governments. NCM activists believed that destructive but pervasive
behavior against the environment (particularly littering) is unnatural, as illustrated by
the following quote from Ehsan:

Personally, I love nature, love cleanliness and untouched nature and stay healthy so I have
long been known in the field for doing this. I myself lived in Japan for 14 years because I
was there and really enjoyed the cleanliness there. When I came back to my homeland, I
wanted to see it like Japan always.

They strongly believed that environmental conditions in Iran needed urgent attention
and could be improved by collective efforts. In fact, denaturalizing of the environment
was accompanied by a never-ending tension emerging from the idea that it is problem
that ‘must be addressed’ immediately. We refer to this as a problematized situation.
Challenges to a public culture of littering as ‘normal behavior’ constantly exacerbates
the problematized situation. Besides that, remembering places which do not exist any-
more (as a result of environmentally destructive behaviors) does not permit activists to
adopt a passive position. To the activists, what has been destroyed now is a reflection of
what the remaining virgin environment will look like in the near future. As Mina states:

Look what they did to the Zayanderud river (is the largest river of the Iranian Plateau in
central Iran). When you move along the river, you see how many pipes are set to pump
the water, so many, many pipes … Everywhere you go, you see them.

The activists who founded the network referred frequently to their experience of
exposing themselves to environmental groups in other countries that collected beach
litter. They attributed the idea of organizing cleaning events to this exposure when
they lived abroad. This recalls the notion of ‘rooted cosmopolitans’ developed by
Tarrow (2012); referring to the activists who bridge the local and the global by bring-
ing transnational values, interests, and activities into domestic politics. Consequently,
the idea that ‘something must be done’, rooted in the mental denaturalizing process,
as well as the memory of litter cleaning in other countries resulted in NCM activists
asking themselves the key question: ‘Why not here?’. Mehdi remembers in this
regard:

In those days, when I went on a picnic, we had to relocate several times seeking for a
clean place to sit. I started to think [… ] why do I have to go to another place? Why is it
dirty? And more importantly, why do people leave their rubbish?

The NCM activists’ interviews, illustrated above, show, in line with previous studies
(Folger 1986; Gurr 1970; Lind and Tyler 1988), that grievance is crucial for recruitment
to activism. But in this case, it is denaturalization that translates the grievance into col-
lective action participation. Denaturalizing littering encouraged NCM activists to per-
ceive the current environmental situation as mentally insufferable: something needed to
be done. The process of denaturalizing is different from what has already been discussed
in the relative deprivation literature. Relative deprivation stems from a short-term com-
parison among perceived ideal and existing situations, while denaturalizing stubbornly
persists and extends to other social domains overtime.
Moveover, denaturalizing acts a triggering process for activism across multiple issues

no longer considered natural. Social movements can potentially influence domains far
beyond their specific articulated goals (Meyer and Whittier 1994). With respect to
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NCM, persistent activism diffuses into both individual and collective behaviors. NCM
activists started to problematize other social and environmental issues mostly related to
the concept of justice. As Sara states:

This creativity comes from Netherlands … a woman, I think, was collecting the caps of
minerals and selling them and then covered the costs of wheelchairs. Then in Iran, a man
or woman named Akrami started to do the same thing in Tabriz, and then NCM in all
provinces did the same thing, and we bought a wheelchair with the collected money.

Participants frequently stated that they gradually extended their activities into non-
environmental charitable fields. We found that local networks also mobilize their mem-
bers for non-environmental activities. For instance, in the case of an earthquake, which
caused huge damage, NCM in the affected area transformed into the local relief team
helping out vulnerable locals.

Networking in a Risky Political Environment

Among factors behind persistent activism, networking plays crucial role. Networking is
perhaps even more crucial for encouraging persistent activism in risky political environ-
ments. According to our participants, nationwide NCM activity was not administratively
authorized and local groups were supposed to request for permission separately.
However, our interviewees described heavy bureaucratic processes for getting permis-
sion that were exhausting and often not successful. Furthermore, the authorities were
sensitive to the group activities and the underlying motivations of activists. As Mahan
asserts: ‘I was approached several times [by governments] asking me about what have
been discussed in the events, about any political discussion among members, about their
hijab [… ]’.
Political environments non-conducive to activism generally militate against the gener-

ation of intimately networked groups. In contrast, our participants reported that
NCM is intently accessible and inclusive. Hence, they found NCM to be a unique team-
working experience for a collective good, absent in the other domains of their lives,
resulting in pleasurable feelings. According to our participants, persistent participation
in NCM adds meaning to their lives, preventing the feelings of boredom that they expe-
rienced before joining the group. Mehdi asserts in this regard:

My family and I are fans of these events. You know, there are lots of things we can do at
the weekend, but events are something else, we feel so happy after each event, we feel that
we have done something important and feel satisfaction.

Accordingly, the sense of meaningfulness that they develop through their involvement
in NCM keeps the members motivated to participate. They frequently referred to the
existing companionship feelings among members of NCM as an immensely encouraging
factor for participation. They expressed pride in being members of NCM, seeing it as a
progressive effort that generated happy feelings of association. This is particularly rele-
vant as membership in some types of social movements could be accompanied by a
sense of shame (Britt and Heise 2000). Feeling pride (or shame) stems from viewing
one’s self from the standpoint of others (Scheff and Retzinger 1991). Being stigmatized
by the larger society takes considerable energy from participants to overcome the social
costs of participation.
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An array of emotions such as anger, frustration and desperation are also at work to
move potential activists into taking collective action, but, in order to sustain it, pleasure
and pride seem necessary. Similar to what Sepehr stated, pleasure encourages committed
members to organize events: ‘if we don’t have an event one week, family members
say this Friday (Weekend in Iran) has passed in vain…’. Events go beyond just place-
cleaning, providing the participants with the experience of being embedded in the social
communities not accessible elsewhere.
NCM activists make efforts to keep the group welcoming to all, providing openness

not available to most Iranian communities and public spaces. These characteristics
make participants feel that they thoroughly belong. More importantly, NCM is fully
open to including people with different types of Hijab and, according to the founders,
no one in this group is in a hierarchical power arrangement in relation to other mem-
bers. Despite the challenges of living in a risky political environment, and despite cul-
tural differences, NCM activists come to identify with each other, as we discuss in the
next section.

Construction of a Pragmatic Identity

NCM activists demark their identities from others (Hall and Du Gay 1996), purposively
building a desirable identity that establishes boundaries from other groups. Common
statements by research participants suggest that NCM activists’ identity is constructed
as pragmatic actors who challenge the pervasive passive culture. Accordingly, partici-
pants feel tired of facing politicians, institutions, and people who just talk about the
obscurant situation rather than take action. Participants believe they witness fruitless
statements such as giving a public lecture while there has been need for practical
actions. As Farhad states:

I am not interested in just talking, we have to do something, for example, some people are
giving lectures well, they are commenting and criticizing, but this is good if they do
something and act.

Mehdi also says:

We are a grassroots group who do not just chant but act and act. Some people just sit and
talk and the time for action comes then they say the others would do it.

Cleaning performances portrayed the pragmatic aspect of activism as clearly as pos-
sible. On the other hand, the events were places where members became more familiar
with each other, discussed the dissatisfying situation of the environment and hence built
a coherent shared identity. During events, the activists made social bonds while the
face-to-face interaction led some members to become committed and persistent. What
Amir described, demonstrates the importance activists subscribe to organizing events:

My house is 60 km away from Tehran, but anyway I went with my wife to a cleaning event
because I said with myself especially it is on the rainy days that we need to do it…
Showing friends not only go out in the good weather but all days!

On the other hand, activists understood inactiveness as a characteristic of today’s
society that must be tackled. Accordingly, participants considered themselves to be peo-
ple who sacrifice their time and capital to do something real, even if small, for the
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environment. The theme that emerged in the case of NCM’s persistent activism is regu-
lated expectations. Accordingly, the interviewees frequently attempted to adapt their
perceptions away from focusing on the inefficacy of their actions, instead referring to
reality and its limitations. What kept the activism alive was not only the perception of
effectiveness but being concerned about the scope of it. In the case of long-term activ-
ism, the motivations leading people to take part potentially weaken overtime, as they
become practically informed about obstacles through experience. In this vein, our par-
ticipants demonstrated that they actively try to regulate their expectations about the
possible output of their collective actions. Mahan stated: ‘We’re not supposed to wear
gloves and clean up all the rubbish of Iran … this is not possible at all! We know it’.
Furthermore, the participants recognize that their main goal is not collecting litter or
rubbish, but rather they consider it as what could be called ‘sensitizing’, that is, flipping
society’s dominant culture resulting in awareness and culture-building. Confronting the
logic of the market, activists introduce themselves as ‘sacrifizers’ of time and capital.
The term sacrifice signifies negation of the market logic and also refers the perceived
importance of the collective good. In sum, the performances not only allowed NCM
activists to achieve their goals or recruit new members, they concurrently help it to
keep its local groups alive through strengthening the shared identity as well as high-
lighting the pragmatic aspects of their actions.

Discussion and Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to explore social processes underlying persistent anti-
littering activism in Iran. We conceptualized denaturalizing as a key process that trig-
gers and sustains activism. Consistent with the literature (Folger 1986; Gurr 1970; Opp
1988), our findings suggest that activists were highly aggrieved about a situation that
matters to them (littering in the environment). The explored discontentment was rooted
in their environmental worldview, personal long-term bonds to nature (Driscoll 2018),
and more importantly the comparison of the current situation of nature with what they
remember or imagined from earlier times or in other countries. Hence we conclude
that the ongoing denaturalizing of the status quo is a key mechanism that moves people
into long-term commitment to anti-littering activism. The outlined process pushes acti-
vists to question the current environmental situation as they try to resolve their percep-
tion of its unnaturalness. Substituting the subject of problematization, activists extend
their activities to other environmental problems as well as further social issues. In line
with previous studies, our work highlights the importance of grievance in launching
social movements but goes further to introduce denaturalizing. This is more than
deprivation because, to be activated, it requires experience or imagining the ideal situ-
ation. This is a key process, encouraged by visits abroad or to historically cleaner envi-
ronments, that fuels activism and keeps the activists committed in a non-Western
setting.
Our findings also uncover other processes at work in fostering persistent activism.

Networking is seen as important in sustaining some forms of activism in Western con-
texts (Diani 2003), but it is even more important in risky political and atomized soci-
eties like Iran. Experience of having a place to practice team working also establishes
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activists’ bonds to activism. Particularly when public spaces are often subject to restric-
tions, members of such groups find an novel opportunity to experience a relatively
open and democratic atmosphere, far away from hands of power. These rare but exist-
ing public spaces allow social bonds to develop that keep the members committed to
participation. Such enjoyable social bonds and settings might not be so important in
Western countries where social capital is, generally, taken much more for granted; and
where the risks of public gatherings for collective causes are considerably lower. As della
Porta (2017) argued, once movements have formed and become consolidated they are
able to create the resources that fuel themselves; accumulated devoted efforts prevent
disengagement. What is more, we revealed a pragmatic identity constructed in
response to the challenges of the pervasive and dominant anti-environmental culture,
the logic of market, and general levels of inactivity among the population. We found
that reconsideration of expected outcomes prevented activists’ frustration and hence
disengagement (Gould 2012; Hoggett and Randall 2016; Nairn 2019). Unlike in
Western contexts, perceived senses of efficacy (Schussman and Soule 2005) seem less
important in sustaining activism: the act of engaging in action as an example to
others is rewarding enough.
To some degree our findings resonate with what is already known about persistent

environmental activism in West. As expected, we found that the personal biographies
such as childhood memories, prior nature connection, perceptions of human-caused
environmental degradation, and feelings of pleasure from participation are flourishing
grounds for sustained environmental activism. Similar to the West, we also note the
importance of structural availability. We draw particular attention to the processes of
identity formation resulting from joining a group and their meaning to participants.
Beyond these similarities, we introduced unique mechanisms underlying persistent com-
mitment in the Iranian context. The lasting process of denaturalization and problemat-
izing, using networking to overcome the challenges of participating in a risky
environment, and the pleasures of working together and the construction of a pragmatic
identity are the key novel factors revealed by our research. Here, we also see activists as
rooted cosmopolitans (Tarrow 2012) seeking to cross country borders by bringing what
they witnessed and valued abroad back to their local context.
Our work opens up the doorway for further work on the persistence of environmen-

tal activism in non-Western countries. As we discussed in the introduction, the factors
that lead to persistent activism do not hold across different types of activism or causes.
Therefore, we might, similarly, expect our work not to be generalizable to other move-
ments, or other forms of environmental activism. The factors leading to persistent activ-
ism in the purely peaceful anti-littering movement that we studied might be very
different from the ones that encourage other forms of environmental activism even in
Iran, but they will likely be applicable to relatively non-system challenging environmen-
tal activism in other non-Western countries, such as China and Russia (Owen 2020)
that restrict challenging forms of environmentalism but via different mechanisms. For
example, the politics of ‘participatory authoritarianism’ adopted in China and Russia
(Owen 2020), encourages citizens to participate in local policy processes while confin-
ing, guiding, and regulating their civic participation. This reduces the possibility for
autonomous groups to emerge and sustain themselves. The absence of such structural
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opportunities in Iran encourages citizens take initiative in developing solutions to prob-
lems and in gathering together for collective goals. Notwithstanding our inability to
generalize even across non-Western contexts, this study certainly adds to our under-
standing of persistent environmental activism in comparative context. We call for future
studies of environmental activism in Iran to build on the key lesson we have learned:
Western social movement theories and explanations for participation in environmental
activism can provide useful sensitizing concepts to guide research in non-western con-
texts, but we must be attuned to the contextual (country level and movement level) fac-
tors that provide nuance across country cases and different forms of activism.

Notes

1. A long mountain range in Iran.
2. We adopted the term denaturalization from Foucault (1997) as ‘to question over and over

again what is postulated as self-evident, to disturb people’s mental habits, the way they do
and think things’ (Foucault 1997).
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