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Social media platforms have, in recent years, transformed into a key arena for

shaping public opinion and reproducing socio-political cleavages in Iran. The
current research, driven by the central question, "How does the interaction
between social media, cognitive processes, and political narratives lead to
socio-political polarization?”, proposes a novel framework. Within this
framework, the "Cognitive Representation Theory in Social Media" explains
how media content reconstructs users' perceptions by activating cognitive
biases, collective emotions, and attention-reinforcing algorithms. This, in turn,
paves the way for the intensification of identity cleavages and political
polarization. The theory’s conceptual model depicts a feedback loop
illustrating the interaction among five key components: platform and
algorithmic  structures, individual cognitive processes, political-media
narratives, collective behaviors, and foreign actors' interventions in the form of
cognitive warfare. Utilizing secondary data analysis and theoretical analysis,
this framework provides a deeper understanding of cognitive-media processes,
enabling policy interventions in the domains of cognitive media literacy
education, platform regulation, and cognitive defense. The findings indicate
that platform algorithms systematically intensify polarization in Iran by
reinforcing confirmation bias and fostering informational echo chambers and
emotional narratives. The proposed theory also represents a step toward
localizing the concepts of "perceptual warfare™ and "cognitive representation”
within the Iranian social context.
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