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Abstract

This thesis explores film director Rakhshan Banietemad’s films as a gateway into the
representation of women in Iranian cinema. Looking at a distinctive Iranian filmmaker, I
examine the visualisation of women, their stories, experiences and bodies since the Islamic
Revolution of 1979 to present. In addition, my work focuses on the importance of cinema
as an agent for social change, thinking about how films actively shape the dialogue for
resistance in a place like Iran. Divided into four chapters, this dissertation relies on a diverse
methodological approach, using films as case studies to think about gender politics on the
Islamic screen. The first chapter ‘zooms’ in and relies on a focused character study to
establish Banietemad’s complex treatment and representation of women. In the second
chapter, I look at the depiction of love as taboo, and the possibilities of the cinematic form
in combatting censorship restrictions to bring ideas around sexual desire to the screen. The
third chapter turns to motherhood and its portrayal in Banietemad’s films, looking at how
the role is challenged to complicate the stereotypical notions and binaries often associated
with the mother figure. The final chapter of the thesis considers the idea of the collective.
Here, I examine the role of storytelling as a mode of survival. In addition, throughout the
thesis, I emphasise the significance of Banietemad’s resistance and activism. Despite social,
political and cinematic restrictions, she chooses to remain in Iran. And finally, I content that
Banietemad’s depiction of gender politics creates a space for wider criticism of Iran’s social
and state politics. Her films I argue offer a bold criticism of Iran’s systems of power, but
also through a complex and refreshing representation of women characters, these films
dismantle the stereotypes associated with the non-Western/Muslim woman for an

international audience.
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INTRODUCTION

Cinema isn’t my job; cinema is my life. Not that I am fascinated by cinema per se.
Rather, cinema is a tool that visualizes and brings to the screen my concerns for my
society and my country. Art for the sake of art has no meaning to me. Art is a vehicle
for raising awareness and producing knowledge, especially in societies like Iran
(Armatage & Khosroshahi 155).
These lines by Iranian film director Rakhshan Banietemad highlight the importance of
cinema as a platform for social change in the country, encapsulating the filmmaker’s vision
and inspiration behind her work. For Banietemad “artistic and cultural works are like water
slowly dripping into a boulder until, over time, cracks begin to appear” (Armatage &
Khosroshahi 155). In a country governed by restrictions and red lines, artistic expressions
are meaningful. Films specifically, play a key role in creating a distinctive space that
confronts the nation’s social, gender and political issues. Banietemad’s cinema has from its
inception been concerned and engaged with the social issues of contemporary Iranian
society. Focusing on gender politics, the aim of this thesis is to explore her body of work as
a gateway into the representation and visualisation of women on the Iranian screen.
Resistance, I argue is central to Banietemad’s work, employed as a theme within the
cinematic frame of her films, but also as a social and political stance that the director herself
adopts. In other words, the way resistance plays out is multi-layered and complex, and
reflective of both Iran’s social/political context, but also its film industry and the position of
women within it. Through her female characters Banietemad challenges the patriarchal
structures of Iran, and yet, these women, despite their conditions, display defiance and
agency. As this thesis will show, Banietemad’s films complicate the role of women in

various ways, often engaging with the taboo — all in defiance of the censors. Her approach



to cinema then, as a tool and vehicle for social critique and change, I argue is part of her
resistance. Making films that stretch the boundaries of censorship imposed by the Islamic
regime and choosing to remain in Iran to make films despite strict guidelines, are a display
of her defiance as an artist, activist and filmmaker. Banietemad’s extensive body of work, I
argue, is fundamental in thinking about the role and representation of women on the post-

Revolutionary Iranian screen.

Banietemad’s Filmmaking Career (1979 to Present)

Often referred to as the ‘First Lady’ of Iranian cinema, the significance of
Banietemad’s body of work is celebrated both at home, as well as on the international stage.
She is known for pushing “the censorship codes to the very edge” and considered “to be the
foremost female director in Iran” (Whatley 31). The early years of Banietemad’s career were
devoted to documentary filmmaking, a practice that she continues with, and one that has
influenced her cinematic style to this day. Her first dramatic films Off Limits (1986), Foreign
Currency (1988) and Yellow Canary (1989) are different in tone to the films that later follow.
With her film of 1992 Nargess, Banietemad won the Fajr International award for best
director, marking her as the first female recipient. As Hamid Naficy points out, “this
recognition by the film industry and the official film culture corroborates her status not as a
woman filmmaker but as a top Iranian filmmaker” (Naficy “Veiled Voices” 568). In
addition, Banietemad’s cinematic style and concerns about gender politics and social issues
take on a much more explicit tone with Nargess. Her feature films that follow, such as Blue
Veiled (1995), The May Lady (1999), Under the Skin of the City (2001), Gilaneh (2004),
Mainline (2006) and Tales (2014) are bold in addressing and critiquing Iran’s gender, social
and class politics. In thinking about the visualisation of women, this thesis will explore the
ways in which Banietemad’s camera confronts issues of gender, femininity, womanhood,
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motherhood and resistance.

Any discussion of post-Revolutionary Iranian cinema acknowledges the
contributions of Banietemad. Indeed, it is nearly impossible to discuss the country’s cinema
without engaging with Banietemad’s body of work. In his book, lranian Cinema a Political
History, Hamid Reza Sadr states: “despite the silencing of women in Iranian cinema during
the 1980s, three female directors — Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, Puran Derakhshandeh and
Tahmineh Milani — were the torchbearers of their gender” (258). He then continues to say,
“among them, Bani-Etemad achieved the most consistent body of work, gaining
international recognition and winning numerous awards” (258). Even in the limited research
produced about the role of women in Iranian cinema, most scholars have acknowledged
Banietemad’s contribution: her film Nargess (1992), which tells the love story between two
women and a man - dismantles many of the cultural codes of its time, paving the path for a
cinema that began to pay attention to women as complex and central characters. Banietemad
“has worked for nearly three decades to shape the history of Iranian cinema in regard to the
representation of women, inviting critical conversations about gender politics and women’s
issues on the Iranian screen” (Armatage & Khosroshahi 142). Yet, no academic research has
solely focused on her contribution to the country’s cinema of resistance. This thesis, using
Banietemad’s films as cases studies, will be the first of its kind to explore solely the works
of the director, both for their artistic/cinematic value but also for their cultural and political
impact.

As this thesis will illustrate, Banietemad plays a significant role in shaping the
nation’s cinema, especially in regard to the representation of women. Later in this
introductory chapter, I will examine the context in which her body of work is produced.
Thinking about the evolution of her work, this project is interested in how she operates both

within the boundaries of post-Revolutionary Iranian cinema, but also how she is a changing
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force within these spaces. In considering the depiction of women, this thesis will focus on
Banietemad’s feature films after 1992, where her works begin to explicitly engage with
gender politics and women’s issues. Through the exploration of her female characters and
her engagement with issues around gender, I contend that Banietemad’s films resist the
patriarchal structures of her home country Iran, challenging its systems of power. But also,
this resistance exists outside of the cinematic frame where, through her body of work and
her constant negotiation with the cultural and political boundaries of Iranian society, she

questions Iran’s state politics.

Why Cinema? The Significance of the Filmic Form
In this thesis, the importance of cinema as an agent for change will also be
considered. I will argue that films can actively shape the dialogue for resistance, playing a
key role in the way issues around women and gender are foregrounded in public spaces. In
her work, Najmeh Moradiyan Rizi looks at the bilateral exchange between cinema and
society. It is worth quoting her here at length:
Every major social and cultural transformation within Iranian society, especially in
regard to women, has inspired Iranian cinema. This relationship, however, is mutual
and in some cases it is Iranian cinema that energizes Iranian society through its
movement for advancement and freedom. This reciprocal interaction has been
considerable in the last decade as it is concomitant with cultural and sexual
transformations in Iranian society. In recent years, there have been many changes in
the life of Iranian youth, especially among women. This young generation is
rewriting and redefining the notions of gender and sexuality in Iran (Moradiyan Rizi
1).

As Moradiyan Rizi argues, this reciprocal relationship suggests that cinema is influenced by
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various social and political changes in Iran, but also it highlights the impact of cinema on
society.

This is especially significant in the case of Iran. As Ziba Mir-Hosseini argues: “in
the absence of a free press, cinema came to provide a kind of social critique” (“Iranian
Cinema: Art, Society and State” 29). Films, through storytelling, create their own special
space that can challenge the status quo and bring to the fore discussions that are ordinarily
forbidden on public platforms. This is more pronounced regarding issues around gender and
sexuality, because modesty codes, imposed by the government, create rigid binaries between
the public and private. Norma Claire Moruzzi discusses these complexities, stating, “for
women living in contemporary Iran, the political is personal” (“Women in Iran: Notes on
Film and from the Field” 89-90). She goes on to discuss how this has led to discussions
about women’s lives being “peculiarly coded.” For Moruzzi, “film is also one of the main
vehicles through which the complexities of contemporary Iranian private life has been
explored, particularly the complexities of women’s lives” (“Women in Iran: Notes on Film
and from the Field” 91).

Banietemad’s films often deal with social issues, including taboo topics such as
prostitution and drug addiction, problematising the role of motherhood, class inequalities
and gender politics. Incorporated as part of her stories, her bold interaction with these topics
and themes is crucial. For a society that masks and even prohibits public discourse around
sexuality and social inequality, films bring to the fore these important issues, and function
as a tool to raise awareness, and challenge power structures. The importance of cinema as a
cultural and political medium also lies in its ability to travel. While Banietemad’s work is
highly critical of the patriarchal structures of her home country, her films do not legitimise
the negative and stereotypical depictions of the Iranian/Muslim woman that often circulates

in Western media and film. As Mir-Hosseini argues, the “favourable critical reception” of
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Iranian films has “meant that it also reached outside audiences, putting it in a unique position
as the alternative face of Iran to the world” (“Iranian Cinema: Art, Society and State” 29).
These films then allow a form of self-representation that travels outside the borders of Iran,
complicating existing cultural attitudes and promoting a more nuanced understanding of the
country and its people.

Contemporary global politics make this crucial. Donald Trump’s implementation of
Executive Order 13769, or the “Muslim Travel Ban”, as it is more commonly known,
alongside sanctions on Iran, and widespread Islamophobia, all place even more
responsibility on our visual media and highlight the role of artists to challenge tropes and
stereotypes. As Veronica Thompson and Manijeh Mannani argue:

In the face of predominantly simplistic and monolithic representations of Iran as a

repressive, profoundly patriarchal, and politically intractable nation full of religious

fanatics imbued with a hatred of the West and prone to terrorism, Iranian artists
reveal a very different society, one whose cultural traditions are rooted in a lengthy

and complex history that sometimes sit uneasily with the demands of modernity (3).
By shedding light on one of Iran’s most prominent filmmakers, my aim is to invite an
alternative way of thinking that goes beyond the monolithic depictions of Iran and one that
challenges the discourse and culture around Muslim women.

With the rise of anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant sentiments, these issues extend
beyond the boundaries of Iran. In his book American Islamophobia, Khaled A. Beydoun
draws on the misrepresentations of Arabs and Muslims, arguing that “the lines between news
and entertainment media are often blurred, as representations of Muslims in television
dramas and on the big screen match the religious and radical profiles of the Muslim
terrorists” (103). Similarly, the depiction of Muslim women is problematic. Amy Farrell

and Patrice McDermott state:
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The very representation of non-Western woman “in need” constructs and reinforces
a narrative in which all that is Islamic/Muslim/non-Western is painted as
“uncivilized” and “barbaric,” the women are seen as “victims,” and Westerners, as
providing a “civilizing” effect” (“Claiming Afghan Woman” 51).
These writers draw on how Western media reinforces the negative images of Muslims. This
highlights the need for a counter-narrative that challenges the vilification of the “Other.”
The women in Banietemad’s films problematise the image of the oppressed non-Western
woman “in need” of a white saviour. While within her narratives, the prominent women
characters of Tooba (Global Adineh), Nobar (Fatemeh Motamed-Aria), Nargess (Atefeh
Razavi) and Afagh (Farima Farjami) bear the burden of the conditions imposed on them by
their societies and its patriarchal systems, these women are never victimised. Instead, they
are always shown through their embodiment of strength and defiance. Banietemad’s films
challenge both the internal politics of Iran, but also the Western framework, offering an
alternative narrative and depiction of the non-Western woman. As such, Banietemad’s

works also grapple with feminist theory and female emancipation.

Challenging Western Feminism

Feminism is a contested term historically, geographically and politically. I am
interested here in the way the term, as well as the issues pertaining to women and their
representations, is visualised on the Islamic screen, specifically in relation to Banietemad’s
films. Despite her explicit work on women’s issues and gender politics, Banietemad
intentionally distances herself from the label. My interview with the filmmaker reveals
aspects of her hesitation when it comes to calling herself a feminist:

The term feminist in our society has been subject to confusing interpretations. Apart

from progressive groups and intellectuals, it has created an inverted image that
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results in a feeling of disconnect between ordinary people and feminists. My job is

to make social films, and what is more important for me is to have trust from the

general public and to be able to communicate with them” (Armatage & Khosroshahi

155).

As this thesis will demonstrate, Banietemad’s body of work not only centralises women as
complex characters with agency, but also, her films dismantle and problematise the
patriarchal structures of Iran’s social and state politics. As a result, many would read her
films as “feminist”. Her devotion to women’s issues, combined with her rejection of
feminism I argue invites critical dialogue about contemporary feminist discourse and
movements, which positions her as relevant both nationally as well as internationally.

As a feminist media scholar, myself, an Iranian-Canadian woman, visibly marked by
my headscarf, I contest aspects of the mainstream feminist discourse, and argue that many
feminist movements have historically, and continue to relegate certain women to the
margins. As black feminist scholar bell hooks argues:

Much feminist theory emerges from privileged women who live at the centre, whose

perspectives on reality rarely include knowledge and awareness of the lives of

women and men who live on the margin. As a consequence, feminist theory lacks
wholeness, lacks the broad analysis that could encompass a variety of human

experiences (Feminist Theory xvii).

Using hooks, my aim is to rethink the privileged position and consider the margins of Iranian
society, which Banietemad’s films are, I argue, highly invested in. The goal is to contribute
to the efforts of creating a sense of “wholeness” to our feminist movements. In her works,
hooks time and again returns to this idea of margins. In her book Yearning: Race, Gender,

and Cultural Politics she says,

15



I am located in the margins. I make a definite distinction between that marginality

which is imposed by oppressive structures and that marginality one chooses as a site

of resistance — as location of radical openness and possibility. This site of resistance
is continually formed in that segregated culture of opposition that is our critical

response to domination (153).

The description hooks offers of the “margins” can be applied to Banietemad’s cinema and
the way in which her body of work addresses issues of gender in Iran. As this thesis will
demonstrate, her films are invested in the social issues of the country and its marginalised
stories. While she rejects the term feminist, Banietemad also says, “I am familiar with
women’s issues, and through my films and my social status I try to create a path for resolving
some of these issues” (Armatage & Khosroshahi 155).

Banietemad’s films grapple with gender and class politics in Iran, such that through
her characters and narratives, the often-side-lined stories are made central. Not only do the
characters in the films display resistance and agency, but also through the filmic form, a
public medium, Banietemad brings to the fore issues of gender, class, addiction and
sexuality. By doing so, she challenges the patriarchal forces of her country. My project is
invested in Banietemad’s constant display of resistance. This includes the way she works
through the restrictions imposed on her by an Islamic regime that uses fierce censorship laws
as its mode of control. But I am also interested in the way Banietemad challenges Western
notions of liberation. The overall aim of this thesis is to contribute to the diversifying and
de-Westernisation of film and gender studies by widening the film canon, especially in terms
of discourses around feminism. Banietemad’s body of work sheds light on the creative and
political output of the country that stands to critique various forces of power. The
implications of the visual culture and its impact both within the cultural boundaries of Iran,

as well as the media representations of the Muslim/non-Western woman are central to my
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work. In her book Rethinking Global Sisterhood: Western Feminism and Iran, Nima
Naghibi argues:

Representations of women in contemporary Iranian cinema offer us a glimpse into

the challenges women face as they attempt to redefine gender roles from within the

limitations imposed upon them by traditional cultural practices as well as by the
restrictive laws of the Islamic Republic. These films, I believe, also contest the

Western and Pahlavi feminist representations of the veiled woman as voiceless and

subjugated (108).

In Iran, cinema functions as a special kind of tool. As Naghibi shows, filmmakers in Iran
use the platform afforded by cinema to create their own newly defined space for social and
political critique. Banietemad, through her bold confrontation with patriarchal issues, and
her rejection of feminism, defies the conditions of her home country, but also rejects the
narrative of the “veiled woman as voiceless and subjugated.”

While Banietemad rejects feminism on the grounds that it has “confusing
interpretations” in Iran, there is no denying that her films are deliberate in their commentary
on gender equality and women’s emancipation. To suggest otherwise is to misread the films.
That said, the filmmaker’s rejection of the term cannot be taken lightly, and in our pursuit
of feminist scholarship it is crucial that we strive for a feminism that is intersectional and
diverse.! As well, I have to acknowledge my own position too. While I self-identify as a
feminist, I am highly critical of some of the ideas associated with Western feminism that
have excluded marginalised voices in a fight for gender equality, and my aim with this thesis

is not to denounce feminism but to rethink aspects of the movement through a reading of

! The term “intersectional feminism” was coined by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw in her
ground-breaking article, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black
Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics”
(1989).
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Banietemad’s films. This project inevitably grapples with topics and ideas that are part of
any feminist discourse. Here I am interested in the way in which femininity is negotiated in
Banietemad’s films, how issues of motherhood, sexuality, and liberation are raised in her
cinematic works of post-1992. Also, I am interested in female authority and voice, and how
Banietemad potentially challenges the stereotypical depictions of Iranian women both in and
outside of the filmic frame. While the filmmaker distances herself from feminist discourse,
it cannot be disputed that such questions advance the conversation about gender and its
intersection with race and class.

In film studies and beyond, transnational feminism surely remains an area that needs
work. Ella Shohat considers what she calls “Euro” feminism, arguing that in “cinema studies
what has been called ‘feminist film theory’ since the 1970s has often suppressed the
historical, economic, and cultural contradictions among women” (52). The aim of my
project is to bring to this conversation a more diverse representation of some of Iran’s
historical, economic and cultural attitudes, thinking about how cinema offers a space for
resistance against patriarchal and state forces. The exploration of Banietemad’s works brings
to film and gender studies a localised and contextualised idea of feminism that responds to
the specific needs and limitations of Iranian women, from an active position, where their
‘saving’ is not in the hands of white or Western women. This allows for a deeper and more
nuanced consideration of women’s movements in Iran — one that honours the
“contradictions” (52) to which Shohat refers. An exploration of films such as Nargess, Blue
Veiled and Under the Skin of the City offers a specifically cultural account of Iran’s stories
that are impacted by significant social and political events such as the Revolution and the
War. These films even within the Iranian context dare to enter the margins of the country’s

society, showing the intersections of gender and class politics.
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At a time where Iran is so misunderstood, and its women victimised, the central ideas
in Banietemad’s stories of self-representation, agency, resistance and voice shed light on the
movements happening in Iran, led by Iranian women. This is crucial to the Western
perception of Iran and its people, especially women. On the political stage this matters
because it reinforces the idea that Iran’s fate and politics are in the hands of its people,
rejecting ideas of Western occupation and intervention.?

The importance of understanding and accepting localised feminisms goes beyond
Iran. Looking at the post-9/11 context, Naghibi argues that “we need also to consider
carefully how feminist discourse participates in, indeed enables, colonial interventions
through the perpetuation of such representations of the suffering Muslim sister in need of
rescue or enlightenment” (Rethinking Global Sisterhood 143). Films from Iran can challenge
and counter this homogenous, stereotypical and often Islamophobic representation of
Muslim women. The aim of my doctoral research is to make visible, through Banietemad,
the work of Iranian women filmmakers and to complicate what feminism looks like in a non-
Western context. Ultimately, I view Banietemad’s “feminism™ and resistance as a double-
edged-sword. The director, throughout her work has consistently been committed to the
social issues of her country, problematising through her films systems of power. Gender and
class politics are at the heart of her films, and Banietemad boldly engages with societal and
cultural taboos, daring to enter the margins of society to shed light on the prevalent issues

of Iran. That said, her films and commentary have also always rejected the Western narrative

2 There are many talks by the Trump administration about the possibilities for Iran. The
American government has imposed strict sanctions on the country, which directly impacts
the people. Also, the administration has pulled out of the nuclear deal. Under the current
American regime, talks of dismantling the regime through Western intervention have
climaxed. This is hugely unpopular with the people who live in Iran, who do want change,
but oppose Western intervention.

3 I say “feminism” to bring together both her rejection of the term, but also her commitment
to fighting patriarchal structures.
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of the Iranian/non-Western woman. As this thesis will demonstrate, her female characters,
despite their harsh circumstances, are never victims — they are fighters. She is critical of both
the internal and external politics that surround Iran and its women, using her films to tell

stories that shed light on both forces of oppression.

Moving Beyond Auteurism: Positioning Banietemad’s Body of Work

In discussions of the Islamic Revolution and Iran’s post-Revolutionary cinema,
Banietemad, whose career is heavily influenced by this significant cultural and political
historical rupture, cannot be overlooked. Her films have garnered many awards, both in Iran
and from international film festivals. This thesis offers a study of a number of Banietemad’s
films (and makes references to her body of work more generally). I have deliberately chosen
her films of post-1992 (Nargess, Blue Veiled, Under the Skin of the City, The May Lady,
Gilaneh and Tales) because they explicitly visualise issues around gender politics. That said,
the research and study undertaken in this thesis can be applied to Banietemad’s other films
as well. Her documentary films have shaped her work both in style and thematic interest (an
entirely separate and extensive research project on its own). My aim is to closely analyse a
selected number of Baniectemad’s narrative films as case studies. As such, I am interested in
how the cinematic platform, through storytelling, enables important issues such as women’s
sexuality, motherhood, prostitution, class, etc. to be confronted. With the aim to move
beyond Banietemad’s films, this study is invested and situated within the very complex and
turbulent context of Iran’s modern history. By looking at a selection of the director’s films
I want to illustrate the significance of her work in responding to and shaping this history.

Though this thesis offers a study of Banietemad as an author, it is not a conventional
auteur study. As argued by Yvonne Tasker: “auteurism privileges the authored text over the
complexities of the context” (213). In “What is an Author?”” Michel Foucault also states that
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“we try, with great effort, to imagine the general condition of each text, the condition of both
the space in which it is dispersed and the time in which it unfolds” (208). While my thesis
aims to focus on the films of Banietemad, my intention is not to isolate or detach her work
from the complexities of the context that have produced her films and that very clearly define
and influence her films. In fact, what makes Banietemad’s films interesting is the way in
which they provide a gateway into the cinematic movements and contexts of post-
Revolutionary Iran, especially in relation to gender politics and the representation of women
- on and off the screen.

The issue of visibility in discussions of women filmmakers is also relevant to my
research. There is a distinction between discussing women in cinema (representation and
role) and “women’s cinema.” The latter, as Alison Butler states: “is a complex critical,
theoretical and institutional construction, brought into existence by audiences, film-makers,
journalists: a hybrid concept, arising from a number of overlapping practices and discourses,
and subject to a baffling variety of definitions” (2). Cinema in Iran and elsewhere continues
to be a male-dominated field, and therefore it is important to recognise and celebrate women
filmmakers. But, it is also equally important to refrain from reducing films and filmmakers
to a category that is based solely on their gender. Furthermore, looking at Banietemad as a
woman filmmaker only, and her films as “women’s films,” would diminish her contribution
to Iranian cinema at large. What is even more at stake here, is the risk of suggesting that her
commentary on social issues, a commentary that often problematises patriarchal systems, is
only a women’s issue or battle. Instead, I am much more interested in what Banietemad’s
work represents within the wider topics of Iranian cinema and female identity. Her films and
the range of her oeuvre reflect the changes and movements that Iran and its cinema scene

have experienced.
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The filmmaker’s rejection of the term feminist and her unease about being
categorised and labelled as a “woman filmmaker” are important. The significance of her
work is how it responds to and challenges these notions, and how her films operate within
these gaps and paradoxes. The fact that Banietemad’s films are situated “somewhere
between entertainment and art-house cinema, fiction and documentary” (Whitaker 41) has
meant that most scholars have found it difficult to define or position her work. Naficy for
example describes her style as one that has an “internal tug of war between rebellion and
resignation, progressivism and conservatism” (“Veiled Voice and Vision” 574). Whether
this is a stylistic choice by Banietemad, or a social stance, it has sparked thoughtful
discussions around her films. This reading is however based on binaries — one which my
reading of Banietemad’s works avoids. I am instead more interested in how Banietemad’s
films have inspired a serious conversation about what feminism may mean and the tensions
it embodies. Her films such as The May Lady and Gilaneh for example, propose two
contrasting images of motherhood, yet both continue to interrogate and problematise the
rigidity of what that role really encompasses — and yet in doing so, both offer and deal with
two different storylines and historical moments, where womanhood changes drastically from
one to the other.

Also important is Banietemad’s distinct visual style and cinematic techniques, which
have enabled her to engage further with the social context and conditions of the lives she
explores in her films. Hamid Dabashi argues that a ‘masculine’ narrative dominates the
Iranian culture, however, he also points out that there are “feminine exceptions” (Close Up
223). For him, Banietemad is such an exception; her “cinema is a visual theorization against
that violent metaphysics” (Close Up 223). He claims that her films create this counter
narrative, this exceptional voice through their documentary and realist film style, which for

Dabashi becomes a new “feminist approach.” He continues:
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Banietemad’s reconstitution of feminine sexuality is not done via shallow feminism.

Unlike generations of a supercilious middle-class feminism, she wages a war on

patriarchal readings of the body so powerful that no other visual theorist comes close

(Close Up 224).
This is important because, as Dabashi suggests, Banietemad’s films offer a counter narrative
not only to the patriarchal domination of Iranian culture and cinema, but also, the
mainstream and Westernised reading of feminism all together.

Banietemad’s films are important because they visualise and discuss social issues in
a certain way. Dabashi and Naficy are correct in recognising that the filmmaker has acquired
her own filmic language and style. I agree with Dabashi in that her films offer a counter
narrative (most of her films are about characters that are side-lined and marginalised). That
said, I think both Dabashi and Naficy’s approach is too dependent on binaries
(conservative/liberal or feminine/masculine), which are too reductive and neglect the
complexities of Banietemad’s films. I do not read her films as seeking out space in that way.
Providing Nargess as an example, Mehrnaz Saeed-Vafa discusses how Banietemad’s films
are highly critical of society: “the main male character’s evil habits of stealing and loving
an older female accomplice are presented as a result of social ills and unemployment. The
evil is in society, not the characters” (205). I do agree that Banietemad’s films offer a
complex reading of the Iranian society, along with its legal issues, which holds the system
accountable. I also think that her films often escape and transcend beyond the binaries of
good versus evil, or chaste versus unchaste. Banietemad’s films tend to reject this black-
and-white notion of goodness, and instead, through the complexities of her characters, she
offers various shades of grey that bring to the screen the under-told stories from the margins

of Iranian society. The result of such a technique is the presentation of characters that we
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empathise with, and, through the exploration of the unfamiliar, Banietemad’s films
demystify the taboo and the unspoken.

What marks Banietemad’s body of work as significant is the way in which her films
occupy a sense of ambiguity and openness, oscillating between different modes of
storytelling that cannot be pinned down and defined, and, by so doing, reduced. Through an
exploration of her work, I suggest we can appreciate the way in which they continue to
respond to Iran’s dynamic society. It is her confrontation with the deepest societal struggles,
as well as her bold visualisation of the taboo, and her representation of women in all of their
diversity that has inspired this project. Despite the variety within her oeuvre, Banietemad’s
films have constantly remained interested in one thing: social issues. This matters because,
while dealing with social issues and struggles, Banietemad’s films continue to engage with
gender politics. It is this confrontation with patriarchy that makes her work crucial not only
to our discussions of women and Iranian cinema, but to cinema and women more broadly.
And so, for me, Banietemad’s films escape the notion of binaries and boundaries that many
scholars have often relied on in describing her work. The existing binaries that are prevalent
in her society do not limit or define her work. By rejecting them she offers a space where
she discusses issues around gender that go beyond Western ideas of feminism, which then
allow her to delve deeper into what she finds problematic about her own society. And despite
her rejection of the term feminist, Banietemad never shies away from challenging her own
society and its patriarchal norms.

Banietemad’s films possess a deep awareness of the existing binaries, yet they
actively refute them. The suggestion that Banietemad engages in a game of “tug of war”
proposes that she actively looks for a space in between the binaries. However, I argue that

her films are far more complex and nuanced than that. In an interview she discusses the
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challenges and the ways in which she negotiates with the guidelines drawn by the Islamic
Republic of Iran:

I want to point out that there are discrepancies — gaps — between the official line of

the Ershad* and the reality of film-making in Iran. It is within these gaps that we

search for our freedom and try to gain it bit by bit (Rahbaran 134).
I argue that Banietemad blurs the lines conceptually in her films and through her storytelling
in the same way that she blurs the lines with the officials. By rejecting binaries and categories
such as feminism, she allows herself to say more, especially in the context of Iran where the
term is highly contested. Instead of arbitrarily relying on categories and labels, the
filmmaker interrogates cultural and political structures in her home country through her
films. Her films create space for women’s stories, and dare to speak back against the
patriarchal powers, systems and institutions of Iran. Banietemad’s films do not negotiate
with binaries that are often limiting and reductive to begin with and instead her films rely
on a mode of storytelling that blurs such lines, offering a new platform for creating dialogue
and challenging systems of power. What emerges is a cinema that is deeply engaged with
its own social context, and aware of its own limitations. By looking at the vastness and
diversity that Banietemad’s body of work offers, I want to show how her films provide in-
depth interpretations of modern and contemporary cultural and social life in Iran, peeling

away layers, complicating and challenging systems of power along the way.

Methodology: Reading Film as Text, Interviews and Historical Context

Many scholars have looked at Iran’s post-Revolutionary films, and some have

looked at the role of women. My project is unique in its approach to Iranian cinema and my

4 The Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance (Ershad) is responsible for controlling all
media output to ensure all material abides by the values of the Islamic Republic of Iran.
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intervention. For my methodology, I employ a triangulation of interviews paired with
reading film-as-text and the application of theory, along with a deep contextual, cultural and
linguistic understanding of Iran’s complexities. I combine a textual analysis of reading ‘film
as text’, as a means to look beyond the politicisation of Iran, with interviews and contextual
research. My approach to film is significant because during times of political instability,
especially in state-controlled countries, it is through the embedded and implicit messages of
artistic expressions and the cinematic form, that a deeper reading of the country’s social
movements can be learned. I have already discussed the significance of the filmic form, and
accordingly my methodology will focus on film as text. That is not to suggest that my
research will be divorced from its political context. In a country where directing, producing,
acting and even watching a film becomes inevitably associated with its social and national
politics, the outcome is fluid, nuanced and certainly complicated. It is the merging of ‘art’
and artistic expression with forms of activism that places Iran’s cinema under a different
kind of light — one that stands in a liminal space between overtly political and absolutely
mundane. My work considers these complications and nuances, and through an in-depth
analysis of Banietemad’s film, explores the visualisation of women on the screen.

As such, I want to analyse and examine where the often implicit remarks made by
characters take us and how the filmic language itself responds to its surrounding, and, in
turn, comments on and challenges the socio-political situation of the country. It is, I think
the specificity of film that allows for these subjects, often unspoken and taboo ones, to be
visualised and showcased in a place with such strict censorship codes. According to ASL19,
the Islamic Republic,

Has not introduced many regulations in regard to censorship in the past few years.

The government has issued only a few acts that, to a minimum extent and in a general

manner, outline the codes of censorship. As such, much of the censorship imposed
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is not grounded in specific legislation, and is rather based on arbitrary interpretations

of laws and norms (229).

Iranian film scholar Saeed Zeydabadi-Nejad also argues: “the state control of Iranian cinema
has so far been understood as monolithic and impenetrable by some and as easily outwitted
by others.” He suggests that both positions “simplify the complex dynamics which have
been at work” (54). In comparison to other media platforms in the country, cinema has a
unique position, and “the absence of a clearly defined censorship code or a unitary
censorship mechanism” opens up space for negotiation and dialogue, pushing against the
so-called “red lines” (54). This further supports my approach to Banietemad’s films. The
text itself is meaningful, and what appears on the screen, as well as what is left out, comment
on the realities of gender politics in Iran.

While it is impossible and undesirable to separate the art from its social and political
context, I think a closer attention to the cinematic language can offer access to the
complexities and cultural codes of Iran. By considering how through various techniques
such as editing, lighting or cinematography Banietemad tells her story, films can provide
thought-provoking and complex readings of Iranian society and attitudes towards women,
sexuality and gender politics more generally. This also includes the treatment of the female
body on screen over the years, especially with regards to veiling and framing. It is these
urgent changes and shifts in [ranian society and politics that make the visual representation
of women such a compelling topic. The female body and her presence on film have often
been viewed as a site for “contamination” (Mottahadeh 1). While there is no question that
women in [ran must constantly navigate a patriarchal system, there is also no doubt that a
continuous and active form of resistance is taking place alongside these oppressions. It is
precisely this social condition that makes it crucial for us to ‘zoom in’ on the country’s

cinematic movements and productions to witness how it responds to and challenges the
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status quo. My readings of the films as texts, and my close analysis of the cinematic language
will make this possible.

My project engages with a diverse approach to film and gender politics that treats
Banietemad’s films as cases studies. By doing so, my work asks larger questions about the
representation of women. In addition, my research always considers the historical and
contextual backdrop of Iranian society and cinema. My extensive published interview with
the director,” and my research trip to Iran have also contributed to a deeper understanding
of the texts at hand. My connection with the Iranian film industry has enabled me to
understand the complexities of cinema in the country. Also, my contact with the cultural
codes and my language fluency have aided my work and offered me access to the complex
political, economic, historical and social context of the country. I am interested in the
exchange between films and culture, and how cinema, and art more generally, provide a
platform for resistance and activism. Gender politics and the systems of patriarchy that
govern the country’s public, social and political policies are central to my discussions of

Iran and its cinema. My approach to film studies and gender politics in Iran have allowed

> In winter of 2016, Kay Armatage and myself conducted an extensive interview with
Banietemad over email. The process took several months, where Armatage and I crafted and
drafted the questions, which I then translated from English into Persian to send to
Banietemad. Her answers were then translated by me from Persian into English. The
material was reviewed again by Banietemad’s personal translator for accuracy and published
by Feminist Media Histories in a special issues journal. All quotes taken from the interview
have been cited accordingly. On a separate occasion, in winter of 2017, I visited the director
in her home office in Tehran where we discussed her work. That interview has been recorded
but not published. When our conversation is quoted, I have indicated in the text.

The interview with Banietemad for Feminist Media Histories situates her work within the
history of women’s filmmaking and cinema in a global context. Significantly, it is after
conducting and publishing this interview that my research project changed in focus. Initially,
I intended for my PhD thesis to explore the works of various contemporary filmmakers and
the representation of women. The significance of Banietemad’s cinematic history and filmic
output since the revolution, paired with the lack of scholarly work on the director encouraged
me to write this thesis instead.
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me to tune into the way in which cinema negotiates and mediates between the red lines,
crossing over to the forbidden places of ‘feminism’ and women-centric films, commenting
on gender politics and challenging patriarchal norms and expectations. Using films as case
studies, the chapters in this thesis will offer close readings of Banietemad’s cinematic
practices and visualisations of her women characters. The significance of her work I think
can be further foregrounded with a better understanding of the country’s social and political
post-Revolutionary shifts. The section to follow will offer an overview of Iran’s
contemporary and modern history, thinking about the evolution of the female character on

the Islamic screen, and positioning Banietemad’s work within these shifts.

The Social, Political & Cinematic Context of Post-Revolutionary Iran

The Islamic Revolution of 1979 in Iran has led to many political and social changes
for the country. The attempt to de-Westernise the nation, and to bring back the lost Islamic
identity has meant that the country’s cinema, along with other forms of art (music, theatre,
dance etc.) were all affected by the Revolution. This of course includes the position of
women. In their article “Position of Women in Iran: An Analysis of Pre and Post Islamic
Revolution 1979,” Sadia Rafigue and Khalid Manzoor Butt draw on the economic, social
and political participation of women in society and the state. They discuss how while at first
the “1979 Revolution was the result of unity among religious forces, classes, gender and
various political organizations” (Butt & Rafique 435), the outcome was something different.
Soon after the Revolution’s leader, Ruhollah Khomeini, was in power, women were forced
into veils and out of public spaces. The consequences of such policies were also felt by the
country’s film industry.

This section will serve as a brief overview of the various cinematic shifts in the visual
depictions and involvements of women on the post-Revolutionary Iranian screen. Here, |
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want to demonstrate that while the Islamic Revolution brought with it rigid laws and
constraints, filmmakers have shown through various means their resistance and persistence,
adapting their work in ways that often challenge the system and negotiates with the redlines
of censorship. An overview of Iran’s post-Revolutionary social and political events, along
with the representation of women and their stories, in a country that attempts to veil and hide
them, will offer a contextual backbone to the following chapters, and illustrate the
significance of Banietemad’s body of work, situating her within the broader cinematic and
political movements of contemporary Iran.

While there are many political and cultural events that impact the fate of Iran, it is
no easy task to pin down these changes to a single movement, moment or director when we
think about films and the shifting representations of women. In other words, mapping these
changes is complex and dynamic, and the purpose of this section is to illustrate these
complexities. There are a number of collective factors and historical moments such as the
Islamic Revolution, the Iran-Iraq war, Mohammad Khatami’s presidency, and the Green
Movement that have inevitably led to changes in the nation’s cinema, especially in regard
to the involvement and participation of women both in front of, and behind the camera. Here,
I will draw on these key moments, along with references to iconic and key films in thinking
about the shifts that take place and the narrative around gender that is told and visualised

through this significant platform.

Post-Revolutionary Iranian Cinema: Women on the ‘Islamic’ Screen

From the banning of the veil under the Pahlavi monarchy, to the rise of the Islamic
regime in 1979, Iran has always been subject to a systemic patriarchy that has practiced its

power and domination over women. The main mission behind the Islamic Revolution was
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to redefine the nation’s values and to redeem and take back the rejected and forgotten Islamic
identity. In her book Sexual Politics of Iran, Janet Afary discusses the regime’s fierce
attempts at reinstating Sharia law and segregating public spaces. These laws, she argues
“abrogated reforms benefiting women in marriage and divorce, lowered the age of marriage
for girls to nine, pursued pronatalist policies, restricted women’s employment, and mandated
the Aijab for all women” (Afary 11-12). The fate of the country’s cinema was also questioned
after the revolution with two possibilities left for consideration: “they could either forbid it
(as the Taliban did in Afghanistan 15 years later) or Islamicize it” (Tapper 5). Aware of its
immense power, as a political and social tool, the authorities chose the latter.

The newly defined Islamic/Iranian cinematic identity was enforced through strict
censorship laws, which mandated that the “media would disseminate and observe Islamic
norms and promote the interests of the country” (Egan 48). These constraining laws meant
that “women have to appear veiled even in domestic settings; men and women cannot touch,
not even husband and wife” (Gugler 10). Agnes Devictor also discusses the regulation of
cinema in post-Revolutionary Iran. She states that:

The 1996 booklet is the most detailed as to what is forbidden: it is not allowed for

women to be filmed in close-up, to use makeup, or to wear tight-fitting or colourful

clothes; men must not wear ties or short-sleeved shirts unless they are negative
characters, no Western music is allowed, no intimate lighting; even the editing must

correspond to the Islamic norm (Devictor 70).

Central to these rules that govern Iranian cinema are the role and visualisation of women,
which is indicative of the social, cultural and political anxieties of the Islamic regime. In
Displaced Allegories, Negar Mottahedeh argues that for Khomeini “women’s bodies marked
the site of contamination. They were the very fissures through which foreign impurities were

introduced into the nation” (1). For the Islamic Republic, the female body functions as the
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‘battleground’ upon which the nation’s political interests also rest. Through veiling and
privatising women, the Islamic regime practices its power and control over women and the
nation.

In her book Words not Swords, Farzaneh Milani also discusses the impact of gender
segregation after the Revolution:

The cultural significance of an increasingly more rigid separation of men’s and

women’s spaces was multiple and varied. It consigned power, control, visibility,

voice, and especially mobility to one social category—men—at the expense of the

other—women (Milani 3).
However, despite such efforts, throughout the years, “Iranian women have challenged
patriarchal policies and structures” (Sreberny & Khiabany 88). Cinema, I argue is one of
the ways in which women challenge and question patriarchal structures and systems of
power. Milani argues that in cinema “feminine and masculine territories overlap as the
narrative unfolds and the actors perform under the viewers’ gaze. Cinema brings men and
women together as protagonists, acting partners, and audiences in the theater” (Words not
Swords 57). And while the inclusion of women in an art form as public as cinema has faced
its own set of challenges, today, women play central roles both behind and in front of the

camera.

From the “Chaste/Unchaste” to Complex Female Characters

In recent years, Iranian filmmakers such as Jafar Panahi, Asghar Farhadi, Reza
Dormishian, along with women directors such as Banietemad, Tahmineh Milani and Pouran
Derakhshande have made films that cast women as complex characters. Often these films

negotiate with redlines, and even dismiss certain censorship laws. A Character such as Simin

32



(Laila Hatami) from Farhadi’s 4 Separation (2011) for example, who is depicted through
her complexity and agency, with her deep-red hair poking from her headscarf, challenges
the patriarchal laws of Iran. Visually, Farhadi’s camera grants Simin close-up shots, once
forbidden by the censors. Dormishian, in Lantouri (2016), tells a visually and politically
bold story, critiquing gender politics in Iran, drawing attention to acid attacks and violence
against women. Recent Iranian films seem to have surpassed certain aspects of the
censorship laws such as close-up shots of women and women in makeup for example. Over
the years, the representation of women in films, and their role behind the camera have seen
significant changes. My contention is that this is as a result of continuous resistance and
creativity from Iranian filmmakers, and not as a result of a more lenient government. The
same is true of women in public spaces, where “women’s play with color or tightness, or the
revelation of a shoulder, a belly button, an ankle, or a wisp of hair mark political resistance”
(Lili Abu-Lughod 39). Since the revolution, through various means, women have fought to
challenge their position in society. The same constant and continuous fight has impacted the
country’s cinema. The diverse images of women that flood the nation’s cinema are as a result
of various political, social and cinematic changes.

In its initial years after the Revolution through its newly defined Islamic cinema,
women were heavily excluded from the screen, where any attention to their faces, bodies,
stories and voices was banned. If women did appear in films, they “generally occupied
background roles, partly due to filmmakers wanting to avoid complicated censorship rules”
(Chaudhuri Contemporary World Cinema 74). However, since the beginning years of the
Islamic Republic, the role of women has seen shifts. Maryam Ghorbankarimi identities four
stages in “tracing changes in the representation of women in Iranian cinema” (2). These

include:
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From the faceless, utterly good (vs. the bad) woman in pre-revolution films, to the

even more one-dimensional — almost holy — woman in the cinema of the 1980s, to

women who make mistakes and are subjected to hardship the same way that men
are, and women who are striving for independence and freedom from the 1990s

onward (2).

Shahla Lahiji’s “Chaste Dolls and Unchaste Dolls: Women in Iranian Cinema since 1979,”
which is at the forefront of debates around women and their representations, also outlines
the various shifts that have taken place in Iranian cinema in its treatment of women. Prior to
the revolution, as Lahiji argues, female roles were also limited. She argues:

‘Unchaste dolls’ came to dominate the silver screen as the sole cinematic

representation of Iranian women. The screen lacked real women — and real men.

Iranian films overflowed with fantasy of the most vulgar type, with no sign of

aesthetic appeal. It mattered to no-one that, in this display of coarse tactlessness, the

vast majority of Iranian women, who were trying to emerge from their conventional
social roles and rise to a higher level of social standing, were being victimized (Lahiji

219).

The ‘unchaste’ image that circulated within Iranian films, though worlds apart from what
we would encounter after the Revolution, was still representative of a patriarchal system and
a reductive approach and treatment to women and their characterisations, which lacked
depth and complexity.

The reorientation of the public sphere in relation to the female body meant that
women’s visualisation as depicted in cinema would undergo changes after 1979. The
Revolution, as expected, altered the fate of women on the screen. Moving from the
‘unchaste’ to the ‘chaste,” the minimal role played by women often consisted of “neutral

creatures engaged only in household chores” (Lahiji 222). Naficy states that “to use women,
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a new grammar of film evolved, which included women actors being given static parts or
filmed in such a way as to avoid showing their bodies” (Naficy, “Islamizing Film Culture in
Iran” 46). This was still considered a refreshing change from the very first years after the
Revolution where women hardly ever appeared on film. Other characters played by women
included the ‘bad’ and ‘faithless,” always represented by a less strict form of hejab.
Cinematically speaking then, the sejab became a form of characterisation. In a cinema where
women were hardly represented, their enforced Islamic garment became one with their
filmic identity.

For Lahiji, Iranian films have always distorted the image of women. In “Depictions
of Women in Iranian Cinema, 1970s to Present,” Minoo Derayeh makes a similar argument,
stating that two voices are commonly available to women in cinema — one of pre and post-
Revolutionary Iran, which is either “silenced and erotic,” or “silenced and desexualized”
(151). Despite the radical shift in the policies and laws of filmmaking between pre and post-
Revolutionary Iran, female characters remain silenced, with the difference that in one period
the characters were heavily sexualised and the next desexualised. Both representations were
passive, however, wherein women were prohibited to perform in roles that were more
complex, active and representative of their roles in society.

In “Transcending the Limitations,” Goli M. Rezai-Rashti discusses the significant
changes in the role, participation and presence of women in cinema. The increased
participation of women lends itself to various interpretations. Some scholars argue that the
Islamic Revolution, for the first time ever, brought women’s questions and concerns to the
forefront of public conversation. Paradoxically, the enforcement of the hejab became a
catalyst. By ‘cleansing’ and making the public domain morally acceptable in the eyes of
traditional families, women’s participation in public life was seen as legitimate and

acceptable (Rezai-Rashti 193). There are different elements, such as movement within
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public spaces, positions of authority within public life and the use of cinema as a public
space that brings to the fore women’s issues and stories. The complexities surrounding
women’s veiling, mobility and the screen will be further explored in the next chapter.

Today, many filmmakers feel obligated to tell a different story (Lahiji 216), which I
think is highly suggestive of a cultural shift. The shift that many film scholars have taken
notice of, takes place after the Iran-Iraq war where the role and representation of women
expands out of the ‘good’ versus ‘bad’ binary. In this period, female directors also begin
making films, as a form of objection to the ways they have been represented on the screen,
which as a result pushed the films towards a more “realistic”” and multidimensional depiction
of women. Thus, as Lahiji concludes, today in Iran exists “a new approach that is far more
progressive than attitudes before the revolution” (Lahiji 225). Ghorbankarimi also outlines
two main factors that have “helped shift the screen persona of the Iranian female subject”
(2). She argues that the “continuous evolution of the Iranian film industry” is the first factor,
and second, “the increase of women’s agency in society in general, and in the film industry
in particular” (2). The role of prominent women film directors such as Banietemad then
plays a crucial role in the way gender politics and women’s issues are expressed on the
screen.

Banietemad herself, who is recognised as one of Iran’s most confrontational
filmmakers, in the early years after the Revolution also made films that avoided the complex
portrayal of women adopted in her later works.® Her first three feature films Off Limits,
Yellow Canary, and Foreign Currency are different in tone and in subject from films she

makes later in her career, highlighting and reflecting the film industry at the time. In these

¢ In winter of 2017, on my research trip to Tehran, Iran, Banietemad and I discussed the
evolution of the representation of women in her body of work. She states that women’s roles
in films in the early years after the Revolution were limited, and slowly, through various
factors, the portrayal of women began to see changes. Her early films were no exception,
the director mentioned.
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early films, complex female characters such as Afagh or Tooba are nowhere to be found.
And yet, I suggest that despite the vast differences between her earlier works and those she
makes later, Banietemad always shows an interest in social issues. The more restrictive
social and political climate of filmmaking in the earlier years (1986-89) provides a context
that allows for satire and comedy. While she hardly engages with issues around femininity
and the complex representation of women, her earlier films still offer commentary on gender
politics. Though differently and through different means, her films from the very beginning
are concerned with and invested in the social issues of the country, and cleverly rely on a
satirical tone to challenge aspects of the society. As a result, even when Banietemad is
restricted in representing women, she is nonetheless wary of patriarchy through her
representation of men and their fragile masculinity. Turning now to the films of post-1980,

my aim is to explore further the depiction of gender politics in war films.

Gender and Iranian War Films

The Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988) that lasted nearly a decade also plays a significant
role in shaping Iran’s history and consolidating the Islamic Republic. As Roxanne Varzi
observes, “the war was also the largest mobilization of the Iranian population and was
achieved primarily by producing and promoting a culture of martyrdom based on religious
themes found in Shi’i Islam” (Varzi, “Iran’s Pieta” 87). Inevitably then, the long years of
war have shaped the nation’s cinema as well. In her article, “Stories Beyond History:
Translations Beyond Nations, Shouleh Vatanabadi discusses the influence of war on
literature and films:

Examples of films and literary works on the subject of the Iran-Iraq war are

numerous in both countries. In the case of Iran, from the outset of the war, the media
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of literature and film were active loci for both the official and non-official
expressions regarding this event and its impact on society. Many works fall into the
general rubric of what is termed as the literature and films of Defa’e Moghaddas (the
Sacred Defense, the official title given to this war). The war either has informed the
central narratives of these works or provided the background and setting for the
filmmakers and writers to address the subjects in relation to it (Vatanabadi 179).
Many of the films made and produced during the war years, promoted the regime’s ideals,
strengthening the Islamic Republic and serving mainly as propaganda (Ghanoonparvar 160).
The films made during these years “focused on war action, reaction, and violence”
(Naficy, A Social History 24). As Naficy states, these films “resorted to cliché plots,
sloganeering, moralizing narratives, and stereotypical and binaries characters. The Iraqi
enemy was generally portrayed as incompetent, venal, and heretical, while their Iranian
counterparts were represented as devout, idealistic, and heroic” (Naficy A4 Social History
24). In other words, these works cement and reinforce the war genre as an influential one
for the Islamic regime. The role of women in these films, as has been the case generally
within the war genre, is limited. As Naficy points, “if women were shown, they were
grieving family members” (25). While the films made during this period hardly display any
progressive images or complex representations of women (or social issues even), the war
played a crucial role in shaping the country’s cinema. Most importantly, the films “helped
to remove the taboo that religious authorities had established and that devout Iranians
observed regarding movie theatres and cinema in general” (Ghanoonparvar 160). An
industry that was once seen as taboo and ‘Western,” was now used as a way to promote
Islamic and national ideals. In this way, the war films, however propagandistic, made an

important contribution to the development of Iran’s film industry.
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In addition, despite the genre’s gravitation towards films that promoted war and the
Islamic regime, there were key films that also challenged such narratives. One of the most
significant films from the period (and Iranian cinema generally) is Bahram Beizai’s drama
Bashu, the Little Stranger (1986) - a multi-ethnic film starring Susan Taslimi as Na’i
performing the film’s leading character. In the film, a lone figure, Bashu (Adnan Afravian),
who has lost his home and family in the war, finds himself in the Northern part of Iran in
rice paddies. Here, Na’i, a local woman, who works the fields finds him and takes him in.
Despite their cultural and language barriers, the two develop a bond. For the first time in
Iranian cinema, a film relies on a woman character as the agent of its narrative; without her,
there is no film. Bahsu’s reliance on her, I suggest reinforces her centrality within the
narrative. Also, through cinematic techniques, the film visualises Na’i in a way that further
centralises her within the narrative, as well as on the screen. As Dabashi contends, “Nai is
perhaps Beizai’s most illustrious character” (Masters and Masterpiece of Iranian Cinema
275). He continues, “the most significant aspect of Nai’s character is the fact that she works,
that she is part of a labor class, which is the single most important source of her character,
culture, autonomy, and authority” (Dabashi Masters and Masterpiece of Iranian Cinema
275).

The film’s significant and perhaps most iconic visual moment is its introduction to
Na’i. The camera offers a striking close-up of her, as she wraps her headscarf around her
face, exposing only her bright green eyes, and a few strands of hair. Moruzzi adds that “the
close-up first shot of the veiled Soosan Taslimi rising from the field breaks the post-
Revolutionary gender taboo by re-centering the camera on the striking eyes of a handsome
woman” (“Reflexive Cinema” 119). In addition, this moment reveals the intensity of Na’i’s
gaze, as she looks ahead, warrior-like, almost reminding us of an image of a super heroine

— a woman about to fight (see figure 1). Through her intense and focused stare this shot of
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Na’i reverses the idea of the ‘male-gaze;’ because while she is being looked at through the
camera, by staring back, she actively confronts her viewer/camera. This close-up shot is
meaningful for a number of reasons: this is the first image through which we are exposed to
Na’i, and the image is successful in setting up her character and the important role she is
about to represent, both in terms of narrative, but also in relation to gender politics.
Additionally, this shot boldly challenges the censorship codes of Iran that prohibit any close-

ups of women.

—

Figure 1: A close-up shot of Na'i from Bashu! The Little Stranger.

The film’s commentary on war, as well as gender politics through the representation
of its female character makes Bashu necessary in the context of Iran’s cinematic landscape.
As Godfrey Cheshire states, the film is a “poignant reminder of the impermanence brought
on not only by war but by life’s inevitable flux” (Where Iranian Cinema Is 42). Beyzai’s
drama represents a complex reading and portrayal of the Iran-Iraq war, grappling with issues
of gender, ethnicity, race and the war itself. Produced during the war years, Beyzai’s film
focuses on the internal complications and aftermath of the war, without ever glorifying it.

While the political context of the film informs our understanding of its plot, the relationships
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and characterisations comment on the deeper repercussions of war. In this way, the film is
not tied down to its particular historical moment, but rather comments more broadly on the
theme of war and deals with issues of race, class and gender politics along the way, marking
this film as one of the most influential and even controversial films of early post-
Revolutionary Iran.

The war genre broadly (this is the case with Western cinemas as well), excludes any
sophisticated or nuanced engagement with issues of gender, or images of women. Bashu
challenges not only the genre, but also disrupts the phase of Iranian films that are flooded
with the images of the “chaste” woman. In the decades since the war, filmmakers continue
to use the event to make films, however, the tone of films produced after the war, “distance
themselves from state propaganda” (Ghanoonparvar 160) and instead adopt a more “anti-
war” tone. Contemporary films about the war such as M for Mother (2006) by Rasool
Mollagholi Poor, Banietemad’s Gilaneh (2006) or the recently made film Villaeiha (2017)
by Monir Gheidi are examples that not only challenge war, but also cast women to bring to
the fore some of the realities faced by them during the long years of the Iran-Iraq war. These
films also show the continuous consequences of the war and its impact on the everyday lives
of these women. The third chapter of this thesis will turn to Banietemad’s Gilaneh as well
as The May Lady to discuss the portrayal of motherhood, with consideration to the post-war

context of Iran.

Cinema of Reform: Iran Under Mohammad Khatami (1997-2005)

A decade into the Revolution, and the representation of women on the screen begins
to see changes. In his book, Reform Cinema in Iran: Film and Political Change in the

Islamic Republic, Blake Atwood discusses the significant role Mohammad Khatami plays
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in shaping Iran’s reform cinema, long before he was elected as president. He points out that
Khatami’s relationship with, and influence over, the film industry “began during his two
terms as the minister of culture and Islamic guidance” and “continued during his presidency”
(Atwood 16). This was not accidental; indeed, Khatami had a vision for the country’s
cinema. Atwood continues, “if Khatami’s first term as minister of culture and Islamic
guidance consolidated the film industry’s efforts into a revolutionary cinema, then his
second term was the genesis of a reform cinema” (Atwood 17). In Women, Islam, and
Cinema, Gonul Domez-Colin also points to Khatami’s influence, suggesting that films made
during his presidency “display a different picture, as if the filmmakers are testing the limits
to see how far they can push the relatively relaxed censorship codes” (155).

Key films came out of what Atwood refers to as the “golden period for filmmaking
in Iran because the ministry, at Khatami’s urging, offered a looser interpretation of its duty
to “supervise” film production” (Atwood 17). Banietemad’s Nargess — a national and
international success — grapples with issues of sexuality and the intersection of class and
gender. Her subsequent feature film, Blue Veiled also brings to the Islamic screen a bold
story of love. The two films are made prior to Khatami’s presidency, but during his time as
the minister of culture. The significance of Nargess and Blue Veiled will be discussed in
length in the second chapter of the thesis, where I consider Banietemad’s confrontation with
the role of women as lovers — a topic considered taboo.

Khatami’s presidency in 1997 brought important changes to both social life in Iran
as well as the nation’s cinema. Many controversial films by Banietemad such as The May
Lady, Under the Skin of the City and Mainline were made during Khatami’s presidency.
Other examples, which boldly engage with feminist, social and taboo topics, include 7wo
Women (1999) by Milani, and Panahi’s The Circle (2000). Under Khatami, a more open

cinema was possible, enabling films that responded to the social conditions of the country,
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and filmmakers did not hesitate to take advantage of this new progressive shift. As far as the
representation of women is concerned, Panahi’s The Circle is, I would argue, one of Iran’s
most radically feminist films, and begs further analysis. I discuss the films in order to
provide a context for my focus on Banietemad’s work. Films such as The Circle make clear
that Banietemad was working in a larger context of cinematic change.

The Circle brings to the fore issues of gender politics in a patriarchal society. It does
so by casting three female actors as the film’s main protagonists, focusing on their stories.
The camera follows these women, their journeys, familial relationships and their sisterhood
as they escape prison to find themselves once again restricted and imprisoned by societal
expectations. As the name suggests, the film portrays the circular and cyclical wheel these
women are forced into. Panahi taps into the personal stories of various women as they cross
paths and within these stories he introduces issues and themes that are new to the Iranian
screen: abortion, addiction, prostitution and crime. The prison becomes a symbolic setting
within the film: a place that the young women escape, yet a place that has shaped their
identities and experience, preparing them for their lives on the streets of Tehran.

The prison also becomes a symbolic critique of larger issues, and Panahi’s way of
commenting on gender politics more broadly in relation to the Iranian society. On the one
hand, to imagine three young women in jail brings forth its own set of assumptions, but even
more importantly, Tehran, the society in which they live and must navigate, functions as its
own prison for these women. In the film, we hardly learn about the backgrounds of these
women. What connects them in their friendship and sisterhood is their shared experiences
of prison life. By doing so, Panahi’s film adopts a feminist position, not only because of its
representation of women, but also for relying on three female characters and their
camaraderie as they attempt to escape and set themselves free from the cycle implied by the

title.
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The film is an important artefact of its time - a social commentary on Iranian society
and representative of a more open and relaxed cinema in Iran, approaching issues of gender
through a more explicit and direct tone. As noted, the film’s depiction of three women at its
centre, which solely revolves around the female characters and their experiences, is crucial.
Perhaps even more significant is the film’s lack of any real male characters. The narrative
structure then depends on the stories and agency of these women. Through its complex
portrayal of gender politics and critique of the patriarchy, as well as the film’s allowance of
a narrative dictated and characterised by a truly marginalised set of female characters, the
film marks itself as politically and socially significant.

As this example suggests, the reformist movement under Khatami witnesses a film
industry that engages more explicitly with critical subject matter that questions social and
political concerns. In this period, films begin to engage with pressing issues such as poverty,
corruption, divorce, drug addiction, authority, and female agency (Egan 54). As the
censorship laws ease, the “symbolic and esoteric” tone which post-Revolutionary Iranian
films adopt is replaced in “favor of more straightforward, commercially oriented narratives”
(Egan 54). However, while Iranian cinema was beginning to see significant changes, the
election of hardliner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005, brought with it the promise “to restore
Islamic governments” (Egan 58). While, under his rule, stricter censorship laws were
reinforced, Iranian cinema continued to grow, producing some of its best and most

internationally acclaimed films.

The Ahmadinejad Period: Banning Feminism and Social Films

In The Politics of Iranian Cinema: Films and Society in the Islamic Republic,

Zeydabadi-Nejad discusses the shifts in the country’s cinema under Ahmadinejad. He says,
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“In 2005, the newly appointed culture minister, Hossein Saffar-Harandi, announced that
from then on distribution and exhibition of films which promoted feminism and secularism
were prohibited” (53). Zeydabadi-Nejad then continues to discuss what I think is truly telling
of the way censorship laws operate in Iran. He says:

My recent conversations with filmmakers demonstrates that the situation has not

changed drastically under the Ahmadinejad regime. In filmmakers' dealings with the

authorities, negotiation is still the order of the day. However, like the 1994-97 period,
these negotiations can be more difficult than with the reformist authorities under

Khatami (Zeydabadi-Nejad 53).

When I discussed censorship with Banietemad, she made a similar remark. That while there
were changes under Khatami, and now under Rouhani, generally speaking censorship is
about negotiation. In another interview, Banietemad states: “/ push the boundaries”
(Rahbaran 133), and that it is “within these gaps that we search for our freedom and try to
gain it bit by bit” (Rahbaran 134). The “gap” Banietemad refers to is that of the official laws
and the reality of filmmaking. And so, while the years under Ahmadinejad harmed Iran in
various ways (economically, socially and politically), filmmakers still managed to work to
an extent under such harsh realities, and not because they were encouraged to, but because
they found ingenious ways to do so.

The politics of suffocation in Iran reached its climax after Ahmadinejad’s first term,
and the “relative social and political liberalization that characterized Khatami’s presidency
was essentially reversed” (Holliday 6). The aftermath of the highly disputed and rigged 2009
election brought to the streets the largest uprising since the 1979 Islamic Revolution. The
Green Movement (the colour assigned to Ahmadinejad’s opponent, Mir-Hossein Mousavi)
challenged the state, questioning its legitimacy. People of all walks of life poured into the

streets of Tehran, and other major Iranian cities asking: “where is my vote.” Images of brave
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Iranian women circulated all news outlets and social media platforms globally, leaving “no
doubt in anyone’s mind that Iran’s body politic was invaded by feminine power (Tahmasebi-
Birgani 78). A particular image, that of the brutal death of Neda Agha-Soltan, a 26-year-old
woman shot in the chest during protests in Tehran, became iconic. In her work, Naghibi
looks at how Neda has become a symbol, standing for all Iranian women, imagined beyond
a mourned body (“Diasporic Disclosures” 60). With Ahmadinejad in power for a second
term, Iran’s fate was further threatened. The dire impact of international isolation and
Western sanctions on the country has left its economy fragile, directly affecting the Iranian
people. With Hasan Rouhani in power and the implementation of the historical Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action, usually referred to as the Iran Nuclear Deal, involving the
USA, the EU and other members of the United Nations Security Council, signed by president
Barack Obama, a more hopeful future for Iran and its relationship with the West was
imagined. With the election of Donald Trump and the withdrawal of the USA from the
JCPOA in 2018, such hopes have wavered.

During such dire political times how does cinema reimagine a different narrative?
The years under Ahmadinejad certainly impacted the country’s cinema. One of Iran’s most
prominent filmmakers, Panahi, has been imprisoned for six years and banned from making
films for 20 years as a result of his political involvement in the Green Movement (Rahbaran
163). And yet, this did not deter Panahi from making films: under house arrest the filmmaker
produces This is Not a Film (2011), a “zero-budget film about a day in his life, shot entirely
within his flat” (Bradshaw), smuggled out of Iran on a USB stick, hidden in a cake. His latest
film Taxi (2015) won the Golden Bear at the Berlin Film Festival but, banned from
travelling, he was unable to accept the award (Rahbaran 163). Despite the restrictions
imposed on him, Panahi has always found creative and interesting ways to continue with his

filmmaking and participate in international film festivals.
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In defiance of the stricter and harsher censorship laws under Ahmadinejad, the
Iranian film industry has stood its ground, continuing to produce critically acclaimed films
which have placed the country’s cinema on the international stage. Farhadi, one of Iran’s
most respected and internationally recognised directors, has, in the face of harsh political
and social realities, continued to make award-winning films. In 2012, Farhadi won the first
Academy Award for an Iranian film for 4 Separation and then won again in 2017 for The
Salesman, both in the category of Best Foreign Language Film. This is crucial, not only for
the country’s cinema, but also because, as I argue elsewhere, “at a time of political chaos
and isolation, Farhadi has familiarised the world with his home country through its art and
human stories” (Khosroshahi). His films, through characters such as Simin and Razieh
(Sareh Bayat), also complicate the often homogenous and reductive depictions of the
Iranian/Muslim woman on the international screen. Through his films, Giles Harvey argues
that Farhadi “makes art of moral ambiguity” (Harvey). In a country that is obsessed with
binaries, Farhadi challenges the black-and-white, offering instead shades of grey,

questioning social politics in a way that raises questions, and yet, dodges the censors.

A Cinema of Resistance & Change

Iranian cinema continues to be recognised and celebrated locally and globally with
the likes of Panahi, Farhadi, and Banictemad. However, this is as a result of continued
persistence from these filmmakers. Banietemad’s documentary We are Half the Population
(2009) merges together state and gender politics. In the lead-up to the controversial election
0f 2009, the film captures various women’s rights activist groups discussing pressing gender
issues in contemporary Iran. The filmmaker then asks the four candidates (Ahmadinejad

refusing to participate) to comment on the issues raised by these activist groups. Unable to
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screen the film in Iran, Banietemad shares the footage online, free of charge, to be circulated
and viewed by the public. During the four years, under Ahmadinejad’s second term,
Banietemad refuses to make films, explaining the gap in her career. In 2014, with Rouhani
in power, the filmmaker compiled seven short films into her feature film 7ales. In its final
chapter, by looking at Tales, this thesis will discuss its reception, the meta-cinematic and the
notion of collective womanhood in detail.

Returning now to the central theme of my research project — the cinematic
representation of women — I contend that despite serious efforts to ban films with social and
feminist topics, Iranian directors have continued in the pursuit of a cinema that challenges
social and state politics. Films such as Banietemad’s 7ales, Farhadi’s The Salesman,
Dormishina’s Lantouri, Derakhshandeh’s Under the Smokey Roof (2017) and Milani’s
Untaken Paths (2017), are just a few examples that explicitly and boldly challenge gender
politics and patriarchal structures. At times, it takes years for films such as Tales and I am
Not Angry (Dormishian 2014) to receive permission for screening, and yet these directors
continue with their persistence, bringing onto the Iranian screen films that engage with taboo
topics. A documentary filmmaker-within-the-film from 7ales, in the final scene, reminds us
that “no film will ever stay in the closet.” I argue that despite the efforts by authorities to
control the nation’s cinema, and to remove women and their issues once again from the
screen, “the golden period”’ (Atwood 17) has unleashed something that can never be taken
back. Even when the country takes steps backwards politically, the cinema has reached a
level of creativity and maturity that makes it nearly impossible to be retracted. As such,
Iran’s film industry continues to bring to the screen interesting and thought-provoking
narratives that challenge social and state politics. Women continue to be central to these

stories, drivers of the plot, and depicted in complex ways. The portrayal of women through

" The “Golden Period” refers to the period under Khatami argued by Atwood (17).
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their “emancipated and liberated voices” (Derayeh 155) offers a new space, an arena where
they display resistance and challenge patriarchal systems, where their stories, their roles,
and their performances become acts of confrontation, resistance and action.

In this thesis, I will situate one of Iran’s most prominent filmmakers within this
dynamic and complicated context. I will argue that Banietemad’s body of work serves as a
significant collection that offers a gateway into the visualisation of women, and their stories
on the post-Revolutionary Iranian screen, illustrating the evolving and changing of both the
country’s film industry, and the position women take within it. Also, through the intersection
of gender and class, as well as her filmic style, Banietemad draws us to the complexities of
contemporary Iranian society. Her position within Iran’s post-Revolutionary cinema is
interesting: she is at once part of this context, influenced by it, but has also, through her
prominent films such as Nargess and Blue Veiled significantly altered the representation of
women on the screen. This confirms the importance of her work, illustrating that she is fully
the product of Iran’s cinematic and social context, but also a force that has enhanced and
pushed for a nuanced, honest and bold cinema that confronts Iran’s social issues, in defiance
of authorities and censors. This thesis aims to examine and explore the ways in which she
disrupts and dismantles the male-dominated film industry. Through her cinematic platform,
Banietemad brings to the fore characters such as Tooba, Afagh, Nargess, Nobar, Gilaneh
(Fatemeh Motamed-Aria), Forough (Minoo Faraschi) and Sara (Baran Kosari), visualising
them on the screen, and drawing attention to their stories. Equally important is Banietemad’s
resistance and insistence to remain in her home country, despite its restrictions, using the

filmic medium as a way to challenge aspects of her society.
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Outline: Chapter Breakdown & Film Selection

The aim of this thesis is to shed light on the diverse representation of women on the
Islamic screen, and the ongoing and tireless resistance and persistence of Banietemad’s
filmmaking in the process. Despite the stifling political and social climate under the Islamic
government, my goal is to show, through detailed discussion of Banietemad’s body of work,
the important social and cinematic advances in Iran. The overview provided in this
introduction of the shifting and evolving female identity on the Iranian screen, from the start
of the Islamic regime in 1979 to the present, aids in contextualising the kinds of images and
narratives Banietemad’s cinema engages with. I am interested in how the female characters
transition from non-existent to central characters, and how social and political moments in
recent history have aided in this process. This exploration provides a necessary foundation
for the dialogues and ideas the thesis will engage with, but also serves to situate
Banietemad’s work within a larger cinematic and social context.

The thesis will be divided thematically into four chapters, each focusing on specific
films by Banietemad as case studies. The first chapter, through an analysis of the character
Tooba, will examine her significance in Banietemad’s body of work. First drawn by the
director in 1985, the role of Tooba, arguably Banietemad’s most iconic character, was
always reserved for the actor Golab Adineh. Due to censorship, the film only received
approval 16 years later. Adineh however, makes her first appearance as Tooba in The May
Lady in 1998 and takes centre stage in Under the Skin of the City years later in 2001. In
2014, she appears again, in Banietemad’s latest feature film Tales. The chapter will explore
the significance of Tooba’s characterisation: an illiterate, working-class mother who, despite

reflecting the gender and class politics of her society, always embodies defiance. Over the
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decades, Tooba has marked her filmic significance as one Banietemad’s most influential
characters. Most importantly, Tooba’s centrality within the director’s vast body of work
draws us to the meta-cinematic. Her famous line, “who will watch these films anyway,”
comments on and questions the role of filmmaking in Iran. The significance of Tooba is
undeniable within Banietemad’s body of work.

Through an extensive analysis of the origins and development of her character and
her position within these films, my aim is to consider Banietemad’s treatment and
representation of women in contemporary Iranian films. The chapter will mainly focus on
Under the Skin of the City where Tooba plays the lead role. Made in 2001, the film is about
Tooba and her family, with the city of Tehran and its context always serving as a backdrop.
Her disabled husband is unable to work, which makes the textile worker Tooba the
breadwinner of the family. Desperate to leave Iran and to seek better opportunities for the
entire family, their oldest son Abbas (Mohammad Reza Foroutan) tries to sell the family
house. The youngest son, Ali (Ebrahim Sheibani) is a student and a political activist who is
always in trouble with the authorities. We are also introduced to the daughters: Hamideh
(Homeira Riazi) who returns from her abusive husband to the safe haven of Tooba’s home.
Mahboubeh (Baran Kosari), the younger daughter, also lives with the family. Through
Tooba and her family, Under the Skin of the City explores the conditions of social life in
Iran. Tooba’s home is both the space that brings together its members, but also, through its
destruction, serves as a metaphor for life in Tehran, commenting on gender and class
politics. Through a textual reading of Under the Skin of the City and references to The May
Lady and Tales, where Tooba also appears, the first chapter of my thesis will explore the
filmic significance of the Tooba figure as one of Banietemad’s most iconic and influential

characters. Her centrality within Banietemad’s works draws us to different aspects of the
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director’s filmic practices, and through Tooba’s spatial mobility, Under the Skin of the City,
I argue explores various aspects of Iranian society and issues around gender politics.

The aim of the first chapter is to also establish Banietemad’s filmmaking style and
her treatment of the representation of women on the Iranian screen. From there, the thesis
will take on a more thematic approach, wherein the second chapter will focus on Nargess,
potentially the most influential of the director’s works, and Blue Veiled, considering the
representation of love as taboo in the Islamic Republic. Nargess tells the story of a love
triangle between Afagh, Adel (Abolfazl Poorarab) and Nargess. Afagh and Adel, thieves
who are partners-in-crime, are also lovers. We learn in the film, that Afagh, who is Adel’s
senior, takes the boy under her wings once he is shunned from his family. Falling
immediately in love with Nargess, Adel hopes for a normal life. And yet, he cannot ask for
her hand in marriage without the support of his family. In an attempt to hold on to her lover,
Afagh agrees to perform the role of his mother, with the promise that he will never leave
her. The film then grapples with ideas of sexuality, crime, class and polygamy. The complex
triangular relationship between Afagh, Adel and Nargess only becomes more complicated
as the plot develops. In similar ways, Banietemad’s Blue Veiled also wrestles with the idea
of unattainable love. Owner of the tomato factory, Rasul (Ezzatollah Entezami), a wealthy,
widowed, middle-aged man falls in love with Nobar — a younger woman in a blue scarf who
is working for him. The film explores the intimate love and bond between the two characters.
However, differences in class and age create obstacles for the lovers. Rasul’s daughters, who
are bound in tradition, are unable to accept the relationship between their father and a poor
factory worker.

These two films depart from Banietemad’s first three films and bring to the screen
the subject of love and desire intersected with class politics. About Nargess and Blue Veiled,

I argue that Banietemad’s depiction of love is crucial in the way in which she challenges the
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image of women characters as passive subjects and recipients or objects of love. Instead,
these films show the characters of Afagh, Nargess and Nobar through their agency. These
women are sexualised, shown through their active role in their love stories, challenging the
cinematic representations of women at the time. And so, through Nargess and Blue Veiled,
I argue that Banietemad depicts women as lovers, and in so doing, grapples with a cultural
and cinematic taboo. Importantly, she is able to do so through the cinematic language in
defiance of the censors. This chapter is interested in the role cinema as a platform plays in
offering a set of tools that enable the visualisation of the taboo.

The third chapter will turn from the representation of women as lovers and begin
thinking about the depiction of Banietemad’s mother characters. Here 1 argue that
Banietemad problematises the image of the mother. The chapter will focus on the director’s
films The May Lady and Gilaneh - two films that while seemingly distinctive, are also in
many ways connected through their shared theme and exploration of motherhood, as well as
through their references to the Iran-Iraq war. The May Lady tells the story of Forough: a
single-mother who is a filmmaker within the film. Living with her only son Mani (Mani
Kasraian), the film brings to the fore the cultural complexities of Forough’s life as a woman
who must negotiate between her desire for love and her son’s anxieties. In addition, within
the film, Forough is assigned a documentary project in search of the ‘perfect’ mother.
Through this, the film offers snippets and images of a diverse range of women and their
experiences of motherhood. The film then brings together ideas of sexuality and work under
the umbrella of motherhood, complicating the image and representation of the mother figure.

Gilaneh, which tells the story of the Iran-Iraq war, operates entirely differently. In
its exploration and depiction of motherhood, the film is steeped in its war-time context.
Gilaneh, herself a mother whose son returns home disabled and broken by war, must now

sacrifice everything to take care of him. The film draws links between the mother’s body
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and the nation. In addition, Gilaneh, through a mother whose son is neither sacrificed nor a
hero, contextualises the role of motherhood in a post-war country, drawing on its
consequences. In this chapter, I will provide a brief overview of Banietemad’s treatment of
the theme and depiction of motherhood. The two films, The May Lady and Gilaneh will
serve as case studies in my exploration of the role and portrayal of mothers on the Iranian
screen. In this chapter, I argue that the mothers we encounter in Banietemad’s films
transcend the stereotypical, reductive, and symbolic representations of motherhood. This
matters especially, because in the years after the revolution, female performances were
largely limited to depicting mother characters. For Banietemad to engage with this role, but
in a way that challenges, diversifies and celebrates it, is crucial to a full exploration of her
treatment of women on the screen.

The fourth and final chapter of the thesis will continue to think about the
representation of women and gender politics in Iranian society by looking at Banietemad’s
most recent feature film 7ales. The film is an accumulation of her previous works, making
references to characters of Tooba, Nargess, Sara, and Nobar. It only seems fitting to end
with Tales — a film that, in creating something new and dynamic, celebrates Banietemad’s
previous films and female characters. Tales, 1 argue, is a film highly aware of its own
cinematic frame, using the filmic space as a way to connect the individual and distinct films
of Banietemad’s career together in an oeuvre defining, collective and unified notion of
womanhood. The thesis thus begins with a single character study and ends with an
examination of womanhood more broadly; in doing so, my hope is that this project brings
to light the extensive range of female characters that appear on Banietemad’s screen. In this
final chapter I argue that the stories of the women in 7ales intertwine as a way to create a

notion of the collective — a narrative of female empowerment and survival that displays
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resistance both within its cinematic frame, but also, through its reception and context,
outside of the filmic frame.

In its entirety, the aim of my thesis is to explore the cinematic representation and
visualisation of women on the screen, as well as the treatment of issues around gender and
femininity. There has yet been no study that focuses entirely on Banietemad’s films in the
English language, and so this project is a first of its kind. Also significant to my work is the
director’s stance — I argue that her camera creates a special space that challenges both
internal and external politics. Through a detailed analysis of Banietemad’s films and their
treatment of women characters, I want to show how, while the director is aware of the
conditions of her home country, she never neglects the negative assumptions and
stereotypical images of the Iranian/Muslim woman that circulate media outlets outside of
Iran. And so, Banietemad’s body of work is important for creating social change and impact
in her home country, as she continuously challenges systems of power and makes films that
resist the current socio-political conditions of contemporary Iran. Scholarship around
filmmakers such as Banietemad has never been more crucial. First, her films shed light on
the people-led and grassroots women’s movements in Iran, dismantling any myths that
Iranian women have no agency or autonomy. Secondly, my approach in this thesis will
contribute to the de-Westernisation of the film studies canon, by expanding knowledge of
Iranian cinema, challenging existing discourses and offering alternative narratives. Finally,
I argue that at a time when our news outlets and political discourse is engulfed with hate and

violence, diversifying our cinema and visual culture is crucial.
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1. The Cinematic, Political and Cultural
Significance of Tooba

Introduction

Drawn out by Banietemad in 1985, the role of Tooba, the filmmaker’s most iconic
character, was always reserved for Golab Adineh to perform in Under the Skin of the City.
However, because of censorship, the film did not receive approval until 16 years later
(Armatage & Khosroshahi 150). Tooba however, appears for the first time in The May Lady
in 1999 and then later takes centre stage in Under the Skin of the City in 2001. In 2014, she
appears again, in Banietemad’s most recent feature film 7ales. This chapter will explore
Tooba’s filmic significance and visualisation in Banietemad’s body of work: an illiterate,
working-class mother who, despite reflecting the gender and class politics of her society,
always embodies defiance. Over the decades, Tooba, I argue, has marked her filmic
significance as one of Banietemad’s most influential characters. Most importantly, Tooba’s
centrality within the director’s vast body of work draws us to various aspects of
Banietemad’s filmmaking practices, which include the recurring theme of the meta-
cinematic, stylistic choices, and the representation of complex female characters. Tooba’s
famous line, repeated in several works that I will look at in this chapter, “who will watch
these films anyway”’, comments on and questions the role of filmmaking in Iran, as well as
the role of the camera for Banietemad, asking important questions about the representation
of women in her films. In addition, by looking at one of Banietemad’s most iconic
characters, this chapter will discuss how she embodies spatial mobility, through which,
Under the Skin of the City explores the concept of space and the layers of Tehran and its
society. Using Under the Skin of the City as my main case study and drawing on the

development of Tooba’s characterisation and visualisation in other films by Banietemad
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(The May Lady and Tales), my aim is to explore how the director utilises Tooba as a way to
yoke together the private and public spaces to draw on the social issues of class and gender
in Iran. Ultimately, the central aim of this chapter is to illustrate the cinematic, political and
cultural significance of the Tooba character in the director’s body of work, as well Iran’s
contemporary cinema.

Through a character analysis of Tooba, as well as a textual reading of Under the Skin
of the City, this chapter will touch on Banietemad’s filmmaking practices, the role of the
camera, the representation of women characters, and the importance of veiling and framing
of the female body. Throughout, I will be thinking about Banietemad’s position as a
filmmaker who actively chooses to remain in her home country, to make films despite its
social and political restrictions. The central aim of this thesis is to consider how Banietemad
uses her stories and the visual medium to engage with gender politics in Iran. By “zooming
in” on Tooba, this chapter will begin with a character study, as a way to set up the rest of
the thesis. The chapters to follow will consider the themes of love and motherhood, and the
final chapter will turn to the director’s latest feature film 7ales, discussing the notion of the
collective. What connects these themes and films is the complexity through which the
women characters of Tooba, Afagh, Nargess, Nobar, Forough, Gilaneh and Sara are
depicted. Banietemad’s camera captures stories from the margins of society, remaining
highly critical of the state and the social situation of her country, problematising gender and
class politics at every turn. Yet, Banietemad’s depiction of these women exceeds the harsh
limitations imposed on them by their society. Her films also show these women through
their defiance, agency and voice. I consider how the character development of Tooba,
inspired by a documentary in 1992, precedes her first filmic appearance. She is written
before appearing on the screen — both based on a ‘real’ film subject from Banietemad’s

documentaries, and at the same time a fictional construction. I argue that Tooba’s
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significance in shaping Banietemad’s works around femininity and womanhood, as well as
her dynamic and complex approach to class, are all aspects of her filmmaking practices that

are heightened in Under the Skin of the City.

Tooba’s Origins: Where Does She Come From?

The reception and development of the Tooba character, I argue, demonstrates her
centrality to Under the Skin of the City, but also to Banietemad’s body of work more broadly.
While we encounter Tooba for the first time in The May Lady, she has been under
development, a work in progress for a while in the screenplays of the director. Banietemad
uses this method of storytelling again, where she borrows from her previous films and
returns to past characters. Writing in “An Interview with Rakhshan Banietemad,” Kay
Armatage and myself argue that Under the Skin of the City represents a ‘village’ within the
city metaphor where previous characters reappear again in later films. Through this the film
depicts a sense of intimacy between its characters. Also, the way the characters often recur
in later films supports this notion. As the audience, we return in later films to familiar faces
and engage with stories in a way that connects us back to the conceptual ‘village.” Tooba’s
representation I suggest further illustrates this point. Her recurrences make her relevant to
the film, but also function as a point of reference. With this reading, we were interested in
whether Banietemad anticipated this kind of storytelling where she would return time and
again to the same characters in later films. This is her response:

At the time that [ was making Under the Skin of the City, 1 naturally didn’t know that

I would bring these characters back years later in 7ales. But before that, in The May

Lady that was made prior to Under the Skin of the City, characters from Nargess and

The Blue Veiled were present. I wrote the first draft of Under the Skin of the City in

1985 and it was supposed to be my first feature film, but it didn’t get approved until
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16 years later. Of course in these 16 years, the drafts were revisited and rewritten

based on current social changes, until finally in 1999 it got approved. In the May

Lady there is a scene where Tooba goes to visit her son in jail. This is a character

from a future film that has not appeared in a film before it! This was because years

ago, I had made a firm decision that Golab would play this role (Armatage and

Khosroshahi 149-150).

As stated by the director, Under the Skin of the City was written in 1985 and only received
permission to be filmed and screened 16 years later. The reception of Under the Skin of the
City, as is the case for many of her other films, is suggestive of Banietemad’s embodiment
of her political, social and cultural resistance, and how cinema becomes that platform and
space for her protest and activism. As noted here, Under the Skin of the City was revisited,
seeing changes throughout these years.

Banietemad also draws on the significant role of the Tooba character and Golab
Adineh who would come to perform this role in all three films (The May Lady, Under the
Skin of the City and Tales). Tooba then, is a product of her time — a character that has been
revisited, rewritten, drafted and crafted with time. Her significance is tied to her relevance,
but also the inception of the character which dates back to 1985, before Banietemad
produces any feature films. The Tooba character, though she has seen changes, has been part
of the director’s repertoire since then. Her characterisation, I suggest informs and impacts
the works of Banietemad for the years to come. Tooba’s story is born out of a social context
that makes her a symbol of resistance. She constantly, from film to film, reminds us about
the cinematic frame and its role in our society, even questioning its importance. The
character’s first appearance in 7The May Lady is through the character Forough’s camera
lens: introduced as a working woman, she is angry in this first encounter. 7he May Lady

offers a glimpse into the Tooba character, and sets up a motif in which Tooba appears
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through a fictional camera lens. Unable to receive a permit for Under the Skin of the City,
Banietemad puts away the screenplay, and goes on to make The May Lady, and yet, Tooba
still makes her way in.

In Tales, Tooba makes an appearance again, wherein the film connects her familial
story with the worker’s union and their movement, and once again comments on the nature
of filmmaking. This timeline shows how Tooba has been a part of Banietemad’s filmmaking
for over three decades. From film to film, frame-to-frame, the character has served as the
nucleus of the family, but has also become crucial in the film’s response to the gender and
class politics of Iran. Also significant is Tooba’s relationship with the camera and the filmic
platform. The repetition of Tooba’s question from film to film, asking, “who is going to
watch these films anyway” visualises a world outside the cinematic frame and reimagines
its relation to the audience, as well as the cinematic form. In response to Tooba’s rhetorical
question, I want to propose that viewership is important to the role of filmmaking, but also
in questioning the power of the medium. While fully aware of its potential, through Tooba’s
scepticism, Banietemad also addresses the limitations of films in creating social change.

Tooba’s role in Under the Skin of the City also touches on other crucial aspects of
Banietemad’s film career. The film encompasses various themes, ideas and styles that the
filmmaker reproduces throughout her body of work. While Tooba is a fictional character,
her construction is inspired by Banietemad’s documentary 7o Whom Do You Show These
Films (1992). In an interview, Banietemad discusses the origins of this significant line:

The sentence which Touba says in the film, the first time I heard this exact sentence

was 24 years ago. I was making a documentary and a character called Mehri asked

me: “Who do you show these films to anyway?” This sentence had so much meaning

that it stuck with me. I used it time and time again in many films that I made since
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then. I think the reason I use it is as a reminder to authorities to know what people

are feeling and be aware of their sentiments (Talu).
Tooba repeatedly uses this line, which once belonged to Mehri. As noted here, the line draws
attention to the power dynamics at play, questioning the role of cinema. But Tooba’s famous
line also highlights the significance of Banietemad’s documentary filmmaking and its
influence on her career. Prior to her narrative cinema, Banietemad was involved in
documentary work, where she was “largely concerned with the lower and middle classes of
Iranian society” (Ghorbankarimi 67). This interest is also evident in her fictional films,
where the research conducted for the documentary projects is often “used as the foundation
for the scripts of her films” (Ghorbankarimi 68). Varzi states that the “ethnographic value”
of Banietemad’s films impress her most. She describes this as work “that is based on
participant observation, interviews, and a lot of research” (“A Grave State” 97). For Varzi
this is especially important at a “time when documentary and most anthropological
endeavors have become close to impossible in Iran” (“A Grave State” 97). These films
through their ethnographic qualities and research offer a foundation for Banietemad’s films.
In addition to offering a foundation for the scripts, the ‘realistic’ mode in which Banietemad
tells these stories, has also been influenced by her documentary filmmaking. The director’s
approach to fictional films also impacts her style, which often glides between realism and

melodrama, and this is especially evident in Under the Skin of the City.

Banietemad’s Cinematic Style: “Between Melodrama and Realism”

The impact of Banietemad’s documentary works can be seen in her feature films as
well. Turning to Banietemad’s camera and filmmaking style in Under the Skin of the City, 1
argue that the film reveals a lot about the cinematic style of the director, and this is important

because it comments on her documentary filmmaking and its influence on her style, but also
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her approach to social issues, which are inspired by real life events and absolutely central to
the subjects and content of her works. And yet, her feature films are dramatic, even
melodramatic, evoking an emotional response but also offering a stylistic and artistic touch
to storytelling. Banietemad is often referred to as the “first lady” of Iranian cinema, and Rini
Cobbey suggests this is as a result of more than the “obvious reference to her prominence as
a filmmaker” (85). She suggests, “the term can connote a social role that balances between
politics and family” (Cobbey 85). This is a tension that the director’s body of work generally
reflects, and is addressed directly in Under the Skin of the City (Cobbey 85). Laura Mulvey
makes a similar argument, saying that the film “brings together two cinematic stylistic
traditions, social realism and melodrama” (8).

Discussing British Cinema, David Forrest suggests that “the broad term of social
realism has come to represent numerous examples of films that reflect a range of social
environments and issues, in a manner that rejects the artifice and escapism of more
classically oriented narrative models” (Forrest 1). Though he mainly looks at British films,
Forrest’s definition of social realism applies to the films of Banietemad whose art cinema
engages with social issues and structures. In Poetics of Cinema, David Bordwell argues that
“art cinema defines itself as a realist cinema” (153). As he suggests, this cinema shows us
“real locations” and “real problems” (Bordwell 153). Most importantly, these films use
“‘realistic’ — that is, psychologically complex characters” (Bordwell 153). This means that
the notion of realism as a cinematic mode and style of storytelling extends beyond the
aesthetics of film (the hand-held camera and real places). For Lucia Nagib realism is the
“challenging of binary opposition,” and this means “understanding cinema as a system of
representation” (Nagib 3). We witness this in many of Banietemad’s films which are
invested not only in the idea of representation, but more importantly, in challenging rigid

and constructed binaries. Her realism brings to the screen everyday images and everyday
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problems, often with Tehran as its backdrop, serving as a visual and visible reminder of
Iran’s social issues. But Banietemad’s films, as is the case in Under the Skin of the City, are
also filled with dramatic and melodramatic moments that add an emotional dimension to
these “real” and everyday problems.

Melodrama is often thought as a genre of excess emotion. Ben Singer defines
melodrama as a “set of subgenres that remain close to the heart and hearth and emphasize a
register of heightened emotionalism and sentimentality” (Singer 37). He draws on various
elements that make up a melodrama: “pathos” (44), “overwrought emotion” (45), “moral
polarization” (45), “nonclassical narrative structure” (46), and “sensationalism” (48). For
Linda Williams melodrama is the “foundation of the classical Hollywood movie” (Williams
42). Banietemad’s films feature melodramatic moments, especially through performance
and narrative. That said, where they differ greatly from the traditional melodrama we often
witness in Hollywood, is the films’ exploration of morality. In Melodrama and Asian
Cinema, Wimal Dissanayake argues that “melodrama has come to be recognized as
containing subversive potential” (Dissanayake 1). Dissanayake’s reading of melodrama and
its potential offers a productive space for the melodrama that Banietemad’s cinema engages
with.

Banietemad’s films then draw on both traditions, bringing together two seemingly
opposing styles and modes of filmmaking. Mulvey discusses the social and political
importance of combining social realism and melodrama. It is worth quoting her here at
length:

Banietemad uses both [realism and melodrama] to tell a story about crises rooted in

class and gender inequality in contemporary Iran. This film encapsulates the way

that realism and melodrama are, in different ways, stylistically important for dramas

of social oppression and injustice. Realism records the state of things, without
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stylistic intrusion into a representation of the norms of everyday life and its fragile
survival strategies. These are conditions that lack buffer zones or safety valves;
misfortune or error can quickly mutate into disaster leaving their victims struggling
to comprehend, unable to articulate clearly their suffering or the strain that leaves
relationships fissured. It is here that melodrama serves its purpose and the cinema
takes on an expressive function that responds to both the intensity of the crisis and
its protagonists’ desperation. There is, of course, an implicit chronology in this dual
style: in the order of the narrative, the melodrama takes over from realism’s depiction
of a day-to-day state of things. Bani Etemad’s perspective is deeply political and it
is this that gives the combined use of realism and of melodrama a ‘social’ perspective
(8).
The combined use of realist filmmaking and melodrama is not merely an artistic choice. For
Banietemad, filmmaking is about addressing social issues and confronting gender and class
politics. As Mulvey outlines, this “deeply political” perspective through two filmmaking
styles also reflects social dynamics. The use of true-to-life locations as the film’s setting
(Tehran, shopping centres, alleys etc.), and handheld cameras that capture “real” social and
political anxieties are paired with performances by professional and well-known actors. As
Mulvey notes, both realism and melodrama are suited for societies that deal with oppression,
and the way in which Banietemad combines the two styles frames “all this individual and
family-level conflict in the larger social and political structure” (Cobbey 88). Rahul Hamid
adds that Under the Skin of the City “animates an essential question of political filmmaking:
how to balance fidelity to social reality with the often more compelling and convincing
dictates of dramatic fiction” (50). I argue that through a combination of styles and modes,
Banietemad foregrounds social issues and realities of contemporary Iran without sacrificing

the dramatic or artistic dimensions of her film.
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her entire figure, her hands remain uncovered and exposed. In this helpless moment, I argue
the only visible part of her body - her hand - symbolises hope and resistance, which is

depicted visually through the black and white contrast (see figure 18).

Figure 18: Tooba in Tales, coughing as her body sinks deeper into her seat.

As discussed at length in the first chapter, through Tooba, Banietemad explores a
number of Iran’s legal issues around the working class, the youth and ideas around freedom
of speech. But there is even more to Tooba than that. She represents a sacrificial mother who
fights not only for her and her children’s rights, but also becomes the leader for the group of
workers who similar to her are fed up. On a bus filled mainly with workingmen, it is Tooba
who the group of men have elected as their spokesperson. Appearing on camera, as the
chosen figure to verbalise, represent and communicate the situation, Tooba delivers a speech
that brings together the entrenched social and state politics of Iran. At first, she is reluctant,
but once the rest of the group insists, she begins. Looking at the camera, she starts her

speech:
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Honourable official and authorities. Ladies and gentlemen. Whoever you are,

wherever you are. Whatever you believe in, please come and see for yourselves our

miserable life. Things were hard enough when we were employed.
When Tooba says: “The high prices are breaking us,” one of the men asks her to refrain from
being political, fearing they may get in trouble. But she refuses to stop and starts talking
about her son: “it’s a year since they arrested my boy. I have no house or land in this
country.” At this point again, the men ask Tooba to be less explicit, as this may get them in
trouble. She continues to talk about the unemployment rate in Iran, and the dire situation for
youth. From there, she says she is still grateful that her son never became a heroin addict
commenting on Iran’s drug epidemic.

At the end, Tooba asks where these films will be shown, and who will even see them.
And once they do, what then? The role of the camera becomes especially important in this
moment. The workers on their way to fight for their rights speak on camera as a way to share
their stories. While this is ‘fictional,’ the inflation, the number of factories closing down, the
youth in jails and the increase in drug addiction in Iran is the country’s reality. Outside its
cinematic frame, Tooba not only represents the people of her country under such times, but
also becomes their voice. In the film, she is chosen by the men to speak in front of the camera
because she articulates the situation best. Thinking back to the first chapter of the thesis, we
can see how Tales shows Tooba’s character development. She is now confident in front of
the camera, able to clearly articulate her personal and political position. This moment is also
visually significant. Adineh performs Tooba’s role for nearly two decades. This means that
Tooba’s character development is visually highlighted through the physical changes in
Adineh as well. And within the cinematic frame, on the screen, Tooba’s role as a mother is
extended in this scene to her public role as a fighter, a worker and leader. Her significance

in Tales is within her unique character and story. She is represented as a mother, religious
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and illiterate, yet a well-spoken woman, who has worked all her life. Her fight for her son’s
freedom, and her right to the money that she has earned, however is not her fight alone.
Through this figure, Banietemad offers a metonym for a common fight that many viewers
in the country experience in this politically and economically unstable period in Iran. The
scene on the bus is sensitive to its time and place. As the workers, along with Tooba, attempt
to get off the bus, so that they can speak about their issues, the authority keeps accusing
them of provoking. Tooba refuses to give up, and the camera remains focused on her as she
forcefully tries to open the bus door, to get out. In this heated moment, as everything is
captured through the lens of the camera, one of the authorities sees the filming, and begins
to scream “camera.” He starts to cover his face, feeling threatened. At this moment, the

camera stops recording, and the scene changes to a small, worn-down kitchen (see figure

Figure 19: The worn-down kitchen of Reza and Nobar’s house in Tales.

In addition to Tooba’s persistent fight, this scene has shown the fear and insecurities
of authorities when filmed on camera. The camera shutting down in the middle of the ‘story,’
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suggests the confiscation of it, a question to which the film later returns. In its final scene,
on the phone, the cameraman states that he has his camera back, and that he will continue
making films, because “no film will ever stay hidden.” No film, no story will stay in the
closet, and I suggest that we view Tales as that exactly — stories that are finally dusted off
and compiled into a film. Its power lies in its awareness of the filmic medium, and the many
restrictions it faces and fights against.

Once the camera stops ‘recording,’ the film nonetheless continues. This suggests that
stories continue, in turn hinting at the limited control of the authorities and officials or better
yet, the power of storytelling. The next scene picks up from where the camera left off,
bringing the chaotic previous scene into a quiet, small and worn-down kitchen. What we see
in this scene is the political as it becomes personal. We watch Reza return to his home,
smoking his cigarette, making eggs and humming along. But what causes this quiet scene to
escalate into one that is chaotic, and even painful to watch, is a letter that is delivered to his
wife Nobar. This letter brings to the fore issues of the past, and this scene becomes especially
important in discussions of gender, as the topic of female sexuality, power and literacy
become linked with one another. But the issue of economic deprivation continues to inform
this gender battle. In this scene, while reintroducing us to Nobar from Blue Veiled,
Banietemad once again reminds us of the struggle of the working-class woman.

Momentarily, Nobar is depicted as a woman defined by her past, and with this letter
resurfaces her history with her previous lover Rasul.!” The film interrogates her role as a
lover, a wife, and a mother. But from the previous scene, we also learn from Reza that she
is the breadwinner. The cinematic expertise of Banietemad stands out in this scene: returning

home from work is a shot of Nobar in the narrow alley to their home, holding bread, literally

19 While the ending in Blue Veiled was left ambiguous, years later in Tales we learn that the
lovers’ union ends. Nobar is now remarried to Reza from the small village they both lived
in, when a letter from Rasul (her previous lover) arrives at their home.
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visualising her role as a breadwinner (see figure 20). Later as the couple participates in a tug
of war, Reza negotiates and practices his power and masculinity through his voice and
physical strength. But what is shown ultimately in this scene, is a man filled with
insecurities, surfacing here in their marital relationship. And Nobar, in this moment
exemplifies strength, courage and even autonomy. The quiet scene that once turned into a
chaotic and violent encounter settles back into a peaceful and even tender moment. The
encounter between husband and wife becomes entangled with their past, their children and
their financial situation. Nobar’s strength is shown in her struggle to remain compassionate

and patient while maintaining family order.

Figure 20: Nobar in 7ales, as she arrives home with a loaf of bread in hand.

Through the interaction between the couple, this shot interrogates masculinity and
male violence, illustrating through Reza’s insecurities the fragility of his manhood. Here is
a man who struggles financially (as shown in the earlier scene on the packed bus), and in

this moment, he is reminded of his wife’s past lover. Visually, Banietemad creates an
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interesting image that also comments on gender politics and the couple’s power dynamics.
In the scene, Reza has to literally bring Nobar down, lower to his level, before he forces her
to read the letter because of his inability to read himself. His access to the information in the
letter depends on Nobar and her ability to read. Reading the letter halfway, she leaves the
room, wipes off her tears. She puts on her smile, along with her ‘mother’ role as she engages
in a conversation about her daughter’s school project. The scene becomes less tense, quiet
and calm. As their little boy reads to his father, we learn about the letter; that the old man,
her previous lover, near death, wants to pass on one of his properties to Nobar and her family.
At this moment the camera zooms in on Reza’s face and visually exposes his shame. As he
washes his face, he cries. In the background Nobar is pleased, as this will be extremely
helpful for their financial situation. The camera is still on Reza as he continues to regretfully
cry. His head is tilted down, the camera directly facing him. Nobar’s body slowly and
gradually appears in the frame as she rests her arm and head on Reza’s shoulder.

In the next scene, we see Nobar at her work, passing on the story to Sara as the two
come into contact. In this scene, Sara and Nobar have an encounter, and in this very brief
exchange, the two share something intimate. From there, the film continues onto yet another
intense exchange between Sara and Hamed. Returning from Banietemad’s Mainline, Sara is
arecovering addict and HIV positive woman in Tehran. In that film, Banietemad tells a story
of a middle-class family, broken by divorce. Sara, who lives with her mother, suffers from
addiction. The film explores the prevalent issue of drug abuse and addiction in Tehran, and
through this story comments on social, gender and class dynamics. The film’s narrative
mainly consists of Sara and her mother on their journey outside of Tehran, where Sara will
seek professional help. Performed by Kosari, the director’s own daughter, the role of Sara
is piercing, commenting on issues around drug addiction in Iran. About Kosari’s preparation

for the role, Banietemad says:
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The actor for this role had to undertake a very tough task in terms of research: six

months before filming, she spent much time in close contact with youth who were

struggling with addiction, and was present in tension-filled rehab centers (Armatage

& Khosroshahil50-151).

When we meet Sara again in 7ales she has recovered and is working at the women’s centre,
helping women who suffer from abuse, addiction and violence. And yet, she carries with her
the ‘consequences’ of her past life, surfacing in the film as she encounters Hamed - the part-
time taxi driver for the centre, and an expelled Engineer student for his political activities.
The film’s final scene shows how the two are haunted by their past actions. And yet,
ultimately it is the ordinary and human dilemma of love that the two face. What makes this
scene important to our understanding of gender struggles in Iran is once again in the way
that it incorporates other important social and timely issues. But whilst their tense
conversation is centred around drug addiction, political instability and the economic chaos
of the country, which renders both Sara and Hamed angry, defensive and anxious — what
makes this scene touching and human is that their exchange is inevitably one that is about
emotions, love and compassion. The scene is at once a social commentary about Iran and its
current state, but also about a mundane and everyday exchange of love, that is universally
awkward and difficult.

Their dialogue soon shifts from that of shame and anger, to one with intimacy and
vulnerability. Returning momentarily to the visual motif of the car, in this scene too, the
vehicle conveys a sense of mobility that can be read as progressive and hopeful. Through its
mode of storytelling, Tales depicts a powerful and diverse image of womanhood. As they
pass on their stories, the embodiment of these women becomes the driving force that keeps
the film alive. Sara’s fight is about leaving behind her past, and despite her circumstances,

allowing herself to fall in love, but more importantly to be loved. This final scene shows a
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struggle that is real, mundane and yet difficult. The ordinariness of the struggle does not
make it any less important or crucial. Their tense conversation takes place in a moving car
— at once limited and mobile. As Hamed drives, their conversation intensifies, but also in its
final moment, reaches a resolution where the moving car in this scene becomes
representative of their journey together.

A key element in 7ales lies in the film’s return to these previous stories. In many
ways, the film is informed and even shaped by its own cinematic and narrative history. The
short films collectively deal with various social issues and taboo topics that are then
compiled in Tales, which I suggest functions as a point of intersection. The film then touches
upon various aspects of cultural memory, taking the audience back to stories that have
previously been told, shown and screened. Female characters are central in 7ales, and they
are used to comment on larger issues of women’s struggle, class politics and representation.
Characters such as Nargess, Nobar, Tooba and Sara become vessels and metonyms for some
of the struggles faced by Iranian women. Each story gives voice to these women and allows
them through their own dialogue and perspective to tell their stories. No other character
speaks for Nargess, Nobar, Tooba or Sara — each scene is powerful, heated and even chaotic
— and whilst there is no proper resolution or ‘happy ending’ in all four cases, the audience
witnesses not only their struggle, but also their fight.

It is significant that 7ales continues stories that we have already heard and watched.
This sense of continuity evokes an emotional response from the audience, where they are
invested in the fate and future of these women. There is no doubt that Tales evokes a deep
emotional response from its audience. The film hardly deals with light issues, and through
its score, cinematography and casting, these scenes are effective in striking us as poignant,
heart-breaking and deeply emotional. But why do we care about these four women? And

how do they stand out? Perhaps the reason we feel so invested in them is precisely because
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they do not stand out. In fact, they represent the ordinary — dealing with the everyday and
the mundane. Banietemad resurfaces not only a collective memory but also a collective
sensation of pain and struggle without ever losing its human touch and appeal. And the film’s
reliance on the everyday and mundane makes it even more powerful. The female characters
from Tales become crucial to the film’s structure and plot. These women become important
to the film because their struggles are part of a shared and collective national experience of
an isolated Iran under economic sanctions and social inequality. Tales then relies on its
female protagonists to reveal its story, and these women become the film’s mode of telling.
In this way, their bodies, experiences and ‘tales’ become publicised and visualised, and this
itself becomes a form of resistance both on and off screen.

Storytelling is enabled by the camera, and so filming in 7ales is a form of telling,
exposure and resistance. In this way, the film becomes a unique space for these women to
speak and a platform for them to be heard. I think that the film’s explicit reliance and
awareness of its own cinematic frame is a way of tapping into the cultural and political
sensitivities of Iran. The camera and the mode of storytelling in this film becomes a way of
revealing the ‘unspoken’ and the taboo. In addition, the complex and constantly shifting
status of censorship in the country, and its inevitable connection to the country’s political
climate, “shows that in the absence of a clearly defined censorship code or a unitary
censorship mechanism, the ‘red lines’ are blurred and open to negotiation” (Zeydabadi-
Nejad 53). As Zeydabadi-Nejad argues, “this sets cinema apart from the press and the
heavily controlled national broadcasting” (53). It is this negotiation and back-and-forth
dialogue between filmmakers and the authorities that makes it especially important as an art
form. While its restrictions and boundaries are undisputed, as noted, it is nonetheless a
medium that allows a space for manoeuvring. Also, through cinema, stories are visualised,

publicised and consumed by often a large and diverse audience.
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This becomes especially important because it enables conversation about
womanhood that is often ignored. The film makes us think about the relationship between
fiction and reality. Whilst the film is ‘fictional’ its realist style cannot be ignored. As
discussed already, Banietemad’s filmmaking relies on real-life locations, which personify
the urban landscape of Tehran. In addition, the subjects the film explores, through its bold
depiction of the country’s cultural and political issues further connect these stories to their
context. The intimate stories that are screened in Tales may be fictional, but are nonetheless
very clearly reflective of cultural anxieties and politics of gender. Through its filmic form,
private issues are visualised and verbalised. Tales shows us that the ‘personal is political” —
what cannot be discussed through public platforms is visualised here through fiction.
Themes of prostitution and drug addiction that the film engages with are such examples.
More than anything the film is a space where these women can speak, which makes them
the agent of their own lives. The audience learns about Nargess, Nobar, Tooba and Sara
through their own accounts, from their own stories and conversations. They are constantly
shown as they confront the audience, the authorities and other characters in the film,
displaying agency. As discussed already, the filmmaker’s own resistance in the face of
authorities, I suggest adds yet another layer to the notion of voice and agency.

Challenging the internal and external politics of Iran, 7ales manages to engage with
it all: through the personal narratives it deals with physical abuse, drug addiction, sexuality,
the working class and motherhood. What is uniquely similar to the stories is the agency and
strength the female characters display as they grip onto their life and dignity. What stands
out is the film’s honest depiction of vulnerability. In this way then, the film invites us to
consider the role and purpose of storytelling. The film relies on various cinematic tropes to
tell these stories. The role of women and their embodiment is arguably part of these

techniques. What this storytelling structure achieves is a strong sense of womanhood, but
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what stands out is the way in which it deals with this idea. The stories of these women are
different and independent from one another, yet they merge into a bigger picture. These
women pass on the ‘baton’, continuing the previous storyteller’s struggle and essentially
keeping the story alive — the camera keeps rolling. In its final scene, the film yet again offers
a similar suggestion that these stories will continue to be told. The stories in 7ales do not
overshadow one another. Quite the contrary; they enhance one another offering both a sense
of unity but still maintaining its sense of independence. Banietemad generously offers these
women the space and time to share their struggles, to remind the audience of their stories
and to show us where they are now.

The characters of Nargess, Tooba, Nobar and Sara fight to have their stories told,
and despite their tragic struggles, are shown to persevere to change their circumstances. A
powerful scene is of Nargess, whom the audience may recognise from Banietemad’s earlier
film Nargess.?’ We learn in Tales that her marriage with Adel (who was a thief) has ended.
Faced with violence, her second marriage is with an unstable and abusive man, the
repercussions of which visibly mark her face. And yet, while she is a victim of male violence,
she is never victimised. In the final scene in which we see Nargess, she chooses
independence over abuse as she is shown in a powerful shot walking away from her husband
who sobs and begs for her to come back (see figure 21). She is shown in a moment of
hesitation, and yet she walks away. This scene, I suggest, through the characters, as well as
its visuals, comments on and complicates gender politics in Iran. First, it shows Nargess
through her agency — in a position where she makes the decision to walk away. By doing so,
Tales rejects the stereotypical images of the “oppressed” Muslim/non-Western woman. But

Banietemad further complicates the scene through her visuals to comment on something

20 Looking at Nargess, 1 discussed the representation of love and the taboo in the second
chapter of the thesis.
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larger. As shown in the image, the glass doors visually resemble a prison, keeping Nargess’s
husband out. The camera also plays with the idea of framing, creating a sense of suffocation.
This I think comments on gender politics at large: the sobbing man, who makes promises to
never repeat his mistakes, while being shut out — unable to enter his wife’s new world,
evokes a strong sense of pathos. The scene through its complex imagery, performance and

Nargess’s agency to walk away, depicts the nuances and complications of a patriarchal

society — as one that is damaging to both men and women.

Figure 21: In Tales showing Nargess, in a moment of hesitation as her abusive husband begs
for her forgiveness.

Banietemad’s Tales is invested in the stories of women, and their resistance in the
face of political and patriarchal systems. Each in their own way, respond to their
circumstances embodying strength and defiance. Tooba for example is shown constantly
fighting and resisting. She represents an older illiterate woman who despite strict social,
political and economic limitations refuses to stay silenced. As shown in this chapter, one of
the most powerful shots is of her when she confronts the camera, and boldly and bravely
fights for her cause. Leaving behind her abusive husband, Nargess too, deliberately chooses

a different life. Nobar’s story is revealed through a single letter, read out to the audience by
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her, which represents her agency. For a moment in this scene, she is defined by her past, yet
what stands out is her compassion as she reunites the family, restoring order. In many ways,
Sara too is limited by her history, but through their exchange, Sara and Hamed represent a

hopeful reading of Iran’s dynamic social and gender politics, imagining a different future.

Conclusion

As Tales returns to these older narratives, to characters like Nargess, Nobar, Tooba
and Sara, it once again marks their stories as relevant. In its darkest moments, through their
struggles, the characters of Tales remain “human” — they are neither turned into heroines nor
victimised. What connects them is their common struggles and pain, but also their defiance
and the sense of hope the film returns to again and again, and does so, through the ubiquitous
internal camera. The film’s final story of Sara and Hamed is about a union that comes to
existence as they resolve their past. The two drive on, paving the way for their future.
Directly after, the filmmaker walks solo. He has his camera back, which had been
confiscated by the authorities. Speaking on the phone, he says: “of course I’ll keep shooting.
Listen, no film will ever stay in the closet. Someday, somehow, whether we’re here or not,
these films will be shown.” And as these words are uttered, we are reminded yet again, that
we have just witnessed a story that has come into existence and ‘out of the closet’ after years
and years of censorship.

The film’s obsession with its own form is not accidental. Storytelling is enabled by
the camera, and so filming in 7ales is a form of telling, exposure and resistance. Women’s
voices and agency are central themes in the works of Banietemad. As outlined in the
introduction of this thesis, Banietemad complicates ideas of Western feminism, even going
as far as rejecting the term. That said, as explored throughout my project, her films not only
centralise women, complicating their visual representations, but also challenge patriarchy
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along the way. In addition, as illustrated in this chapter, Tales through its form and content
celebrates collective womanhood and camaraderie. All these qualities I argue, invite a
feminist reading of her text. That said Banietemad’s rejection of the term speaks volumes,
challenging Western notions of feminism, and demanding that the stories of Tooba, Nobar,
Nargess and Sara are contextualised. This makes Tales significant as it offers a critical
reading of Iran’s gender politics, challenging its patriarchal culture, but also, problematising
the Western misunderstandings of the Muslim woman as oppressed, silenced and passive.
Also, the film’s explicit reliance and awareness of its own cinematic frame is a way of
tapping into the cultural and political sensitivities of Iran. The camera and the mode of
storytelling in this film become a way of revealing the ‘unspoken’ and the taboo. In addition,
the complex and constantly shifting status of censorship in the country, and its inevitable
connection to the country’s political climate, show how the cinematic platform allows for
manoeuvring. Tales, as well as many of Banietemad’s films, stretches the censorship laws
of Iran and negotiates with the red lines. It is the filmmaker’s negotiation and back-and-forth
dialogue with authorities that makes cinema especially important as an art form. While there
are no arguments about its restrictions and boundaries, as noted, cinema is nonetheless a
medium that allows a space for manoeuvre. Also, through films, stories are visualised,
publicised and consumed by often a large and diverse audience.

Despite the boundaries imposed on cinematic practices in Iran, Banietemad’s Tales
engages with it all. The personal narratives offer a space for the film to deal with physical
abuse, drug addiction, sexuality, the working class and motherhood. What is uniquely
similar to the stories is the agency and strength the female characters embody as they grip
onto their life and dignity. What stands out is the film’s honest depiction of vulnerability.
The narrative continuity and the way in which the film picks up from where the previous

story ends, reminds us of the legendary Persian storyteller “Shahrzad”, of One Thousand
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and One Nights, who tells stories to stay alive. Under authoritarian regimes, I argue that
storytelling functions as a mode of survival. With such a title, and awareness of its filmic
form, Tales invites us to consider the role and purpose of storytelling. The film relies on
various forms and tropes to deliver its tales. The central role of women and their embodiment
is arguably part of these techniques.

The film’s cyclical return to the filmmaker in its final moments is crucial. We watch
a long shot of him walking on a bridge over the metropolitan city of Tehran in darkness. The
scene is accompanied by the noise of traffic, sound and life. The camera here ‘zooms out’
once again from the personal stories that it has exposed, taking us back to its visual portrayal
of the collective, communal and ultimately the city of Tehran. With this, the film reminds
us that we have been watching the stories of a city and its people all along. While the film
focuses on the raw, personal and intimate struggles of its female characters, its return to the
macro - the bigger ‘picture’ - connects these personalised stories back to the city, showing
that the struggles of these women are not theirs alone. Through this, Banietemad reminds us
once again about the entrenched gender politics of Iran, and its impact on society as a whole.
So much of Tales is about filmmaking in Iran, and a tribute to Banietemad’s past characters,

and even the camera itself.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis has been very close to my heart. It has been both a personal and an
academic journey, and the inspiration behind this research I think demonstrates how the two
overlap and intersect. Mostly, the motivation behind this project shows the urgency for
scholarly attention to the voices of Iranian women who have participated in shaping the
country’s cinema and culture through their artistic contributions and continuous display of
resistance. The current political climate, the misunderstandings of “Other” places and
people, and the misrepresentations of the non-Western woman are relevant and timely issues
that have been at the heart of my project. By looking at Banietemad’s body of work, the aim
of this thesis has been to explore the representation of women on the Iranian screen, as a
way to think about larger issues around gender politics, as well as social and political
systems of power. As I have demonstrated, this journey is in no shape or form simplistic or
monolithic. To get to this stage, Iranian cinema has seen many shifts and changes since the
Islamic Revolution.

A common misunderstanding about Iranian cinema is that women play no role in
shaping the nation’s film industry. In fact, casual as well as academic conversations about
my work throughout the last few years, where I have been asked on numerous occasions
whether “there are even women in Iran’s cinema” captures exactly why this work is
important. This shows that in addition to the social restrictions and stifling political
atmosphere many Iranians have to deal with, there are also the negative stereotypes that add
yet another layer of restriction. As Naficy puts, “a unique and unexpected achievement of
this cinema has been the significant and signifying role of women both behind and in front
of the camera” (“Veiled Voice and Vision” 560). The misconceptions that surround Iranian
cinema bleed into other aspects of the country too. This includes perceptions of its people

and their way of life, and so it has been both a personal and an academic goal of mine,
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through my research, to shed light on the cinematic output of Iran, its women directors, and
to highlight the forces of resistance that are hardly ever included in our narrative of Iran.
Banietemad’s vast body of work, as I have demonstrated, is a testament to the display of
defiance by artists in Iran.

The “first lady” of Iranian cinema, Banietemad, through her films as I have shown,
problematises patriarchal structures and dismantles the notion of the one-dimensional
female character. Her women reject the binary of “chaste” and “unchaste” (Lahiji) and defy
the stereotypes of “passive” and “silent.” Starting with an in-depth character study and
concluding with the notion of womanhood and the collective, this thesis has in some ways
gone full circle. Banietemad’s body of work, I argue, exhibits an embodiment of continuity
that marks her female characters as extremely relevant and timely. As discussed in the
introduction, the representation of women in Iranian cinema was hardly ever complex before
the Revolution, or even during the early years under the Islamic regime. As a collective body
of work, Banietemad’s films convey a sense of continuum. The recurrence of the characters
and stories from film to film, I think is hugely important to the director’s works. The
characters of Tooba, Nargess, Nobar and Sara for example, through their return in 7ales are
made relevant again on the Iranian stage. In addition, through their return, Banietemad
further engages with the idea of character development, which I think rejects the very notion
of “simple” or flat female characters. These women and their stories matter, and by re-
entering the cinematic space, their issues, identities and narratives are made relevant and
public yet again.

As this thesis has shown, Banietemad’s body of work is extensive. For the
parameters of this project, I have focused on Nargess, Blue Veiled, The May Lady, Under
the Skin of the City, Gilaneh and Tales: fictional and narrative works that explicitly address

women’s issues. This has enabled a thorough analysis of the post-Revolutionary
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representation of women in Iranian cinema with a consideration to the country’s political
and social shifts. Banietemad, in her career, which dates back to the beginning of the
Revolution, has produced an extensive amount of work. Her three earlier films Off Limits,
Yellow Canary, and Foreign Currency as already mentioned are different in tone, and while
they are critical of social issues, they do not fit within the structure of this thesis. As well,
Banietemad’s career, which begins with documentary filmmaking has inevitably shaped and
influenced her work and style. Yet, the vast body of documentaries by the director are
beyond the scope of this project. However, my research offers a framework and
methodological approach that can be used for further research on Banietemad’s films, as
well as other filmmakers. The diverse range of methods that I have employed in this thesis
— reading film as text, interviews, a research trip to Tehran, and contextual and theoretical
studies — is part of my intervention, which invites and encourages a nuanced and complex
approach to research. This project — the first of its kind — has looked exclusively at
Banietemad’s films as a gateway into important discussions and visualisations of women
and their stories. And while my work focuses on the films of Banietemad, the overall aim
here is to offer an invitation to think beyond the director, and even Iranian studies. This way,
the greater goal is to create space to diversify film and gender studies.

Through the evolution of the female figure on the Islamic screen, this thesis
highlights social and political life in Iran. Tooba for example, through her position as a
working mother, is granted the mobility to take the audience through the layers of the city,
shedding light on the domestic, public and political aspects of contemporary Iranian society.
Through the iconic Tooba figure, Banietemad shatters any assumptions about the Iranian
woman as passive, one-dimensional or submissive. Significantly, Tooba’s marginality (as a
working class, illiterate woman) is challenged through the works of Banietemad. Her

recurrence in the director’s body of work, as well as her centrality within these narratives I
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argue is an important act of resistance. By bringing to the fore, a figure often side-lined by
her gender and class status, Banietemad challenges her society. Feminist scholar hooks is
invested in the margins of society as a space for resistance. She views “marginality as much
more than a site of deprivation” (Yearning 149). Such spaces for hooks are also “the site of
radical possibility, a space of resistance” (Yearning 149). Banietemad’s keen dedication to
social issues also takes her to the margins of her society.

A figure such as Afagh from Nargess is an important example of the marginalised
and even forgotten. Afagh, a master-thief with a dark and heart-breaking past whose life has
been shaped by abuse and poverty is made central in Nargess. What is more important is
how her characterisation and story evoke a deep emotional response from the audience.
Banietemad brings to the screen in 1992, a character that is unapologetic about her crime
and love for a younger man. And yet, she is also depicted through her loyalty for Adel and
her vulnerabilities about losing him. Importantly, Afagh, the outcast of society, is depicted
through her complexities in Nargess. She is humanised on the screen, and though in society
she is pushed to the side, she is at the heart of the film. This contradiction I argue displays a
multi-layered resistance, and to use the words of hooks, offers a “site for radical possibility.”
Afagh’s fight for her lover as a means to hold on to him is one. In addition, the depiction of
a woman in love, and a criminal to add to that, displays the filmmaker’s persistence and
resistance for a cinema that challenges social issues in her home country, stretching its
censorship codes to its limit.

While Banietemad’s women are often drawn from the outskirts of Iranian society,
by telling their stories, the filmmaker challenges the idea of marginalisation and instead
brings to the fore their narrative, marking them central to Iran’s filmic repertoire. And so,
figures like Tooba, Afagh, Nargess, Nobar, Forough, Gilaneh and Sara are part of the

national story, and through international awards and festivals, they are even known on the
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global stage for a broader audience. In addition to brining attention to their stories,
Banietemad, as this thesis has shown, truly engages with the idea of resistance and defiance.
Her choice to remain in Iran, and to make films, despite its restrictions, I argue, is her active
protest. Also, from the margins, her female characters, despite their restrictions, also fight.
Through her films and characters, Banietemad challenges the patriarchal and power
structures of Iran. Her representations and depictions of the woman character on the Islamic
screen I argue disrupt and dismantle any associations she may have with invisibility or
passivity. Thus, straying away from any simplistic portrayals that fall into the binaries of
“chaste” and “unchaste.” To look at Banietemad’s films is to have a glimpse into the
complexities and texture of Iran’s socio-political context. As I have argued throughout this
thesis, resistance is at the heart of Banietemad’s filmic career — her role behind the camera,
as well as the stories she tells are a reminder that a counter narrative, a voice of opposition
and a real force exist in Iran.

Part of this project has also been an attempt to challenge Western feminism — not as
a way to dismiss the contributions of Western women, but as a way to think beyond artificial
and shallow ideas of intersectionality. Shedding light on Banietemad’s body of work, and
the way in which they challenge ideas of patriarchy in their home country I think is one way
to really think about diversifying women’s voices in our academic work. There are several
important factors at play. First, the Muslim/non-Western woman is often spoken for. Here,
the woman behind the camera, Banietemad — is the “speaker” and storyteller. Her stories
rise out of the complexities and nuances of the society that is tangible to her. This means
that she possesses an awareness about the cultural and political issues of her society that
non-Iranian filmmakers simply do not. Also, to make these films, she is in a position of
vulnerability where there are consequences to her expression and her speech. This means

that the way in which Banietemad and filmmakers similar to her challenge their own
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societies, need to be central to our understanding of Iran. The films discussed in this thesis,
I argue do not fall into the “Western” trap — they do not conform to Western ideals and
instead reimagine a culturally specific idea of feminism and freedom for Iran. That said,
Banietemad’s films, though locally inspired, open up and diversify ideas of feminism that

shed light on the needs and struggles of other women on the universal stage as well.

Looking Ahead: Beyond Iran

As February 2019 marks the 40" anniversary of the Islamic Revolution, the country
faces a severe state of social, political and economic instability. Pressure from external and
Western forces, imposed through harsh sanctions and the Travel Ban have also aided in
further isolating Iran, making matters worse. Anxieties about the future of the Islamic
Republic, and the country’s national identity, have resurfaced. Crushed between the
suffocating internal politics of the state and the Western forces outside of the borders, it is
the Iranian people who pay the brunt of these policies. More than ever before, Iran’s fate,
and its relationship with the rest of the world are crucial. On one hand, the social and political
situation at home continues to intensify, with severe economic consequences. On the other
hand, on the global stage, images of Iran circulate in the media. As Milani argues,

The problem with stereotypes is not that they are totally false. There is usually an

element of truth to them. The problem is that they are arrested representations. They

are fixed. Frozen. Dehumanized. They are immobilized, caged images of a reality

that is perpetually moving and shifting (Words not Swords 25).

The cinematic platform I think combats some of these images, offering an alternative
narrative that in the process humanises the “Other.” Bert Cardullo suggests that “Iran’s
cinema offers an alternative that is fascinating, even astonishing, for its artistic sophistication
and passionate humanism” (21). Speaking about the importance of our cinema, hooks looks
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at how films “make culture” (Reel to Real 12). This further suggests that our mode of
representation and storytelling has immense power in combating stereotypes of the “Other.”

Today’s political context, I think makes scholarship on Iran important and timely —
not only for Iran, but also for the global community. The filmic output, and the visual culture,
as | have demonstrated in this project, can offer a gateway into the complexities of Iran’s
context, and draw on the important work being done as a way to resist systems of power.
This resistance is important because it rises from its own context, by people who are directly
impacted by these structures. In his book From Iran to Hollywood, Christopher Gow
comments on the nation’s post-Revolutionary directors. For him, “Post-revolutionary
Iranian filmmakers have resisted attempts by Western critics and audiences to pigeonhole
their cinema as a ‘new wave’ quasi-European art cinema as well as fought attempts by their
own government to control this cinema ideologically” (54). This sentiment, I think is highly
visible in Banietemad’s works, where she challenges the political and social structures of
her country, but also, remains highly critical of the pressures imposed on ordinary Iranians
from the West. In addition, at a time of political isolation, films play a crucial role. As I have
argued elsewhere, cinema “can offer a much more complex depiction of “other” places and
people — one that challenges the power dynamics at play and introduces the idea of self-
representation, agency, and voice” (Khosroshahi). Through my work, my aim is to
participate in diversifying and de-Westernising film and gender studies. Our goal towards
an inclusive and intersectional feminism has to begin with a study and analysis of a diverse
range of films and directors. My project, through a detailed analysis of Banietemad’s body

of work, contributes to such an aspiration.

231



Works Cited

Abu-Lughod, Lila. Do Muslim Women Need Saving? Harvard Univ. Press, 2015.

Afary, Janet. Sexual Politics in Modern Iran. Lightning Source UK Ltd, 2015.

Ahill, Linda. “Motherhood, Myth and Gendered Agency in Political Violence.”
International Feminist Journal of Politics, vol. 14, no. 1, 2012, pp. 103-120.,
doi:10.1080/14616742.2011.619781.

Armatage, Kay, and Zahra Khosroshahi. “An Interview with Rakhshan Banietemad.”
Feminist Media Histories, vol. 3, mno. 1, 2016, pp. 140-155.,
doi:10.1525/fmh.2017.3.1.140.

ASL19. “Censorship in Iranian Cinema.” Iranian Cinema in a Global Context. Ed. Blake
Atwood and Peter Decherney, Routledge, 2015, pp. 229-242.

Atwood, Blake. Reform Cinema in Iran: Film and Political Change in the Islamic Republic.
Columbia University Press, 2016.

Beydoun, Khaled A. American Islamophobia: Understanding the Roots and Rise of Fear.
University of California Press, 2019.

Bordwell, David. Poetics of Cinema. Routledge, 2008.

Bradshaw, Peter. “This Is Not a Film — Review.” The Guardian, Guardian News and Media,

29 Mar. 2012, www.theguardian.com/film/2012/mar/29/this-is-not-a-film-review.

Butler, Alison. Women's Cinema: The Contested Screen. Wallflower, 2005.

Cardullo, Bert, and Richard Gilman. In Search of Cinema: Writings on International Film
Art. McGill-Queen's University Press, 2014.

Chaudhuri, Shohini. Contemporary World Cinema: Europe, the Middle East, East Asia and

South Asia. Edinburgh University Press, 2005.

232



Chaudhuri, Shohini, and Howard Finn. “The Open Image: Poetic Realism and the New
Iranian  Cinema.”  Screen, vol. 44, no. 1, 2003, pp. 3857,
doi:10.1093/screen/44.1.38.

Cheshire, Godfrey. “Where Iranian Cinema Is.” Film Comment, vol. 29, no. 2, 1993, pp. 38—
43,

Child, Ben. “Iranian Film Director Attacks US Sanctions.” The Guardian, Guardian News
and Media, 29 Aug. 2014, www.theguardian.com/film/2014/aug/29/iranian-film-
director-attacks-us-sanctions-rakhshan-bani-etemad.

Cobbey, Rini. “Under the Skin of the City (Rakhshan Bani-Etemad): Under the Surface
Contrasts.” Film in the Middle East and North Africa: Creative Dissidence, by Josef
Gugler, University of Texas Press, 2011, pp. 85-94.

Crenshaw, Kimberle. "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist
Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist
Politics." University of Chicago Legal Forum, Issue 1, Article 8, 1989. Available at:

https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8.

Dabashi, Hamid. "Body-less Faces: Mutilating Modernity and Abstracting Women in an
“Islamic Cinema”." Visual Anthropology, vol. 10, no. 2-4, 1998, 361-80. Web.

Dabashi, Hamid. Close up: Iranian Cinema, Past, Present and Future. Verso, 2001.

Dabashi, Hamid. Masters & Masterpieces of Iranian Cinema. Washington, DC: Mage,
2007. Print.

Dempsey, Anna. Storytelling in World Cinemas. Edited by Lina Khatib, vol. 2, Wallflower
Press, 2013.

Démy-Geroe, Anne. “Persian or Islamic? Depictions of Love in Contemporary Iranian

Cinema.” The La Trobe Journal, vol. 91, 2003, pp. 149-157.

233



Derayeh, Minoo. "Depiction of Women in Iranian Cinema, 1970s to Present." Women's
Studies International Forum, vol. 33, no. 3, 2010, 151-58. Web.

Devictor, Agnes. "Classic Tools, Original Goals: Cinema and Public Policy in the Islamic
Republic of Iran (1979-97).” The New Iranian Cinema. Politics, Representation and
Identity. Ed. Richard Tapper. London: [.B. Tauris, 2002. 66-86. Print.

Dissanayake, Wimal. Melodrama and Asian Cinema. Cambridge University Press, 1993.

Doénmez-Colin Goniil. Women, Islam and Cinema. Reaktion, 2004.

Egan, Eric. "Regime Critics Confront Censorship in Iranian Cinema." Film in the Middle
East and North Africa: Creative Dissidence. Ed. Joset Gugler. Austin: U of Texas,
2011. 37-62. Print.

Farrell, Amy, and Patrice McDermott. “Claiming Afghan Women: The Challenge of Human
Rights Discourse for Transnational Feminism.” Just Advocacy: Women's Human
Rights, Transnational Feminisms, and the Politics of Representation, edited by
Wendy S. Hesford and Wendy Kozol, Rutgers University Press, 2005, pp. 33-55.

Flitterman-Lewis, Sandy. “The Blossom and the Bole: Narrative and Visual Spectacle in
Early Film Melodrama.” Cinema Journal, vol. 33, no. 3, 1994, p. 3,
doi:10.2307/1225585.

Forrest, David. Social Realism: Art, Nationhood and Politics. Cambridge Scholars Publ.,
2013.

Foucault, Michel. Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology. Edited by James D. Faubion.
Translated by Robert Hurley, Allen Lane, 1998.

Ghanoonparvar, M. R. “Postrevolutionary Trends in Persian Fiction and Film.” Radical
History Review, vol. 105, 2009, pp. 156—162., doi:10.1215/01636545-2009-013.

Ghorbankarimi, Maryam. 4 Colourful Presence: The Evolution of Women's Representation

in Iranian Cinema. Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015.

234



Gow, Christopher. From Iran to Hollywood and Some Places In-between: Reframing Post-
revolutionary Iranian Cinema. London: 1.B. Tauris, 2011. Print.

Gugler, Josef. Film in the Middle East and North Africa: Creative Dissidence. University of
Texas Press, 2011.

Habibi, Mohsen, et al. “Reflection of Urban Space in Iranian Cinema.” Cities, vol. 50, 2016,
pp. 228-238., doi:10.1016/j.cities.2015.07.005.

Haeri, Shahla. “Sacred Canopy: Love and Sex under the Veil.” Iranian Studies, vol. 42, no.
1, 2009, pp. 113—-126., doi:10.1080/00210860802593965.

Hamid, Rahul. “Under the Skin of the City.” Cinéaste, vol. 28, no. 4, 2003, pp. 50-51.

Hanisch, Carol. “The Personal Is Political.” The Personal Is Political: the Original Feminist
Theory Paper at the Author's Web Site, Notes from the Second Year: Women’s
Liberation, 2006, www.carolhanisch.org/CHwritings/PIP.html.

Harvey, Giles. “How Iran's Greatest Director Makes Art of Moral Ambiguity.” The New
York Times, The New York Times, 31 Jan. 2019,

www.nytimes.com/2019/01/31/magazine/asghar-farhadis-iran-film.html.

Harvey, Sylvia. “Woman's Place: The Absent Family of Film Noir.” Women In Film Noir.
Ed. E. Ann Kaplan, British Film Institute, 1998, pp. 35-46.

Hooks, Bell. Feminist Theory: from Margin to Center. Pluto Press, 2000.

Hooks, Bell. Reel to Real. Routledge, 1996.

Hooks, Bell. Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics. Routledge, 2015.

Holliday, Shabnam J. Defining Iran: Politics of Resistance. Routledge, 2016.

Kaplan, E. Ann. Feminism and Film. Oxford University Press, 2000.

Kaplan, E. Ann. “Sex, Work and Motherhood: The Impossible Triangle.” Journal of Sex
Research, vol. 27, no. 3, 1990, pp. 409-425., doi:10.1080/00224499009551569.

Kaplan, E. Ann. Women and Film: Both Sides of the Camera. Methuen, 1987.

235



Karlyn, Kathleen Rowe. Unruly Girls, Unrepentant Mothers Redefining Feminism on
Screen. University of Texas Press, 2014.

Khosroshahi, Zahra. “The Riz Test: How Muslims Are Misrepresented in Film and TV.”
The Conversation, 22 Jan. 2019, theconversation.com/the-riz-test-how-muslims-are-
misrepresented-in-film-and-tv-110213.

Laachir, Karima, and Saeed Talajooy. Resistance in Contemporary Middle Eastern
Cultures: Literature, Cinema and Music. Routledge, 2013.

Lahiji, Shahla. "Chaste Dolls and Unchaste Dolls: Women in Iranian Cinema." The New
Iranian Cinema: Politics, Representation and Identity. Ed. Richard Tapper. London:
I.B. Tauris, 2002. 215-26. Print.

Laurier, Joanne, and David Walsh. “An Interview with Rakhshan Bani-Etemad.” World

Socialist Website, 3 Oct. 2005, www.wsws.org/en/articles/2005/10/bani-003.html.

Lorde, Audre. “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House.” 1984. Sister
Outsider: Essays and Speeches. Ed. Berkeley, CA: Crossing Press. 110- 114. 2007.

Macdonald, Myra. “Muslim Women and the Veil.” Feminist Media Studies, vol. 6, no. 1,
2006, pp. 7-23., doi:10.1080/14680770500471004.

Malin, Andrea. “Mother Who Won't Disappear.” Human Rights Quarterly, vol. 16, no. 1,
1994, p. 187., doi:10.2307/762416.

Milani, Farzaneh. “Voyeurs, Nannies, Winds, and Gypsies in Persian Literature.” Critique:
Critical Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 8, no. 14, 1999, pp. 107-123.,
doi:10.1080/10669929908720143.

Milani, Farzaneh. Words Not Swords. Syracuse University Press, 2011.

Mir-Hosseini, Ziba. “Iranian Cinema: Art, Society and the State.” Middle East Report, no.

219, 2001, p. 26., doi:10.2307/1559252.

236



Mir-Hosseini, Ziba. “Negotiating the Forbidden: On Women and Sexual Love in Iranian
Cinema.” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, vol. 27,
no. 3, 2007, pp. 673—679., doi:10.1215/1089201x-2007-042.

Moradiyan Rizi, Najmeh. “Iranian Women, Iranian Cinema: Negotiating with Ideology and
Tradition.” Journal of Religion & Film, vol. 19, no. 1, 2015, pp. 1-26.,
doi:http://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/jrf/vol19/iss1/35.

Moruzzi, Norma Claire. “Through the Looking Glass: Reflexive Cinema and Society in
Post-Revolution Iran.” Iranian Cinema in a Global Context. Ed. Blake Atwood and
Peter Decherney, Routledge, 2015, pp. 112-142.

Moruzzi, Norma Claire. “Women in Iran: Notes on Film and from the Field.” Feminist
Studies, vol. 27, no. 1, 2001, p. 89., doi:10.2307/3178450.

Mottahedeh, Negar. Displaced Allegories: Post-Revolutionary Iranian Cinema. Duke
University Press, 2009.

Mulvey, Laura. “Between Melodrama and Realism: Under the Skin of the City (2001).”
Film Moments. London: BFI/Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 8-10.

Naficy, Hamid. 4 Social History of Iranian Cinema: Vol. 4; The Globalizing Era, 1984-
2010. Duke U.P., 2012.

Naficy, Hamid. "Islamizing Film Culture in Iran: A Post-Khatami Update." The New Iranian
Cinema: Politics, Representation and Identity. Ed. Richard Tapper. London: 1.B.
Tauris, 2002. 26-65. Print.

Naficy, Hamid. "Veiled Voice and Vision in Iranian Cinema: The Evolution of Rakhshan
Banietemad's Films." Social Research 67.2 (2000): 559-76. Print.

Naghibi, Nima. “Diasporic Disclosures: Social Networking, Neda, and the 2009 Iranian
Presidential Elections.” Biography, vol. 34, no. 1, 2011, pp. 56-69.,

doi:10.1353/b10.2011.0004.

237



Naghibi, Nima. Rethinking Global Sisterhood: Western Feminism and Iran. University of
Minnesota Press, 2007.

Nagib, Lcia. World Cinema and the Ethics of Realism, Bloomsbury Academic &
Professional, 2011. ProQuest Ebook Central,
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uea/detail.action?docID=655512.

Rafique, Sadia, and Khalid Manzoor Butt. “Position of Women in Iranian Analysis of Pre
and Post Islamic Revolution 1979.” South Asian Studies, vol. 32, no. 2, 2017, pp.
431-439.

Rahbaran, Shiva. Iranian Cinema Uncensored: Contemporary Film-Makers since the
Islamic Revolution. 1.B. Tauris, 2016.

Rezai-Rashti, Goli M. "Transcending the Limitations: Women and the Post-revolutionary
Iranian Cinema." Critique: Critical Middle Eastern Studies 16.2 (2007): 191-206.
Web.

Rezvanipour, Mohammad. “The Dark Stories of Tales.” Manuscripts by Mohammad
Rezvani Pour , 2016, mohammad-
rezvanipour.blog.ir/1394/04/05/%D9%82%D8%B5%D9%87-%D9%87%D8%A7-
%DB%8C-%D8%B3%DB%8C%D9%86%D9%85%D8%A7%DB%8C%DB%8C-
%D9%86%D9%82%D8%AF-%D9%81%DB%8C%D9%84%D9%85-
%D9%82%D8%B5%D9%87%20%D9%87%D8%A7-
%D9%85%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%AF-
%D8%B1%D8%B6%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%86%DB%8C%20%D9%BE%D9%%
88%D8%BI1.

Sabeti, Masoud. “Tales (Rakhshan Banietemad).” Film, 2014, www.film-

magazine.com/news/iran/397/.

238



Saeed-Vafa, Mehrnaz. “Location (Physical Space) and Cultural Identity in Iranian Films.”
The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, Representation and Identity, edited by Richard
Tapper, [.B. Tauris Publishers, 2002, pp. 200-214.

Sadr, Hamid Reza. Against the Wind: Politics of Iranian Cinema. Tehran: Zarrin, 2002.
Print.

Sadr, Hamid Reza. Iranian Cinema: a Political History. 1.B. Tauris, 2006.

Sayed, Asma. Ed. Screening Motherhood in Contemporary World Cinema. Demeter Press,
2016.

Scott, A. O. “Film Review; An Iranian Family, Facing Conflict Within and Beyond.” The
New  York  Times, The New  York Times, 14 Mar. 2003,
www.nytimes.com/2003/03/14/movies/film-review-an-iranian-family-facing-
conflict-within-and-beyond.html.

Sheibani, Khatereh. “The Aesthetics of (Dis)Empowered Motherhood in Iranian Cinema
(1965-1978).” Screening Motherhood in Contemporary World Cinema. Ed. Sayed
Asma. Demeter Press, 2016, pp. 374—418. Print.

Sheibani, Khatereh. “Kiarostami and the Aesthetics of Modern Persian Poetry.” Iranian
Studies, vol. 39, no. 4, 2006, pp. 509-537., doi:10.1080/00210860601005088.

Shiel, Mark. Cinema and the City: Film and Urban Societies in a Global Context. Blackwell
Publ., 2004.

Shohat, Ella. “Post-Third-Worldist Culture: Gender, Nation, and the Cinema.” Rethinking
Third Cinema. Ed. Guneratne, Anthony R., and Wimal Dissanayake. Routledge,
2003, pp. 51-78. Print.

Singer, Ben. Melodrama and Modernity: Early Sensational Cinema and Its Contexts.

Columbia University Press, 2005.

239



Smelik, Anneke. And the Mirror Cracked: Feminist Cinema and Film Theory. New York:
St. Martin's, 1998. Print.

Srebeny, Annabelle, and Gholam Khiabany. Blogistan. Tauris, 2008.

Suner, Asuman. “Cinema without Frontiers: Transnational Women’s Filmmaking in Iran
and Turkey.” Transnational Feminism in Film and Media, 2007, pp. 53-70.,
doi:10.1057/9780230609655 4.

Tahmasebi-Birgani, Victoria. “Green Women of Iran: The Role of the Women's Movement
During and After Iran's Presidential Election of 2009.” Constellations, vol. 17, no.
1, 2010, pp. 78-86., doi:10.1111/5.1467-8675.2009.00576.x.

Talu, Yonca. “Interview: Rakhshan Bani-E'temad.” Film Comment, 9 Oct. 2018,

www.filmcomment.com/blog/interview-rakhshan-bani-etemad/.

Tapper, Richard. The New Iranian Cinema: Politics, Representation and Identity. 1.B.
Tauris, 2006.

Tasker, Yvonne. “Vision and Visibility: Women Filmmakers, Contemporary Authorship,
and Feminist Film Studies.” Reclaiming the Archive: Feminism and Film History.
Ed. Vicki Callahan. Wayne State University Press, 2010, pp. 213-230.

Thompson, Veronica, and Manijeh Mannani. Familiar and Foreign: Identity in Iranian Film
and Literature. AU Press, 2015.

Varzi, Roxanne. “A Grave State: Rakhshan Bani-Etemad's Mainline.” Iranian Cinema in a
Global Context. Ed. Blake Atwood and Peter Decherney, Routledge, 2015, pp. 96—
111.

Varzi, Roxanne. “Iran's Pieta: Motherhood, Sacrifice and Film in the Aftermath of the Iran
Iraq War.” Feminist Review, vol. 88, mno. 1, 2008, pp. 86-98.,

doi:10.1057/palgrave.fr.9400379.

240



Vatanabadi, Shouleh. “Stories Beyond History: Translations Beyond Nations.” Middle East
Critique, vol. 18, no. 2, 2009, pp. 177-183., doi:10.1080/19436140902989688.

Weinberger, Stephen. “Joe Breen, The Ayatollah Khomeni, and Film Censorship.”
Quarterly Review of Film and Video, vol. 26, no. 3, 2009, pp. 206-215.,
doi:10.1080/10509200902841650.

Weissberg, Jay. “Venice Film Review: 'Tales'.” Variety, Variety, 28 Aug. 2014,
variety.com/2014/film/festivals/venice-film-review-tales-1201292787/.

Whatley, Sheri. “Iranian Women Film Directors: A Clever Activism.” Off Our Backs, vol.
33, no. 3/4, 2003, pp. 30-32.

Whitaker, Sheila. “Inside the Revolution.” New Statesman, 2008,
www.newstatesman.com/arts-and-culture/2008/04/bani-etemad-iran-film-cinema.

White, Patricia. Women's Cinema, World Cinema: Projecting Contemporary Feminisms.
Duke University Press, 2015.

Williams, Linda. “Melodrama Revised.” Refiguring American Film Genres: Theory and
History, edited by Nick Browne, University of California Press, 1998, pp. 42-88.

Zeydabadi-Nejad, Saeed. The Politics of Iranian Cinema: Film and Society in the Islamic

Republic. Routledge, 2011.

241



Filmography

Anderson Layke, et al. London Unplugged. Psychology News Production, 2018.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Mainline. Cinema 79, 2006.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. 7he May Lady. Tose'eh Film Iran, 1999.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Under the Skin of the City. Farabi Cinema Foundation,
2001.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. We Are Half the Population. 2009.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Blue Veiled. 1995.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Foreign Currency. 1988.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Gilaneh. Noori Pictures, 2006.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Nargess. Arman Film, 1992.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Off Limits. Filmsazan Cooperation, 1986.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Our Times. Noori Pictures, 2002.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Tales. Kanoon Iran Novin, 2014.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. To Whom Do You Show These Films. 1992.

Banietemad, Rakhshan, director. Yellow Canary. 1989.

Beyzai , Bahram, director. Bashu! The Little Stranger. Panorama, 1989.

Derakhshandeh, Pouran, director. Under the Smokey Roof. 2017.

Dormishian, Reza, director. / Am Not Angry. Iranian Independants, 2014.

Dormishian, Reza, director. Lantouri. Iranian Independants, 2016.

Farhadi, Asghar, director. 4 Separation. Filmiran, 2011.

Farhadi, Asghar, director. The Salesman. Filmiran, 2016.

Gheidi, Munir, director. Vilaieha. 2017.

Majidi, Majid, director. Children of Heaven. Miramax Films, 1997.

Majidi, Majid, director. Color of Paradise. Varahonar Company, 1999.

242



Makhmalbaf, Mohsen, director. The Cyclist. Image Entertainment, 1987.

Milani, Tahmineh, director. Untaken Paths. Persia Film Distribution, 2017.

Mollagholipour, Rasoul, director. M For Mother. Aftab Negaran Productions, 2006.

Panabhi, Jafar, director. Taxi Tehran. Jafar Panahi Film Productions, 2015.
Panabhi, Jafar, director. This Is Not a Film. Jafar Panahi Film Productions, 2012.
Podalydes Bruno, et al. Paris Je T'aime. First Look International, 2006.

Portman Natalie, et al. New York, I Love You. Grosvenor Park Productions, 2008.

243



