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This article is about an emergent form of cinema in whose pro-
duction and propagation most of us have participated in one
way or another. I will concentrate on its manifestation in Iran
around the political turmoil of 2009."

Internet cinema is a third mechanism and process—after vid-
eo and satellite—by which Iranians have challenged the state’s
broadcasting monopoly and monologism inside the country.
However, this cinema is a new legitimate, artistic, and expres-
sive form regardless of its political uses. Iranian cosmopolitan-
ism, the financial wealth of the country, the widespread pene-
tration of the Internet and its various modalities of connectivity
and interactivity, and the presence of a sophisticated media
savvy population in the diaspora drove the emergence of this
cinema. Live public websites are also growing, offering glimps-
es onto Iranian social landscapes, historical sites, and ordinary
sights such as city traffic (for a while in the 2000s the Teh-
ran Traffic Control and Surveillance Center hosted a site with
several live cameras trained on major thoroughfares, refreshed
every two minutes).

The increasing number of CCTV (closed-circuit television)
cameras in public thoroughfares, transportation centers, and
buildings has become an instrument of government surveil-
lance and control, one that Parisa Bakhtavar’s feature come-
dy, Tambourine (Dayirah-i zangi, 2007), uses in its narrative to
showcase the efficiency of the police. They have also become



sources of documentary films for filmmakers and of sousveil-
lance (self- surveillance), by artists and the political opposition,
to undermine the Islamist regime and to thwart its unwarranted
charges on their arrest. The most prominent examples of the lat-
ter development were the myriad cellphone and other amateur
and low-tech videos recorded during the widespread protests
against Ahmadinejad’s reelection in 2009, which were upload-
ed to Facebook, YouTube, and other social networking web-
sites. These were in turn picked up by news and broadcast orga-
nizations and amplified and disseminated to the world. Mohsen
Makhmalbaf from exile called these amateur videographers
“the most honest filmmakers of Iran,” contextualizing them
within the history of Iranian cinema, with some exaggeration:

I think the thing they are doing is more important than all
of the history of our cinema. For the past 30 years, we were
trying to reach some kind of reality in art. We used our films
like a mirror in front of society. But their images are full of
reality; there is no artificiality. We were talking about de-
mocracy; they are in danger for democracy.?

These videos are constituent of what I have called an “Internet
cinema,” dealt with extensively below.

The State-Citizen Media Struggle (State-Owned Media)

With the success of the revolution in 1979, the Islamic Republic
took over the broadcast media and placed it under direct control
of the Supreme Leader. Having gotten rid of one authoritarian
Pahlavi regime with a monopolistic state-run broadcast media
consisting of vast national networks of radio and television, Ira-
nians did not take this lying down.

'This article is based on a
virtual talk I gave on Zoom on
“Iranian Internet Cinema—a
Cinema of Embodied Protest,”
for The Elahé Omidyar
Mir-Djalali Lecture Series,
University of Toronto, Canada,
10 September 2021.

Quoted in Bari Weiss, “Find-
ing Missing Persians,” Wall
Street Journal, 17 February
2010, www.wsj.com/articles/
SB1000142405274870480420
4575069323196402004



I have documented this exten-
sively in my four-volume book,
A Social History of Iranian
Cinema (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2011-12).

“In 2008, a Harvard University
study further showed that the
Persian (or Farsi) blogosphere
is “a large discussion space of
approximately 60,000 routinely
updated blogs featuring a rich
and varied mix of bloggers,”
that ranges from President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to
lowly students. John Kelly and
Bruce Etling, Mapping Iran’s
Online Public: Politics and
Culture in the Persian Blogo-
sphere (Berkman Center for
Internet and Society, Harvard
Law School, 2008), http://
cyber.law.harvard.edu/publica-
tions/2008/.
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Figure 1: People capturing moments with their smartphones. Image is decorative.

The State-Citizen Media Struggle (People’s Media)

In the 1980s and 1990s Iranians engaged in a creative cat-and-
mouse game with the state to create thriving black markets for
alternative “peoples’ media,” particularly for video distribution
and satellite television.? But they did not stop there. In the 2000s,
they added a third front in the struggle to create an alternative
peoples’ medium. This was Internet cinema with which Irani-
ans challenged the state’s media monopoly and monovocalism.
However, this Internet cinema is a new and legitimate artistic
and expressive form on its own, regardless of its political uses.
Iranian cosmopolitanism, the financial richness of the country,
its youthful and educated population, and the widespread pene-
tration of the Internet and its various modalities of connectivity
and interactivity drove the emergence of the Internet cinema.

For example, in 2005, CIA officers at the Open Source Center,
a new division of the organization created to monitor public
sources of information, discovered that Persian was among the
top five languages in the blogosphere, offering valuable textual
and audiovisual information and insight about Iranian people
and their sentiments (Shane 2005).* Still later studies showed
that Iran has “the most internet users in the Middle East, ap-
proaching 30 million.” No matter how they are counted Iranian



bloggers formed a formidable presence in the blogosphere in
particular and in cyberspace in general. Because of this pres-
ence and because of the strangling of other forms of journalism,
the Internet became a vital source of information and activism
in the 2000s for all sides and a highly contested public diplo-
macy sphere.®

The emergence of blogging and allied practices such as commu-
nity reporting, social networking, and video sharing turned the
Internet’s virtual space into a vast online public sphere, which
in turn encouraged discursive formations and political activism
in the society. The Internet thus became social, not only in its
virtuality but also in its actuality. The streets, in turn, became
virtual, both in their powerful representations on the Internet
and in their power to represent.

One of these discursive formations was the Internet cinema,
and the social formation that it helped mobilize was the oppo-
sition Green Movement which emerged after the 2009 disputed
election which reelected Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as president,
a movement that demanded government accountability and de-
mocracy. This movement posed the biggest challenge in the
lifespan of the Islamic Republic, not only to its legitimacy but
also to its existence.

Figure 2: Sharing videos and information on social media. Image is decorative.

*Cameron J. Shahab and Reza
Mousoli, “Cat and Mouse in
Cyberspace: A Case Study of
China vs. Iran,” Iranian.com,
10 September 2010, www.ira-
nian.com/main/print/120645.
However, I must warn that
these figures are ambiguous as
it is not clear how the number
of bloggers is calculated and
what constitutes an ‘Iranian
blog.” If the physical location
of bloggers is the criterion
(counting only those inside
Iran), the calculation would
ignore the large number of
bloggers in the diaspora; if
the language of blogging is
considered (Persian), then all
those Iranians, dual national
Iranian, and non-Iranians who
write in other languages about
Iran are ignored. Annabelle
Sreberny and Gholam Khiaba-
ny, Blogistan: The Internet and
Politics in Iran (London: I.B.
Tauris, 2010), 35-6.

°The 25-minute film, Iran: The
Cyber-Dissidents (2006), pro-
duced by Vivien Altman and
reported by Mark Corcoran for
Australian Broadcasting Corp.,
deals with this burgeoning
phenomenon.



"The power of this new

virtual and discursive space
was lauded ad infinitum by
mainstream Western media and
exile media, which prematurely
and erroneously dubbed the
new protests a “Twitter
Revolution,” ignoring the facts
that technology and media

by themselves do not make

a revolution and that Twitter
actually played a small role
inside Iran. It played a larger
role outside in publicizing

the events, partly because

of government censorship

at home. While Twitter and
Facebook were used admirably
to exchange information, file
news reports and images, and
organize protests domestically
and internationally, the social
space and the physical place
remained high on the agenda
of the protesters, emblematized
by a street placard carrying the
following slogan, addressed

to the regime: “We’ll give you
back the web sites and mobile
phones, but we won’t give you
the country,” referring, on the
one hand, to the power of gov-
ernment to shut down the In-
ternet and mobile phones and,
on the other hand, to the power
of citizens to withhold support
from it and to fight back for
the country. See Jonathan M.
Acuff, ‘Social Networking
Media and the Revolution That
Wasn’t,” in Media, Power,

and Politics in the Digital

Age: The 2009 Presidential
Election Uprising in Iran,

ed. Yahya Kamalipour (New
York: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2010), 221-34; Gol-
naz Esfandiari, “The Twitter
Devolution,” Foreign Policy, 8
June 2010, https:/foreignpol-
icy.com/2010/06/08/the-twit-
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The Components of Internet Cinema

What I am calling Internet cinema vastly differs from what we
normally mean by cinema and by its product, movies. Inter-
net films differ from motion picture films in their mode of pro-
duction, the status of the filmmakers (who makes the film), the
films’ textual system (the way the story is told), the way the
films are distributed and exhibited, and finally the way they are
received by spectators—on TV, on the Internet, on cell phones.”

The Disembodied Production Mode: Filming from Private

Places

The negative consequences of the shift in the U.S. and Irani-
an public diplomacies from gathering secret information from
enemy countries through espionage to collecting information
from public sources in those countries, such as through the In-
ternet, are that it politicizes, even militarizes, all public spheres,
including the streets and the Internet. As a result, both people
and government in Iran became camera shy in public places
in major cities and a kind of disembodied filming emerged.
If someone took out a camera to take a picture in the streets,
both government agents and passersby would harass the per-
son—one fearing that the image would be uploaded to social
networking sites or to oppositional sites, feeding the gathering
anti-regime dissent; the other fearing government surveillance
and future arrests. As a result, some of the early protest videos
were filmed almost clandestinely, from private and semi-private
places like balconies and from inside apartments and offices.
The government attempted to remove, impede, or block these
public sources of information and to surveil, track down, im-
prison, and severely punish the Internet operators and users it
considered aiding the dissidents. Ironically, the U.S. sanctions
against the Islamic Republic, too, initially contributed to sup-
pressing the digital uprising of Iranians.?



Figure 3: Recording scenes of police violence against citizens by people’s mobile phones

The Embodied Production Mode: Filming in Public Places

The regime’s impediments and censorship efforts did not deter
the opposition; instead, it encouraged a creative but sometimes
deadly and violent cat-and-mouse game, both on the Internet
and in the streets, leading to an embodied styled of filming.
Protesters found ever more ingenuous alternatives to stay in
touch, to coordinate, and to organize their protest, and they
sought new strategies, internal and international, to create an al-
ternative non-governmental mediascape to publicize their own
activities and grievances, to document those protests, and to
monitor police reaction and violence. Many resorted to proxies,
which redirected them to banned sites, or used anonymizers,
which concealed identities of senders and recipients.’

The Embodied Production Mode: Using Simple Equipment

This was the moment for the efflorescence of a new “little me-
dium,” the “Internet cinema.” In contrast to the “big media”
of movies and broadcast TV, this little medium with its simple
equipment—a mobile phone or a consumer model digital cam-
era/recorder—to not only replace those big media but also the
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and Politics in the Digital Age:
The 2009 Presidential Election
Uprising in Iran, ed. Yahya Ka-
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& Littlefield Publishers, 2010),
125-42.
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Age: The 2009 Presidential
Election Uprising in Iran,

ed. Yahya Kamalipour (New
York: Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2010), 221-34; Gol-
naz Esfandiari, “The Twitter
Devolution,” Foreign Policy, 8
June 2010, https:/foreignpol-
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Uprisings,” in Media, Power,
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The 2009 Presidential Election
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°Foremost among these
anti-censorship software tools
were Tor, Psiphon, Mixminion,
Incognito, Freegate, and the
purportedly more ingenuous
program, Haystack, designed
especially for Iran by Amer-
ican hacktivist, Austin Heap.
William J. Dobson, “Computer
Programmer Takes on the
World’s Despots,” News-
week, 6 August 2010, www.
newsweek.com/computer-pro-
grammer-takes-worlds-des-
pots-71587.

10See Hamid Naficy, A Social
History of Iranian Cinema, vol.
2 (Durham, NC: Duke Univer-
sity Press, 2011), 325-432.

"Oppositional filmmaking
against IRI took varied forms:
documentaries, fiction films,
agit-prop films, animated films,
Internet films, and music vid-
eos. In this section the latter
two are discussed.
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formerly powerful little medium of the analogue audiocassette,
which Ayatollah Khomeini had used so effectively to energize
the Islamic Revolution in the late 1970s.'° This was a new era,
necessitating a new medium, for a new cause. Each protester
became a digital medium and a historiographer by taking to the
streets, digital camera, cell phone, or a recorder in hand, defy-
ing the government’s threats of force and terror and its monop-
oly on the big media."

Figure 4: Amateur videographers documenting protests with mobile phones.

The Embodies Production Mode: Filming from the Streets

They began to record their videos from the turmoil in the streets,
at ground level, and from a close-up view, instead of from the
safety of the high-rise buildings and from behind windows and
curtains as before. With this shift from the private to the public
space and from a distant view to a close-up view of the subjects,
came other fundamental political and aesthetic changes in what
was recorded. Production became democratized, as anyone with
a cell phone camera was a potential filmmaker and broadcaster,
not needing professional training. Social barriers and divisions,
such as those separating genders, crumbled. That is why wom-
en were such a strong and defiant presence both in the streets



and on Internet cinema’s community videos.!?

The Embodied Production Mode: (Cinema Vérité)

Moreover, instead of recording from the point of view of an
outsider observing events as before, community videographers
began to record from the POV of insiders, engaged in action.
Their recording mode, thus, shifted from direct cinema’s fly-
on-the-wall observation of outside events to cinema vérité’s
provocation-cum-recording of events."

The Embodied Production Mode—Aesthetics
(Amateur Aesthetics)

As such, theirs was not a simple recording of protests that
someone else had organized, but an embodied form of protest
in whose organization they themselves participated, with all the
subjectivity, ambiguity, and hapticity—roughness, shakiness,
and out of focus and chaotic aiming and muffled sounds—that
they entailed—in short an embodied camera effect.

The result was unedited, raw footage of action and affect, not
edited films of a polished presentation. These proved to be very
powerful when uploaded onto the Internet video sharing and
social networking sites, bypassing government control and cen-
sorship.

Slogans

The slogans that protesters carried testified to the changed mis-
sion of the filmers and that of this new little embodied filmic
medium. “My [cell] phone, my medium,” summarized the de-
fiance of the protesters against the state and its centralized big
media, the broadcast media. Amplifying that message, another
said: “Every Iranian, a historiographer.”!*

"?Hamed Yusefi’s 25-minute
film, The Aesthetics of Politi-
cal Protest in Iran (Zibashina-
si-yi I'tirazat-i Siyasi dar Iran),
aired by BBC Persian on 22
July 2010, provides insightful
analysis of these points. See:
www.bbc.co.uk/persian/
tv/2010/07/100721_green_art.
shtml.

3Bill Nichols, Introduction to
Documentary (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press,
2001), 99-138.

1A cartoon echoed these senti-
ments by depicting an Iranian
woman wearing a crown of
light and posing like the U.S.
statue of liberty, but instead of
holding a lit torch she holds
up a cell phone emanating
waves. The original Persian
slogans are: “Telefon-i man,
risanah-yi man” and “Har Irani
tarikhnegar.”
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Videographers

Who are these video historiographers filming these events? 1
make a distinction between filmers and videographers and film-
makers. The filmers and videographers are amateur filmers,
not professional filmmakers. They work spontaneously in an
unplanned, unscripted manner. They work alone and are often
anonymous, which means they do not benefit from authorial
recognition and financial gain. They work underground, with-
out official authorization. They also work outside journalistic
institutions that verify the authenticity of events, people, places
and confer value on their result.

Production Phase 1

The production of Internet cinema film occurs in three distinct
phases. In the first phase, community videos are filmed by peo-
ple with digital cameras which are upload to Internet sites with-
out editing.

Production Phase 2

In a growing practice, a second phase evolved, during which
others, who were not necessarily involved in the first phase,
blogged about them or shared, compiled, aggregated, repur-
posed, edited, and uploaded these Internet videos to create oth-
er fictional or nonfictional videos and music videos. These are
what I call Internet films, and to which I will turn presently. In
the case of the two videos of tearing up of Khamenei’s picture,
or that of Neda Agha-Soltan’s death video, an anonymous per-
son recorded the incident on a cell phone and uploaded them,
starting their distribution process.



13See “Anonymous Video of
Neda Agha-Soltan’s Death
Wins Polk Award,” www.
guardian.co.uk/media/
pda/2010/feb/16/george-polk-
awards. To see the video, visit
“Neda Agha-Soltan Shot in
Iran,” www.dailymotion.com/
video/x90ltq neda-agha-sol-
tan-shot-in-iran_news.

Figure 5: Pictures of a video recorded by an eyewitness of the Neda Agha-Soltan incident.

Distribution

Unlike most movie distribution, which requires professional
distributors, the amateur filmer is also the primary distributor
of Internet community videos. His distribution is not just in-
dividualized but also significantly globalized, because of the
Internet. In this way, ordinary videographers become not only
extraordinary producers but also extraordinary extraterritorial
distributors, who bypass the traditional commercial and gov-
ernmental distribution systems with their complicated monop-
olistic or competitive techno-political economies. In the case
of the Agha-Soltan video, the anonymous filmer forwarded the
video to the British newspaper The Guardian, Voice of Amer-
ica, and five other individuals. Significantly, according to the
newspaper, one of these latter individuals uploaded the video
onto Facebook, not the filmer himself or herself, showing the
two-step production of Internet films. From that one posting
“copies spread to YouTube and were broadcast within hours
by CNN.”"* This video was then used in, or served to inspire,
numerous types of Internet films—fiction, documentary, music
video, and animated films. It is thus that this single video went
viral and became simultaneously an icon, index, and symbol
of the postelection protest and of the democratic aspirations of
Iranians—the Green Movement—fulfilling all the three defini-
tions of the sign in Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiology.

10
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Figure 6: Examples of non-Iranian newspapers that published the image of Neda Agha-Soltan

Exhibition

The exhibition venue of the Internet cinema vastly differs from
other forms of cinema. It shifts from the stationary brick and
mortar movie houses where people watch movies collectively
according to a schedule, to the small and mobile handheld de-
vices, which could be viewed by any individual with Internet
access at any time, and anywhere in the world. This means that
Internet films’ exhibition is freed from both physical location
and physical structure, becoming global and virtual—even vi-
ral, potentially. In short, in all its phases of production, distri-
bution, exhibition, and reception, Internet cinema moves from
professional and formal to amateur and personal forms, mark-
ing the ultimate triumph of modernity’s individuality in Iranian
cinematic expression.

Reception

The rubber of the Internet films hits the road with the viewers,
who are not passive receivers of pre-made films, but active in-
teractants in creating new phase 3 films. They choose the order
of the film clips they watch, sharing some, and blogging about
them and others. Each viewer creates her own film by this pro-
cess, which is different from the others’ films, for they click on
different videos. Because of this and because many of these



film postings are ephemeral, no single, unified, authorial film
text exists. As a result, the real author of the Internet film, the
filmmaker, is none other than the viewer who is also the film’s
secondary distributor, exhibitor, and critic. This is a radical
shift in cinema, from professional to amateur and from film-
maker to the viewer, a triumph of modernity and individuality.

Internet cinema is more democratic than traditional cinema be-
cause of its spontaneous, amateur production mode, its non-hi-
erarchical production, open textuality, and viewer interactivity.

The Diasporic Contribution

Finally, the Iranian diasporic population contributes to the In-
ternet films in several ways. It helps to globalize the film by
sharing the first phase clips on social networking or stream-
ing sites, by blogging about it, and by forwarding it to Western
news organizations. They also contribute by repurposing them
to make other films—documentaries, fiction films, music vid-
eos. I offer one such example of a music video, Another Brick
in the Wall (Hey Ayatollah, Leave those Kids Alone),” directed
by Babak Payami and performed by Blurred Vision.

This music video provides a great example of counter-interpel-
lation. If you recall Louis Althusser’s example of interpella-
tion, or hailing, it is this: you are walking down the street and a
policeman calls you from behind. By turning around to face the
caller, you’re interpellated, and have become the subject of the
state. In the Islamic Republic the state hails and addresses the
citizens by its monopolistic broadcast and other media, which
propagate the dominant ideology. The state enforces that ide-
ology by its control of the coercive forces as well: the police,
armed forces, security, and intelligence services. The citizens
can hail an authoritarian state by creating their own ideological
apparatuses, such as black-market videos, installing clandestine
satellite receivers, and creating Internet films, such as this mu-
sic video, which are powerful in counterhailing the government,

12



'“However, the affective power
of these Internet films was
often diluted when Western
media broadcast them, for
they often suppressed the
soundtrack, replacing it with
their own voice over narration
or commentary. To be sure, the
video of Neda Agha-Soltan’s
on-camera death as broadcast
by Western news media

was very powerful, but this
power came from its tragic
content, timing, brief length
(40 seconds), the semiotics of
Agha-Soltan’s youth, beauty,
fair skin, and her Westernized
veil and attire. Its power also
came from the video’s visuali-
ty, the way it clearly witnessed
the last eye contact of the dying
young woman with the camera,
as life departed from her body.
However, if one listens to the
voices of the bystanders—all
male—who gathered around
her to save her, the video be-
comes much more compelling
in its emotional and visceral
impact. Here’s my translated
transcription of the bystanders’
utterances, some of which

are not sufficiently audible:
“Let’s get someone to carry
her away...” (to a hospital?);
“Neda! Watch her eyes, watch
her eyes”; “Her eyes are turn-
ing in”; Neda, don’t’ be afraid,
don’t be afraid”; “Oh, oh, oh,
OH” (voices rise to desperate
shouts); “Press on her, press on
her” (hands press on her chest,
presumably the site of her
gunshot wound); “Neda, stay,
stay, stay, STAY” (man’s voice
rises to a frantic and horrifying
shout); and “Open her mouth,
open her mouth.” See Setarech
Sabety, “Graphic Content:

The Semiotics of a YouTube
Uprising,” in Media, Power,
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that is, talking back to and undermining the state. But these
individual media makers are vulnerable to the state’s coercive
forces, as Shahin Najafi found out when he created Naqj, a vid-
eo critiquing Ayatollah Khamenei. He received a death fatwa
and went into hiding. Both the production of counterhailing
videos and the reaction of the state can turn Internet filmers into
heroic characters, pushing them into unwanted political leader-
ship, and make them better targets for government action.

This sort of affective Internet film augured not only entirely
new relations with its social subjects, as described so far, but
also new relations of production, distribution, exhibition, and
reception with its viewers.'® While its site of production in its
initial phases was primarily public places—either in the streets
or underground—, its sites of reception were chiefly private
places—homes and other private or semi-private locations.
Production was ad hoc, spontaneous, amateurish, and without
official permission, bypassing the strict government approval
and censorship apparatuses. As such, Internet cinema was in-
herently an unauthorized, underground cinema. Its technology
of recording was no longer optical and chemical, involving cel-
luloid film, but entirely electronic and digital. This technologi-
cal shift facilitated the globalized production and distribution of
Internet Cinema videos.

Because of their highly individualized production, their spon-
taneous, embodied, and amateur aesthetics, their small-scale,
short length, and un-edited raw footage, and their mobility the
first phase Internet videos cannot satisfactorily be labeled ‘cin-
ema.” However, | am applying that term to them because they
are a new form of audiovisual expression on their own, and they
spawn, in their second-phase iteration, other longer, more ro-
bust, and professional works, which are exhibited both on the
Internet and in the movie houses. The Internet cinema, thus,
added another type to the typology of cinemas that emerged in
IRI. Whatever the most accurate terminology, the fact remains
that instead of being dismissed by the world on grounds of their



amateur, improvised aesthetics, and brief burst of raw footage
of affect, Internet videos gained an added value precisely be-
cause of those characteristics, which were reminiscent of the
third cinema’s aesthetics of imperfection and smallness that in
the 1960s and 1970s had countered both the reigning oppres-
sive political regimes in the world and the oppressive main-
stream cinema’s aesthetic regime of polish and perfection. In
fact, the aesthetics of imperfection, smallness, and embodiment
of these videos authenticated them fully, as intimate and defi-
ant documents of their filmers having been there, documenting,
provoking, and protesting against a seemingly hegemonic and
intractable state and its media.

International recognition of the Iranian Internet cinema of pro-
test was swift, not only in the reiteration and transmedial dis-
semination of its videos but also in the awards these received
from film festivals and media and journalism associations—
another reason to call them Internet cinema. For example, in
2009, Long Island University bestowed its prestigious jour-
nalism award, the George Polk Award for Videography, to the
video of Neda Agha-Soltan in recognition of “the efforts of the
people responsible for recording the death of 26-year-old Neda
Agha-Soltan at a June protest in Tehran, Iran, and uploading the
video to the Internet.”"’

Internet films, like Agha-Soltan’s video, soon became the con-
tents of other protest films and videos made in different forms—
fiction, documentary, animated, and music videos—and some
were used, reused, remade, remixed, homaged, signified upon,
and repurposed so many times and so transmedially and rhizom-
atically in a meandering global chain reaction that they became
viral, even though virality has usually been associated with
comedy.'® One of these is The Green Wave (2010), which re-
ceived its international premiere at International Documentary
Film Festival in Amsterdam in 2011. Directed by Iranian-born
German filmmaker Ali Samadi Ahadi (b. 1972), according to
its press book, the film is a “touching documentary-collage”
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235-49.
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nalism,” www.liu.edu/About/
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February/GP-Press-Release-
Feb16-2010.aspx.

Neda, an animated version,
offers a historical background
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that illustrates the dramatic 2009 presidential election protests
and expresses the feelings of the people involved in the Green
Movement. “Facebook reports, Twitter messages and videos
posted on the internet were included in the film composition,
and hundreds of real blog entries served as reference for the
experiences and thoughts of two young students, whose story
is running through the film as the main thread. The film de-
scribes their initial hope and curiosity, their desperate fear, and
the courage to yet continue to fight.”'"” These fictional storylines
were animated using the “motion comic” technique augmented
by interviews with prominent human rights campaigners and
exiled Iranians, such as Shirin Ebadi, Mohsen Kadivar, Payam
Akhavan, Mehdi Mohseni, and Mitra Khalatbari.

These extended Internet cinema films, too, received interna-
tional praise and prizes. For example, in November 2010, the
International Documentary Film Festival in Amsterdam recog-
nized the importance of such Internet films, when it gave its
Unlimited Cinema Award to The Silent Majority Speaks (2010),
a 93-minute film anthology consisting of 14 films made on cell
phones and similar devices by anonymous Iranians about the
post presidential election protests and the state violence against
them. The 5,000-euro cash award given to the film was an ini-
tiative of the Hivos Cultural Fund, one of the NGOs that the Ira-
nian intelligence ministry had identified as supporting a velvet
revolution against the regime. The award was given to an Ira-
nian women’s rights activist, Mahboubeh Abbasgholizade, who
was condemned in absentia in Iran to two-and-a-half years of
prison and thirty lashes, and who dedicated it to the anonymous
citizen filmers.?® In addition, in November 2010, the Foreign
Press Association named Iranian journalist Saced Kamali Deh-
ghan, who regularly writes for The Guardian, as “journalist of
the year,” for his coverage of the disputed presidential election,
and gave the top award for best TV Feature/Documentary film
to the HBO film, For Neda, which Anthony Thomas had co-di-
rected with Kamali Dehghan.?!



Music videos became one of the most powerful forms of the
Internet cinema, driven by the global popularity of the music
video form and by the continuing disenchantment of Iranians
with their regime. Blurred Vision, a Toronto-based rock band
formed in 2007 by brothers Sepp and Sohl, who fled Iran with
their family in 1986 (and do not reveal their last name to safe-
guard family members’ security in Iran), produced one of the
more powerful music videos supporting the protesters of Ah-
madinejad’s reelection. This became very popular if not viral.
On 30 January 2010, the band remade the famous Pink Floyed’s
song “Another Brick in the Wall,” already very popular in Iran,
into a clear-visioned new protest anthem, Another Brick in the
Wall (Hey, Ayatollah, Leave Those Kids Alone!). In it they in-
tercut footage of their purported clandestine performance of the
song inside Iran, being filmed by a fan on a cell phone, with
those of street clashes and an overbearing Ayatollah who orders
the security police to shut down the performance (figure 73).
By 1 November, the music video had been played an impressive
number of 383,394 times on YouTube; however, the brothers
were more impressed by the responses from inside Iran.”? Sepp
explained:

We get a lot of e-mails, especially from the younger guys, and I
remember we were in London for a film festival where we were
there to receive an award for best video and Sohl was translat-
ing an e-mail into English. And as he was translating he started
crying. The e-mail said, ‘It is you guys out there that can keep
this going for us, that can keep our voice alive. We’re here sort
of isolated from the rest of the world, we’ve been shut down
and shut off from the rest of the world and all we can say is just
keep our voice alive, keep going to allow us to reach this point
of freedom.’*

2Blurred Vision’s music
video is available at www.
dailymotion.com/video/xcp-
Sua_blurred-vision-another-
brick-in-the_music.

2Quoted in Diane Mace-

do, “Iranian Rockers Tear
Down ‘The Wall,”” Fox

News, www.foxnews.com/
world/2010/08/11/iranian-rock-
ers-break-wall/.
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HEY AYATOLLAH LEAVE

Figure 7: Music cover for Hey, Ayatollah, Leave Those Kids Alone! (2011)

That YouTube was often shut down by the government made
such a response all the more significant, for users had to go
through extra steps to get around censorship (without censor-
ship the hits the video received would have been much higher).
Not all the comments were positive, however, for some people
accused the band of being involved in American public diplo-
macy projects, of being “backed by the CIA and the Pentagon
and making a fortune off the U.S. government,” a charge the
band denied, stating that it donates most of the song’s download
proceeds to Amnesty International. “It’s an ethos of the band
that awareness can change the world and music is our tool and
platform to do that,” said Sepp, “and in my opinion it’s truly
working because the dialogue has begun.”*

Hey Executioner, Get Lost! (Hey Jallad, Gom Kon Gureto!,
2011) was another music video on the protest movement that
tapped into the Pink Floyd’s “Another Brick in the Wall” song,
except that this was more incendiary than Blurred Vision’s mu-
sic video. For it identified President Ahmadinejad and Supreme
Leader Khamenei as the executioners in its title, ordering them
to leave the country that is no longer theirs. The videoclips of
the street demonstrations that accompanied the lyrics included
images of orderly protests which were disrupted by police vio-
lence, causing the angry demonstrators to turn on the uniformed
and plain-clothes policemen, whom they beat up mercilessly
and whose van they turn over. The video’s message was no lon-
ger protest but revolt.”®



Yet another effective counterhailing song, which spawned mu-
sic videos on YouTube, was Thorn and Riffraftf (Khas o Kha-
shak), which Iranians produced to counter what Ahmadinejad
had once called the thousands of demonstrators to his reelec-
tion, “a few thorns and riffraff.” The song turns Ahmadinejad’s
own words against himself and his regime, addressing them in
its refrain: “You are the thorn and riffraft/ you are lower than
dirt/ T am the aching lover/ ablaze, bright, and full of fervor.”?

Clearly, these music videos and many others like them were
examples of the citizens withdrawing their support from the re-
gime, the most effective peaceful means of combating intolerant
and undemocratic rule. However, these videos took it one step
further. All the videos reversed the interpellating process that
Althusser describes in his famous illustration of a policeman call-
ing a citizen: “Hey! You, there.” By turning to respond to the
policeman, the passerby becomes a subject of the state. Instead
of being hailed by the state and its agents (“Hey! You, there”), in
these videos it is the protesters and their global sympathizers and
collaborators who counterhail the state, not only in the video’s
titles but also in their frequent shouted refrains addressed to the
regime, ‘“Hey, Ayatollah, Leave Those Kids Alone!,” “Hey Exe-
cutioner, Get Lost!,” and “You are the thorn and riffraff/ you are
lower than dirt.” It is in this power not only to withdraw consent
but also to counterhail the state, of speaking truth to power, that
the Internet cinema will find its political fulfillment.

Figure 8: Images from the music video for Hey, Ayatollah, Leave Those Kids Alone! (2011)

%For an example, see “Khas
o Khashak” at: www.youtube.

com/watch?v=z1z5isdLF-
MA&NR=1.
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The Iranian government moved to stifle this new form of cine-
ma, both in its production and dissemination. It began arrest-
ing virtual and social activists and videographers. It arrested
an increasing number of bloggers, whose labor complement-
ed the Internet cinema, sentencing them to jail terms ranging
from a few months to many years. In 2004 it arrested some 20
bloggers and Internet journalists,”” and between 2000 and 2006
Iran became the top censor of the Internet in the Middle East,*®
thwarting the democratic potential of the Internet as well as of
Iranians. Within a few years, Reporters Without Borders was
able to label the Islamic Republic, along with 13 other coun-
tries, as “enemies of the Internet.”” In September 2008, promi-
nent [ranian-Canadian blogger, Hosain Derakhshan (nicknamed
blogfather, aka Hoder.com), was arrested inside Iran on a vari-
ety of charges, among them, collaborating with hostile foreign
powers, including Israel. Derakhshan had been the editor of the
Internet and Film section of Duniya-yi Tasvir (World of Pic-
tures) magazine in Tehran and after emigrating to Canada had
introduced “a simple but groundbreaking” way to show Persian
letters and characters on the Internet, which contributed to the
prominence of Iranians in the blogosphere. This charge of spy-
ing was apparently due to a well-publicized trip of his in 2006
to Israel (on his Canadian passport) whose aims were to show
“his 20,000 daily Iranian readers what Israel really looks like
and how people live there,” and to “humanise” Iranians for Is-
raelis.®® A controversial figure among the blogging community,
he had toned down his anti-regime blogging in recent times and
began supporting it, and he returned to Iran from his self-im-
posed exile, hoping to work inside the country. He was jailed
for nearly two years before finally being sentenced to an in-
credible nineteen-and-a-half years of imprisonment on charges
of “conspiring with hostile governments, spreading propaganda
against the Islamic system, spreading propaganda in favor of
counterrevolutionary groups, blasphemy, and creating and man-
aging obscene Web sites.”!

“Like journalists, bloggers have been treated for months as if



they are enemies of the regime,” Reporters Without Borders
said. “But the authorities have now started to impose much
harsher sentences on them. Bloggers involved in censorship
circumvention are being particularly targeted as they help their
fellow citizens to gain access to banned information.”*? Internet
censorship took many forms, not only imprisonment but also
more subtle and structural forms, such as passing of censorship
laws and regulations, content filtering, tapping and surveillance,
infrastructural control, telecom control, and self-censorship.*
Imprisonment, however, remained a common form. The Com-
mittee to Protect Journalists reported that by February 2010
there were fifty-two journalists in Iranian jails, a record high
which accounted for a third of all the journalists imprisoned
in the world.>* A month later, Reporters Without Borders not-
ed that, “With some sixty journalists and bloggers behind bars
and another fifty forced to seek asylum elsewhere, the Islamic
Republic of Iran has become the largest prison in the Middle
East—and one of the world’s largest prisons—for journalists
and netizens.*

Undeterred, some Iranian activists came up with another tactic:
they took legal action outside Iran. In August 2010, jailed and
tortured prominent journalist Isa Saharkhiz and his son, Mehdi
Saharkhiz, filed a lawsuit in the U.S. Federal Court in Alexan-
dria, Virginia, against Nokia Siemens Networks and its parent
companies, Siemens AG and Nokia Inc., alleging their complic-
ity in the Iranian government’s human rights violations through
the spying centers the companies had supplied. The journalist
claimed that such centers had conducted surveillance, eaves-
dropping, and tracking of his cell phone and other communica-
tions after the 2009 elections, resulting in his incarceration and
torture. The plaintiffs demanded that Nokia Siemens Networks
cease its support of the Iranian intercepting centers and use its
connections within Iranian regime to secure Saharkhiz’s free-
dom. They also called on the United States’ judicial system to
hold accountable business practices such as the ones engaged in
by Nokia Siemens Networks in Iran.*
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In another tactic, International Campaign for Human Rights in
Iran called for the removal of Ezzatollah Zarghami, Director
General of Voice and Vision of the Islamic Republic (national
broadcast networks, VVIR, on the charge that in addition to its
close cooperation with intelligence agents and interrogators, the
broadcasting authority under him had “systematically produced
and broadcast programs aimed to target well-known personal-
ities through attributing undue, libelous, and untrue matters to
them.” This was a reference to the latest iteration of Identity and
Armageddon shows, a new series, Sedition Documents, which
purported to be documentaries about reformists, such as Ataol-
lah Mohajerani, Abdolkarim Sorush, Akbar Ganji, Shirin Eba-
di, Fatemeh Hagqiqatju, and Mohsen Sazegara, many of them in
diaspora, aired on the main VVIR channels during prime time.
Having no access to them to interrogate and force them into in-
criminating show trials, such state-sanctioned “documentaries”
smeared these individuals by digging up dirt on their private
lives and by falsely presenting them as immoral and hostile to
Islam and to religion.?” The campaign further demanded that the
Iranian parliament and judiciary launch an independent inquiry
into VVIR violations of the constitution and citizens’ rights on
behalf of the defamed individuals who could not defend them-
selves in the court of public opinion because of the government
monopoly on all broadcast media.*® How successful these ex-
traterritorial legal interventions will be in impeding the gov-
ernment’s illegal attacks on its own citizens remains to be seen.

The Iranian regime took a page from the U.S. government’s
public diplomacy rulebook and went global and began coun-
tering the U.S. government’s funding of anti-Islamic Republic
and pro-democracy NGOs inside and outside of Iran. This in-
cluded supporting and funding NGOs in the West that engaged
in cultural programming that favored the Islamic Republic.* It
also began a wide-ranging “campaign of harassing and intim-
idating members of its diaspora world-wide—not just promi-
nent dissidents—who criticize the regime.” This unprecedented
action consisted not only of slowing down the Internet speed,



blocking social networking sites (Facebook, Twitter), video
sharing sites (YouTube), Internet telephone services (Skype),
and cutting e-mail service inside Iran, but also of tracking the
activities of Iranians on networking sites worldwide, creating
fake sites for the protesters to rope in more victims, monitoring
Iranian protesters in the diaspora (900 were tracked in Germa-
ny), videotaping their public demonstrations in order to harass
them and their families at home, and sending them anonymous
threatening e-mails to cease and desist from “spreading lies and
insults.”*® All these measures may have been facilitated and en-
hanced by IRGC’s takeover of the telecom infrastructure.

Figure 9: Social media filtering. Image is decorative.

In 2010, Ahmadinejad’s government attempted another tactic: it
put on another charm offensive for the Iranians in diaspora who
had previously been denigrated by the Islamic Republic lead-
ers. It established the High Council of Iranians Abroad, which
sought to attract thousands of professional Iranians and potential
investors to visit, invest, and return to Iran. It sought to facili-
tate their travels by establishing a 24-hour hotline, establishing
branch offices of the Council in Iranian provinces, supporting
the creation of “Iran House” branches in foreign countries, and
organizing in Tehran a massive Grand Conference of Iranians
Living Abroad, offering to pay for the participants’ travel and
accommodations.*! However, instead of “polishing Iran’s im-
age,” the grand conference, “ended up showcasing many of the
country’s bitter internal divisions”, and the opposition was
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quick to post the participants’ names and pictures on the Inter-
net in an effort to “expose the double crossers.”

Such politicization of the digital media and the Internet by a
public diplomacy quartet—Western powers, Iranian regime,
dissidents at home, and dissident in exile—had the unfortunate
result of deeply and structurally politicizing the Iranian domes-
tic and exile media and Internet cinema, whether their contents
were political or not, degrading their professional impartiality
and journalistic fairness, and undermining the media and civil
society formations inside and outside the country, regardless of
whether they had accepted American or Iranian governments’
funding or not, and feeding Iranians’ penchant for conspiracy
thinking. It also made Iranian or bi-national Iranian intellec-
tuals, academics, artists, bloggers, filmmakers, and community
activists, whether they were beneficiaries of the public diplo-
macy funding or not, suspect to the Iranian and Western intelli-
gence services or targets of their surveillance and recruitment,
with serious consequences for their democratic aspirations and
their lives.

Multiplicity is overdetermined in accented films. Multiplicity
is manifested in the films’ multilingual dialogues, multicultural
characters, and multisited diegeses, and it is driven by the many
languages of the filmmakers and their crews and the stories
about which they make films. Multiplicity feeds into and feeds
off of the horizontality of our globalized world, where com-
patriot diaspora and transnational communities and individuals
are in touch with each other laterally across the globe, instead of
being focused on an exclusive, binary, and vertical exilic rela-
tion between a former home country and the current homeland.
The metaphor is more one of rhizome than one of root.

With financial consolidation, media convergence, digitization,
and the Internet, we have entered the multidevice, multiplat-
form, and multichannel media world to whose multiplex cre-
ations multiple users flung far and wide contribute. This is



clearly a vast, complex, and rapidly evolving topic, suffice it
to say that it will give new meaning to the ideas of collective
production and reception. It will also raise serious question
about the nature of authorship, which has traditionally been
tied to singularity and uniqueness. What would authorship in a
multiauthored, user-generated, multiplatform, and multidevice
environment consist of? Will it lead to the rise of egalitari-
an, democratic, amateurs and citizen or community journalists,
self-taught filmmakers, dorm-room musicians, and unpublished
writers, who, empowered by the Internet and artisanal do-it-
yourself strategies, can crash through the traditional gatekeep-
ers of ideas and cultural products; or will it lead, as Andrew
Keen claims, to a cult of parasitic amateurs producing shallow,
repetitious, mediocre art—a bunch of rumor-mongers, idea
spinners, and intellectual property kleptomaniacs who copy and
paste other peoples’ works.* Will the considered opinions of
the experts be replaced by the wisdom of the crowd?* The jury
is out on this debate.
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