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Introduction

This article focuses on the changes in the cinematic represen-
tation of home and how women are represented at home and in
relation to home before, during, and after the 1979 Iranian Rev-
olution. Research findings are based on an ethnographic content
analysis of thirty post-revolution and thirty pre-revolution films
from 1969 to 1999. These films include best-sellers, films made
by New Wave filmmakers, films by new revolutionary filmmak-
ers, and films known as Filmfarsi. This article illustrates how
the cinematic representation of women at home and in relation
to home changed by discussing three major themes: the role of
class in the representation of women at home, the presence of
women in the background and foreground, and women, home,
and homeland as objects to be protected. Cinema, as an insti-
tution that has a reciprocal relationship with society and state,
can demonstrate how changes in society or state are manifested.
Also, cinema itself changes as a result of shifts in society and
state. | introduce a model to describe this dialectical relation-
ship between the state, cinema, and society based on Griswold’s
cultural diamond. The inseparability of social and spatial pro-
cesses is key in discussing the relationship between home and
revolution. Home is constantly in the process of being made,
which affects and is affected by social processes.

The relationships between cinema and revolution, and cinema
and women, have been discussed in the academic world from



different approaches. The question of how the representation
of home changes during big social changes, such as revolution,
was the starting point of this study. The theme of the repre-
sentation of women emerged in the early stages of research.
Thus, the research scope evolved to foreground analysis of the
representation of women at home and how this changed during
the revolution. Firstly, this article illustrates the meaning of
home. Symbolic interactionists pay attention to the processes
of meaning-making and place-making that result in home-mak-
ing. Therefore, home is a dynamic process, not a static state of
being. After discussing home, the relationship between cinema
and revolution become the focal point of the discussion.

Studying the history of cinema in Russia, Cuba, Algeria, and
Iran shows the inseparable connection between cinema and
revolutionaries before and after revolutions. In Iran, the Cin-
ema Rex arson triggered the revolution six months before the
triumph. This tragedy happened on the twenty-fifth anniversa-
ry of the American-British coup while people were watching
Gavazn’ha (1974). This film was interpreted in a political way
in those days.! Over 377 people died on this day. The revolu-
tionaries blamed the regime and the Intelligence and Security
Organization of the Country (SAVAK) for burning the cinema,
while the Pahlavi regime blamed the revolutionaries for it. This
incident was not the only connection between cinema and revo-
lution in Iran. Khomeini and his supporters considered cinema
to be a deceptive medium which corrupts society. He included
cinema in his first speech after his return to Iran during the rev-
olution. The extreme supporters of Khomeini lit theaters on fire
even after the revolution as they were seen as hubs of depravity.
However, some of them became filmmakers in the following
years and saw cinema as a revolutionary and educative tool.
This research discusses that duality below.

'This film is about a person,
Qudrat, who robs a bank, gets
shot, and takes refuge with his
old friend, Sayyid, in his old
neighbourhood. The popular
interpretation of this film is
that Ghodrat is a communist
guerrilla who fights against the
Pahlavi regime and got shot be-
cause of it. Mas‘td Kimiya'1,
the director, claims that a
person from SAVAK interfered
in the process of producing this
film and made them change
some scenes, including the
final scene, to prevent this
political interpretation.
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Figure 1: The image of the Cinema Rex with a poster of Gavazn’ha (The Deer, 1974), directed by
Mas‘td Kimiyayi, accessed via https://raseef22.net/english/article/1093599-a-blaze-of-horror-in-
iran-the-regions-biggest-act-of-terror-in-the-20th-century.

The development of the male gaze in cinema and its role in Ira-
nian cinema is a key point of this research. Feminist approaches
by both male and female filmmakers in Iran influenced the rep-
resentation of women in Iranian cinema. By using the Ethno-
graphic Content Analysis method in studying sixty films from
before and after the revolution, I discuss three major themes
regarding the presentation of women at home. I argue that class
plays a crucial role in this representation and affects gender
roles at home. Then, I investigate the process of representation
of women in the foreground and background of films and the
changes in their status with respect to hierarchy at home. In the
end, I discuss how women and their bodies were represented as
objects to be protected by men before and after the revolution.
Further, home becomes a place to protect women from the “out-
side,” which is seen as a masculine space.

What is Home?

Scholars across different disciplines have published copious
work on the impact of revolution on society at the macro-level.
In this article, I will concentrate more on the changes that revo-



lutions bring to society and everyday life at the micro- and me-
so-level. As Agnew states, histories of place are the best method
for looking at the social bases of response and resistance to insti-
tutions, including states.? Scott classifies these resistances and
responses in everyday life as “weapons of the weak.” Home,
as a context and also as a site for agential enactment of roles in
everyday life, is the core of this discussion. This article explores
the concept of home as a place from the symbolic interactionist
perspective and bridges theories of home from scholars with
different approaches.

Space is not only produced through social relations and struc-
tures,* but also affects how social processes work.’ Social pro-
cesses and space are inseparable. Lefebvre argues that place is
where everyday life is situated, and it is not merely an abstract
space. It is where we live out basic practices.® To illustrate the
concept of place, I refer to Gieryn’s work. He sees place as a
“space filled up by people, practices, objects, and representa-
tions... Everything we study is emplaced.”” Geographic loca-
tion, material form, and invested meaning and value are three
elements of recognizing a space as a place. The latter is the key
point in my discussions about place and home. Action and inten-
tion are the essence of a place,® and interactions are the roots of
the process of meaning-making. The process of meaning-mak-
ing is crucial in turning a space into the place we call home.
The meaning-making process is dynamic, which is linked to the
endless place-making process. Therefore, “home is a process
rather than a state of things.”

The assigned meaning to a place shapes memory and identi-
ty that is connected to that place. It links home and identity.'°
Home is a significant focal point where our thoughts, memo-
ries, and dreams get combined.'' Our interactions and social life
shape these thoughts, memories, and dreams. Cinema comes
into this process at a point where it impacts our thoughts, mem-
ories, and dreams. We think and dream about what home means
to us, in part, through our engagement with cinema. This en-
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gagement with cinema impacts our vision and the memories we
strive to create at home. As we strive towards this ideal image
of home, we are continually making home.12

In an ethnography that I did on Boushehri homes, I found that
the way people conceptualize of and define home can be ex-
tended to a whole neighbourhood or be restricted to a single
room or even a rooftop.'3 In this research, I argue that the con-
cept of home can be extended to be as large as the homeland.
Therefore, references to home in any kind of art, including cin-
ema, could be as small as a room or as big as the homeland. The
section on women, home, and homeland further discusses this.

Cinema and Revolution

An art world consists of all people who are involved in produc-
ing a particular genre of artwork.'* While we see the artist/s in
the frontstage, the work is not restricted to the artist. Art is, in
fact, a collective action.'> Cinema is not an exemption in this re-
gard. The field of cinema includes filmmakers, actors, actress-
es, drivers, editors, writers, producers, audiences, and all other
people who are involved in producing, screening, and watching
a film. To illustrate the relationship between different roles in
an art world, Griswold’s cultural diamond is helpful. The cul-
tural diamond has four elements: social world, receiver, creator,
and the cultural object itself.'® This diamond helps us to find
out how film, filmmakers, audiences, and the social world are
connected. We can think about each of these elements in rela-
tion to the other elements. However, it is imperative to expand
her first element, the social world, to fully discuss how political
changes influence the world of cinema. To do so, Huaco’s work
on the emergence of cinematic waves in four different countries
is useful. Huaco discusses four factors that shape new cinematic
waves. He argues that cinematic waves are shaped by a cadre
of directors, cameramen, editors, actors, and technicians; the
industrial plant required for film production; a mode of the or-
ganization of the film industry that is either in harmony with



or at least permissive of the ideology of the wave; and finally,
a political climate that is either in harmony with or permissive
of the ideology and style of the wave.!” A model that weaves
together Griswold and Huaco’s ideas is ideal to account for the
last factor, the political climate, in analyzing the way films rep-
resent home in the pre- and post-revolutionary eras.
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Figure 2: A Model for the Relationship Between Cinema, Society, and Institutions of Power

The role of institutions of power in the field of cinema makes
cinema suspect as a tool for domination. In the hands of a state,
cinema has the potential to be a tool for dominating, standardiz-
ing, and homogenizing societies. The state, through cinema, can
then play a powerful role in what Adorno and Horkheimer call
the culture industry.'® However, this is not the only way that cin-
ema can influence society. Benjamin discusses the development
of methods of artistic reproduction, and claims that technologi-
cal reproduction is more independent than manual reproduction
and can create simulacra that take on a new significance beyond
the original work of art.'” He argues that establishing “equilib-
rium between the human being and the apparatus” is the most
important social function of film. Film not only represents hu-
man beings, but also their environment and hidden aspects of
familiar objects.? It provides the potential to influence society
in ways other than standardizing and homogenizing. Indeed,
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Hansen and Dimendberg find this aspect of film as much cogni-
tive and pedagogical as it is remedial and therapeutic.?!

This approach views cinema as having the potential to be a rev-
olutionary field, rather than a manipulative and deceptive tool.
The emergence of revolutionary cinema is intertwined with the
concept of national cinema. Croft argues that diverse traditions
of national cinema identify themselves mostly by determining
their relationship with Hollywood. He names seven categories
of cinema. First, cinema that differs from Hollywood without
any direct competition. Second, cinema that differs from Hol-
lywood and critiques it. Third, European and third-world cine-
ma that struggles against Hollywood without success. Fourth,
cinema that ignores Hollywood and is successful in this matter.
Fifth, Anglophone cinema that tries to beat Hollywood at its
own game. Sixth, state-controlled and state-subsidized cinema.
Seventh, regional/national cinema that keep their distance from
the nation-state context.”> Each national cinema may fit into
one or more of the categories Croft names. In countries that
have undergone or are currently experiencing revolutions, the
relationship between cinema and Hollywood, and cinema and
the state are important in shaping national cinema. This article
discusses two examples connected to the case of Iran below.

In the Cuban context, the Cuban Institute of Cinematographic
Art and Industry was established less than three months after
the 1959 revolution. This demonstrates how the new Cuban re-
gime saw cinema as a revolutionary field. The emergence of
Third Cinema in South America influenced Cuban cinema as
well. Espinosa introduces the concept of “imperfect cinema,”
in which the content takes over the aesthetics.”® The new Cu-
ban cinema became a response to the dominance of Hollywood,
while it was also a response to the need for commercial cinema.
Russia (and later the Soviet Union) had a different story. Rus-
sian cinema had a rich history before the revolution. Cuba did
not have such a history in cinema before the revolution. The
hegemonic role of the United States in cinema in 1917 was not



the same as what it had become by 1959. Therefore, post-revo-
lutionary Soviet cinema was confronting and rejecting pre-rev-
olutionary aesthetics more than the hegemony of Hollywood.

Post-revolutionary cinema in Iran was a response to both of
the issues Cuban and Russian films faced: responding to Hol-
lywood and rejecting the cinematic aesthetic from before the
revolution. However, rejecting pre-revolutionary aesthetics was
the primary target. To illustrate the new regime’s perspective
on cinema in Iran, we can take a look at what Khomeini, the
first leader of the Islamic Republic, said about cinema in his
first speech after coming back from exile: “Our cinema is a hub
for depravity... We are not against cinema, but we are against
depravity... Cinema is a symbol of civilization that must be
at the people’s service, at the service of the cultivation of the
people...”*

This quote demonstrates that the perceived deception and cor-
ruption of pre-revolutionary cinema were salient qualities to
be excised from cinema for the new regime leaders. However,
Khomeini’s view of cinema as a symbol of cultivation shows
that there is a different kind of cinema that would be acceptable
under the new regime. Cinema which is “at the service of the
cultivation of the people” would be considered “good cinema.”
This implies that the regime leaders ought to promote cinema
that embodies a new post-regime narrative of the world and a
revolutionary aesthetic. It turns cinema into a tool for the state
under the guise of service to the people.

Pre-revolutionary filmmakers, movie-goers, and other groups
involved in the field of cinema lost hope for the future of cine-
ma in the post-revolutionary era.”® There was no guideline and
little description of the “good cinema” which Khomeini and
new people in power had in mind. Later, Khomeini mentioned
that Gav (The Cow) was an educative film.?* The Cow was a
film by Daryiish Mirhji’1, a New Wave filmmaker, based on a
story by Ghulamhusayn Sa‘idi, a Marxist writer who had left

2Ruhollah Khomeini, Sahifah-i
Imam (Tehran: The Institute
for the Compilation and Pub-
lication of the Works of Imam
Khomeini, 1979/1999), 6: 15.
[Translated by the author.]

»Parviz Jahed, “Karnamah-yi
35 Sal Stnima-yi Inqilab,”
BBC Persian. February 5,
2014. retrieved 28/11/2023,
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iran/2014/02/140130_144_cin-
ema_35th_anniversary_irani-
an_revolution
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Imam (Tehran: The Institute
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the country after the revolution. Filmmakers took this as a sign
to start again. New Wave filmmakers, such as Bayza’i, Tagh-
va’l, and others, started to work again. The new social and po-
litical atmosphere shaped new rules, laws, and restrictions for
filmmakers. Women, their presence, their bodies, and their in-
teractions in cinema were the target of most of these new rules,
restrictions, and censorship.

ok o P iy

el ’

-
P
N e
Pl danaz | I yinz
e o o
ST A3 dphnn 03] U 3 i 03l F0 4
Sl llab e b s s
el
ST rnts

Figure 3: Poster for the film Gav (The Cow, 1969), directed by Darytish Mihrja’1.
Women, Cinema, and Iranian Cinema

When discussing the relationship between the representation of
home in cinema and big social changes, gender roles and inter-
actions between people at home arrests our attention. Women
and their roles, interactions, presence, and absence play a cru-
cial role in representing the home and are crucial for under-
standing the social changes caused by the revolution. Women,
as objects of spectacle in cinema, have been discussed in many



feminist scholars’ work directly and indirectly.”” However, this
conversation is not restricted to feminist theorists of cinema.
While Blumer focuses on movie-goers and their reactions to
motion pictures,?® his data, while it is not from a feminist the-
oretical approach, discusses women as being objects of spec-
tacle in cinema.” Blumer and Clough both discuss cinema as
a male-dominated field. Johnston claims that women are pre-
sented as what they “represent for man” in a sexist ideology
and a male-dominated cinema.30 In all cases, scholars have
recognized that cinema has focused on men as agents over time
and across different places. Even today, a woman is often not
present in a film as a woman, but as an accessory to a man
and to how men are represented in cinema. This situation ex-
tends from a sexist ideology that puts women as secondary in
the gender hierarchy. The concept of the cinematic gaze offers
insight into how cinema shapes and orders gendered positions
and hierarchy.

Social and cultural context shapes our vision.’! We are social-
ized not only in terms of what to attend to, but also how to
interpret what we see. Therefore, vision is a “skilled cultural
practice.”? The gaze as a function of vision follows the same
rule. Urry and Larsen define the gaze as “a performance that
orders, shapes, and classifies, rather than reflects the world.”*
While they use this definition to introduce the concept of the
tourist gaze, it also helps to expand the concept of the cinematic
gaze. The cinematic gaze has been discussed mostly in Laca-
nian scholars’ work.** Mulvey explains the cinematic gaze as
a male gaze upon females. According to Mulvey, “Playing on
the tension between film as controlling the dimension of time
(editing, narrative) and film as controlling the dimension of
space (changes in distance, editing), cinematic codes create a
gaze, a world, and an object, thereby producing an illusion cut
to the measure of desire.”** She argues that women are present-
ed as passive objects of desire for men not only in the story,
but also in how the audience is conceptualized, targeted, and
treated. Mulvey has concentrated both on the content of films,
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such as when she wrote “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cin-
ema” (1975), and the audience, particularly women and their
approach to film and the way they watch and interpret film.*
While I agree with her approach, I argue that the cinematic gaze
is not restricted to a gendered gaze. It also shapes, orders, and
classifies the world regarding the race, ethnicity, class, and oth-
er sociological locations of human beings. Further, this research
study suggests that the social class of women in their cinematic
roles is an important component of the cinematic gaze.

There are several groups engaged in shaping the cinematic
gaze: filmmakers, producers, artists, institutions of power that
fund, censor, control, and distribute films, and society. We can
think back to Griswold’s cultural diamond and the expanded
role of the state as part of the element of the social world. Power
relations are a key factor that privilege certain social roles as
more influential in shaping the cinematic gaze. Here, big so-
cial changes, including revolutions, become more important to
discuss because new regimes that result from revolutions can
play a role in shaping the cinematic gaze through their tools of
power. However, all these factors do not mean that audiences
are passive in the field of cinema. They interpret what they see,
hear, and experience, albeit through the lens of their socializa-
tion. As Ranciére argues, artists construct their stages to exhibit
their artwork, but the effect of their art cannot be anticipated.’’
Representation entails audiences who are active interpreters
and who develop their own translation of the story to make it
their own. This may be underestimated by those who use cine-
ma as a tool for domination. While the cinematic gaze shapes,
orders, and classifies the world in a film, the interpretation of
the audiences affects the resulting vision.

Women in Iranian cinema were not exceptions and have been
the object of the male gaze. They have been portrayed in a way
that fits within the patriarchal order of Iranian society. There
are many scholarly works on how women were presented in
Iranian cinema before and after the Revolution. Naficy catego-



rizes women’s roles in pre-revolutionary cinema into nine cate-
gories. First, woman as an attractive and termagant being. This
woman is usually a dancer, prostitute, or cabaret singer who
is sexually alluring. Second, woman as an ethereal being who
is unattainable. Third, woman as a mother/angel who sacrific-
es for everyone. Fourth, woman as a sister who is chaste and
virtuous, and who is protected by the men of the family. Fifth,
woman as a rural naive person who has been deceived in town
and becomes a dancer/singer/prostitute who will be “redeemed”
by a man. Sixth, woman as sexual object and fetish. Seventh,
woman as a seductive being who deceives men. Eighth, woman
as a witness who is beside a man. Ninth, woman as an indepen-
dent being who is working in a position which is not a dancer,
singer, or prostitute.*® Derayeh categorizes women in pre-rev-
olutionary cinema as positioned in one of two main ethical
categories; ma“sim (naive/innocent) and fasid or gumrah (cor-
rupted or misguided).* Similarly, Ghorbankarimi asserts that
to be a good woman in the first decade of post-revolutionary
films, women should be pure, chaste, and untouched. The good
woman is the one whom a man will protect.* The more women
are portrayed spending their time at home and being restricted
to the home, the more positive they are from the patriarchal
perspective. Cinema contributes to ordering a world where the
home (inside) is where women belong, while outside is a mas-
culine space which is dangerous, deceptive, and corruptive for
women. The only way to survive outside the home is for a man
to protect and save the woman. [ argue that keeping women at
home in cinema perpetuates the idea of women as pure, chaste
(because they are restricted), and untouched (because strangers
are not there).

After the 1979 Revolution, the new regime had a paradoxi-
cal perspective toward cinema. On the one hand, cinema was
a Western weapon to deceive people and assimilate them. On
the other hand, it was an educational medium for “cultiva-
tion.” The new regime decided to choose the latter perspective
and made cinema “the main art of the new political project.”!
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Women, their images, and their presence were key points in the
new regime’s perspective and their goals with cinema. For the
post-revolutionary leaders, women were directly related to de-
pravity and corruption in pre-revolutionary cinema. Therefore,
cleansing cinema and purifying this medium was intertwined
with reimaging women in cinema.

There were different strategies to do this. In the first years of the
new regime and during the Iran-Iraq war, women were mostly
invisible and absent. Later, women were portrayed, but only as
a background for the real story. By the end of the 1980s, wom-
en started to be present in the foreground.** Despite new rules
and laws restricting women more and more in cinema, women
gradually found a space to be more present at the same time.
The presence of women as directors, first-role actresses, and
producers became possible as long as they were following the
Islamic codes of modesty.** This new presence was not an im-
mediate consequence of the post-revolutionary changes, rather,
it was the result of the resistance strategies that women agen-
tically chose in this restrictive situation in cinema and society.

The emergence of female filmmakers influenced the cinematic
gaze and its masculine nature. We cannot name many women
who made films before the revolution. Shahla Riahi was the first
woman who directed a film in 1956. Furiigh Farukhzad made a
documentary, In Khanah Styah ast, in 1962 and Shahrzad (Kubra
Sa‘1d1) directed Maryam va Mani in 1978. They were the only
women who directed films in Iran before the revolution. After
the revolution, we see more women’s names on screen as the
director, such as Rakhshan Bani-i‘timad, Puran Dirakhshandah,
and Manizhah Hikmat. This brought women in primary roles to
the foreground more and more. Women became the agentic sub-
jects in more stories rather than being represented in relation to
other men. This not only happened in women-made films, but
also in male-made films in the late 1980s and early 1990s. This
change brought women more to the centre, however, patriarchy
and the Islamic codes of modesty maintained the dominance of



the male gaze in the field of cinema. Women, their presence,
and their interactions are still targets of censorship. The new
regime wanted the film industry to represent a purified Shiite
world.* They attempted a cleansing process to shift cinema
from a site of the profane to the sacred.* Therefore, codes of
modesty that women had to follow in public spaces influenced
the image of women in private spaces, which impacted the rep-
resentation of home and the representation of women at home.
The next section explains the research conducted to address the
changes in the representation of home and women at home in
Iranian cinema.

Figure 4: Shahla Riyaht (1926-2019), the first Iranian woman who directed a feature film.

Methodology

This research primarily focuses on the changes in cinematic
representation of home and of women at home before and after
the 1979 Revolution in Iran. Sociological qualitative research
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centres the researcher in the process. Throughout the methods
section, the first person indicates this centred approach and the
reflexivity that is part and parcel of this research. It is important
to acknowledge the role of the researcher in the process, and
to recognize that different researchers will find various aspects
of polysemic meanings. To do so, I conducted a content anal-
ysis of sixty Iranian films produced between 1969 and 1999. I
chose thirty films from the pre-revolutionary era (1969-1979)
and thirty films from the post-revolutionary era (1979-1999).
The transition from the previous regime to the new regime did
not happen immediately. During the transition time, the num-
ber of films that were produced decreased. Also, the Iran-Iraq
war was going on between 1980 and 1988. The war influenced
all political, economic, social, and cultural aspects of Iranian
society. Iranian cinema was not an exemption. Given these his-
torical circumstances, I decided to study two decades of Iranian
cinema after the revolution to include films that were produced
during a more stable period in post-revolutionary Iran.

Film selection criteria included best-sellers, films made by new
revolutionary filmmakers, New Wave films, films made by
women, films about different historical eras, and films known
as Filmfarsi. The diversity in genres, filmmakers, and content
allowed for the analysis of the representation of home and
women at home from different perspectives. To do so, I chose
the Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA) approach to analyze
the chosen films. While this approach is very close to what we
know as qualitative content analysis, Altheide and Schneider
make this approach different by emphasizing “the description
of people and their culture” in the process of ECA, privileging
an inductive approach.*®

At the level of analyzing the data, ”symbolic interactionists of-
ten rely on grounded theory when they do ethnography.” In the
first phase, I watched films, took notes, and looked for patterns
in dialogue, interactions, and frames in the films. I developed
codes from these themes. [ applied an inductive approach while
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fied major themes which will be discussed in the next section.
Emergent Themes: Women at Home, Home in Cinema

Three major themes emerged around women and home in this
research. These show the representation of home and represen-
tation of the relationship between home and women in cinema
before and after the 1979 Revolution. The emergent themes be-
low are depictions of social class and women at home; the shift
of women from the background to the foreground; and how the
protection of women stands in for and expands to the protection
of the homeland.

Poor Women vs. Rich Women: The Role of Class in the Rep-
resentation of Women at Home

The importance of the intersection of gender and class emerged
immediately in the data both in pre-and post-revolutionary
films. While intersectionality describes how our gender and
class (and other aspects of our social location, such as race, eth-
nicity, dis/ability, etc.) impact our status in social hierarchies,
this analysis focuses on how gender and class specifically im-
pact the representation of people in films.

In pre-revolutionary films, most of the women from the upper
class do not work at home. They usually have servants who will
take care of housework. For example, in Riza Muturt (1970),
we see women at a rich girl’s house who do nothing. They are
sitting on fancy couches, resting in open areas of the house,
and chatting. They have the privilege of having leisure time and
performing their class by showing off their leisure and doing
nothing at home. They do not have a significant role at home
or in other spaces, which makes them somewhat ornamental

16



“Mutrib is a word that has
been used to downgrade the
status a musician. This word
does not have a bad meaning
itself, but people use it to
mention a low-brow musician
in contrast with a high-brow
musician who is an artist.

A

Cinema Iranica

A Research Compendium

17

or decorative at times. However, there are films that represent
higher-class women who have jobs or work outside of home.
They usually play roles such as artist (not mutrib),* writer, or
poet. We can find the role of Parvanah in Dar Imtidad-i Shab
(1978) in pre-revolutionary films and the role of Banii in Bant
(1992) in post-revolutionary films. In post-revolutionary films,
one sees women more often as writers and poets rather than
artists (specifically as singers).

In pre-revolutionary films, lower-class women always do the
housework. They take care of all the chores inside the home.
However, due to their economic status, some of them work out-
side. Usually, the jobs they take are related to doing housework
at others’ homes, and if they are young attractive women, they
may work as a dancer, a singer, or an actress at a club. The dif-
ference between these two kinds of depictions of lower-class
women'’s roles is that the latter usually turns out to be a deviant
woman or a deceived woman. In post-revolutionary films, we
see more of the first type of lower-class women who perform
so-called “respectable” work outside the home. The lower-class
women are condemned to housework.

Figure 5: The representation of lower-class (left; 00:52:58) and upper class (right; 00:27:15) women
in Riza MuturT (Reza, the Motorcyclist, 1970), directed by Mas‘td Kimiyayi.

Middle-class women have been pictured in more diverse ways
at home. In early pre-revolutionary films, we cannot find mid-
dle-class families in films. By the last decade of the Pahlavi
regime, we can see narratives of middle-class families in films



by the younger generation of filmmakers. This follows from the
changes in Iranian society, the rise of oil money, and the birth of
new, middle-class, urban families. In post-revolutionary films,
middle-class women fall into two main categories regarding
their activities at home. The first one is the middle-class woman
who works outside in a mid-range job and has a servant or ser-
vants at home. We can find an example of this group in Aramish
dar Huziir-i Digaran (1972). Here, the characters Malthah and
Mabhlaqa work at a hospital as nurses while a servant takes care
of the chores at home. We can find the second model of the mid-
dle-class woman in Guzarish (1977), where a middle-class wom-
an, A°zam, still does the housework and takes care of the child.
She may complain about her husband’s lack of responsibility for
housework and childcare, but she remains responsible for them.
In post-revolutionary films, we see more and more middle-class
women who may or may not work outside. However, we still
find them primarily as the person responsible for housework and
childcare. The new regime’s perspective on women as mothers
and caregivers exacerbated these roles for middle-class women
in cinema. For example, in Hamsar (1994), we see how Shirn,
the woman, is in charge of housework even while she works at
the company where her husband works. When the man, Riza,
stays at home in protest of his wife’s promotion to the CEO posi-
tion, he performs housework, but it is represented as an unusual
responsibility that affects his manliness. This is even illustrat-
ed in the film poster (see figure 6). Housework and childcare
are not included in the gender role that a man takes at home. In
Khaharan-i Gharib (1996), man and woman are separated, and
each took one of the twins. The man has his mother by his side
to take care of the home and the child, while the woman takes on
the responsibility herself and remains alone at home caring for
her child. Women are expected to do the “second shift” assuming
responsibility for all unpaid domestic labor.*® While we can find
this second shift in lower-class families in pre- and post-revo-
lutionary films, the representation of middle-class families and
working women made women’s second shift and their double
burden bolder in later cinema.
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Figure 6: Poster for the film Hamsar (The Spouse, 1994), directed by Mahdi Fakhimzadah.

Women’s gender role at home and their presence and absence
in the job market is not the only manifestation of the intersec-
tionality of gender and class in Iranian cinema. The relation
between the hijab and class is another important factor in the
representation of women at home. The hijab is intertwined with
lower-class lifestyle in both eras. While we can find non-hi-
jab-wearing lower-class women in pre-revolutionary films, it is
restricted to women who were considered deviant or deceived
by men and who are mostly shown working at cabarets or broth-
els. It does not matter if the film is about the current (Pahlavi)
era or the past (Qajar) era, in either case, lower-class women
wear a hijab while middle-class and higher-class women are
much less likely to be presented in a hijab. The film Baba
Shamal (1971) is a good example. After the revolution, film-
makers could not show women without a hijab anymore. Still,
higher-class women and intellectuals—portrayed as Western-
ized people—wear a loose scarf in comparison with lower-class



women who clearly wear a scarf as a hijab or wear a chador. In
post-revolutionary films, particularly in the first two decades, a
woman’s hijab instantly communicated to the audience whether
she was an outsider or an insider to the dominant discourse of
the Islamic Republic. Intellectuals, and Westernized, urban, and
rich people, by wearing a relaxed, loose scarf as a hijab are por-
trayed as outsiders of the regime’s discourse, while lower-class,
poor, rural, and religious people are identifiable as insiders by
wearing more formal hijab. If we see anyone without a hijab in
post-revolutionary cinema of this period, it is a sign that she is a
non-Iranian actress, such as we see, for example, in Az Karkhah
ta Rayn (From Karkheh to Rhine, 1992) (see figure 7). There
is no place for women without hijab in the definition of being
Iranian under the new regime’s discourse.

Figure 7: Iranian and non-Iranian actresses. Az Karkhah ta Rayn (From Karkheh to Rhine, 1992),
Ibrahim Hatamikiya, accessed via https://www.aparat.com/v/f6570w6 (00:36:56)

Women at Home: From Background to Foreground

The presence of women on the silver screen and their roles in
the stories that films narrate changed during both the pre-rev-
olutionary and post-revolutionary periods examined. Both pe-
riods had a similar starting point, although post-revolutionary
cinema was established based on a history of women’s presence
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in pre-revolutionary cinema. In both periods, women were por-
trayed in the background of the stories and played the role of
accessory in each scene to make it believable. I call this the
first phase. In the second phase, women gained more influential
roles in the story, however, they were still depicted as depen-
dent on the man who was the lead character. A woman could be
mother, wife, sister, mistress, fiancée, or a love who helps the
hero, or fights against him, to advance the story. The third phase
was the period when women became the starring roles of the
films and the stories were shaped around them.

In the first phase, women did not have a significant role in
narrating or even portraying the story. They mostly played a
type-role rather than a named or relevant character. In pre-rev-
olutionary cinema, a strong patriarchal culture influenced the
traditional perspective towards women. However, in post-rev-
olutionary cinema, the second phase of the portrayal of wom-
en was more influenced by the new regime’s discourse and the
influence of their interpretation of Islamic laws where women
had no agentic role in public space and society. Most of the
new revolutionary filmmakers’ films, such as Tubah-yi Nasiih
(1982), and most of the films in the Holy Defence genre (related
to the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s), such as Uqab’ha (1984) and
Kani-Manga (1987), were produced in this era. In the second
phase, women perform complementary roles in films. Most of
the pre-revolutionary films included here belong to this phase.
Qaysar (1969), Ragbar (1972), and Biiy-i Gandum (1977) are
some of the many examples these films. Later, in post-revo-
lutionary films, we have a transition from phase two to phase
three. While women in many films such as Adam Barfi (1994)
or Mard-i ‘Avazi (1999) could belong to phase two, we can also
start to find women in films such as Khaharan-i Gharib (1994)
and ‘Arts (1990) in between phase two and three. Women play
a more important role but are still adjunct to a man in the whole
story.



The image of the independent woman takes form in the last
years of the Pahlavi regime, but it faded out after the revolu-
tion and then gradually faded back in by the end of the first
decade of the Islamic Republic. The role of Parvanah in Dar
Imtidad-i Shab (1978), in pre-revolutionary cinema, and later
Bant in Bant (1992), and Layla in Layla (1997) are examples
of the presence of women in the foreground in the third phase.
After the reform era (1997-2005), we can see more women in
the center of the story in Iranian cinema. Future research should
examine how this continued to develop once film production
moved beyond the immediate shadow of the revolution.

Figure 8 (from left to right): Film Posters for Bani (The Lady, 1992), Dar Imtidad-i Shab (Along the
Night, 1978), and Layla (Leila, 1997).

The representation of women at home developed over time,
through these three phases, and yet there are nuances that can-
not be captured entirely by conceptualizing the progression of
women in film in this way. The more central a woman’s role be-
came (i.e., phase three), the more we would see her with a higher
status at home, including challenging the patriarchal structure.
However, women are not the head of their household in most
of the films in both pre- and post-revolutionary cinema, similar
to Iranian society between 1969 and 1999. Women would only
be portrayed as the head of the household if they were single
moms, grandmothers in the absence of grandfathers, or in com-
edy films. The latter perpetuates a comedic trope which frames
women as cruel, irrational, and as bullies at home. This was a
pattern in Iranian cinema. In Riiz-i Ba-shukiih (1989), the may-
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or tells his wife: “It is not home. You cannot do whatever you
want.”! The duality between home and workspace becomes
a duality between women’s power and men’s power in these
kinds of films. Still, workspace is considered a masculine space
versus home as a feminine one.

Protection by Men and From Men: Home, Homeland, and
Woman

The image of the “good woman,” as discussed above, is a chaste
and untouched woman. She should be protected by a man who
is a father, brother, husband, son, or a faithful lover. Ghorban-
karimi claims that women in pre-revolutionary films are defined
by their relationships to these male figures.> It is evident that
this representation of women continued after the revolution.
Films that belong to the third phase described above are the
only cases in the data where women are women without being
connected to a man. This shows that in most films women are
“someone” to be protected by men. Here, the concept of namis
in Iranian culture is useful. Namis is a kind of a male honor
that is mostly connected to the women of a man’s family.*® Ira-
nian culture also treats the homeland (vatan) as a part of one’s
namis. Man is in charge of protecting his namis. The target
of this protection is home, homeland, and women’s bodies. It
makes women at home and people from the homeland a symbol
of one’s namiis. In Adam Barfi (1994), Is Khan says: “Turks
did not hit you. They hit an Iranian. One of my compatriots.
Do you know what it means? It is like someone hit your namiis
and you say nothing.”** The process of protecting women is not
restricted to the story that a film narrates. The representation of
women’s bodies, specifically in sexual scenes, was intertwined
with covering bodies and avoiding nudity. This practice did not
start with the revolutionary regime.*® This approach, however,
changed in the last decade of the Pahlavi regime. The influence
of non-Iranian cinema, the image of modern woman, sexual lib-
eration movements around the world, and the changing position
of women as a more sexual object in films under the male gaze
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The woman’s body had to be protected by a man in the story of
the film and from other men who may gaze upon or attack her
body. The body and hair should also be protected from male
spectators watching the film. This set of practices brought a new
representation of women in private spaces, including their own
home. Presenting women with a hijab in private spaces became
a norm in post-revolutionary films.*® The image of women in
private spaces such as a bedroom was eliminated and even if
there was a scene about their presence in the bedroom, it would
be dark, vague, and blurred (see figure 9).

Figure 9 (from right to left): The Representation of Women in Bedrooms in Layla (Leila, 1997),
directed by Darytish Mihrja’t (00:45:52). Mardi Az Juniib-i Shahr (A Man from the South of the
City, 1970), directed by Sabir Rahbar (01:11:03).
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In the scene from Layla (1997), we can barely see the wom-
an and space around her. The bedroom became a mysterious
space where nothing could be seen vividly. On the other hand,
in Mardi Az Junub-i Shahr (1970), you find the woman in her
bedroom with full lighting and even some nudity. The censor-
ship restrictions after the revolution and their focus on women’s
bodies and hijabs encouraged filmmakers to represent women
in bedrooms in the way we see in Layla. Women were to be
covered and thus “more protected.”

Conclusion

The representation of home in cinema has an unbreakable con-
nection with the representation of women. The gender roles as-
signed to women and the division of labor that we experienced
through the centuries made this connection stronger. Howev-
er, resistance against these socially constructed gender roles,
changes in them, and changes in society influenced the cine-
matic representation of women at home. This article discussed
how these relationships both changed and remained the same
in the cinematic representation of women at home as the result
of the 1979 Revolution in Iran. This study shows that the revo-
lution influenced these changes, however, they did not happen
necessarily in the way expected by the authorities. Some of the
changes followed the ideology of the new regime, and some
emerged as resistance to that ideology and brought different
perspectives to women’s representation at home and outside the
home.

Regarding women and their representation in cinema, Naficy
argues that the leaders of the Islamic Republic, specifically
Khomeini, saw Iranian cinema and its influences on society
from the Injection Theory approach. In this view, a film could
send a message that would affect the audience directly.”” Wom-
en and their “non-Islamic” representation in cinema could de-
ceive and corrupt society, specifically men. He also believes
that by relying on the Realist Illusionist theory, which claims



a direct relationship between reality and its representation,
the new regime cleansed post-revolutionary Iranian cinema to
make the illusion of Islamic modesty the reality. This approach
to cinema made women, their bodies, their interactions, and
their presence the target of the cleansing process. The new re-
gime’s laws made filmmakers portray the image of women in a
way that they could show on the silver screen. Also, they had to
manage the interactions between family members, neighbours,
and friends to follow the modesty laws that were established
by the regime. The main targets of these changes were women,
as they were the first to be suspected of depraved and deviant
influence. Filmmakers covered women in hijab even when they
were at home and in their bedrooms, refrained from showing
physical contact between women and men, including any male
member of the family (such as father, brother, son, or husband),
and made them body-less human beings while their bodies were
the target of the male gaze and censorship. The representation
of'a woman’s body shifted from an exposed sexual object of the
gaze to an object to hide and cover. Now, the home was not a
private space for women anymore, but it was the extension of
the public space where women had to follow the Islamic mod-
esty laws, specifically in covering their bodies.
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