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“Martyrdom is a trap for the oppressed.”
Eric Vuillard (The War of the Poor)'

Introduction

“Jin, Jiyan, Azadi” (“Woman, Life, Freedom”), the central slo-
gan of the feminist liberation movement in Iran, is based on the
Kurdish belief that a free society is impossible without the liber-
ation of women. The violent murder of young Kurdish woman
Jina Mahsa Amint (1999-2022) after her arrest by the ‘morality
police’ (Gasht-i Irshad) sparked a class-transgressive, decen-
tralized uprising aimed at breaking down the prison walls of
fear, punishment and oppression in Iranian society. People from
different social classes, generations, and ethnic groups—Kurds,
Arabs, Azeris, Baloch—joined the resistance movement.

What is also expressed in the liberation movement’s slogan is
a rejection of probably the most powerful necropolitical instru-
ment of repression in the theocracy:? the cult of martyrdom (‘dy-
ing in the name of”). The majority of the population no longer
wants to die for the “martyr welfare state,” but to live. Wom-
en’s struggle against the colonization of their bodies became
an inclusive people’s movement demanding basic rights to life.
Iranian film history (before and after 1979) not only tells us a
pre-history of this struggle—it has also always been part of it.

This article examines the cinematic practices, tactics and aes-



thetics of liberation developed by female filmmakers after the
Iranian Revolution 1979 to the present time. Women’s struggle
for liberation runs through the entire history of Iranian cinema
like the “ticking of a clock™ (as Walter Benjamin would say),
longing for condensation into the “strike of the hour™ of an
overall social movement. The feminist forms of cinema are part
of this ticking.

As will be shown, the struggle of Iranian women directors
against hegemonic forms of patriarchy not only took place in
Iran itself, but also challenged the trademarks of the New Irani-
an Cinema on an international level of festival policies, which
highly insufficiently covered the feminist forms of Iranian cine-
ma. And this despite the fact that statistics “released a few years
ago stated that Iran actually has a higher percentage of female
filmmakers than America,” as Rakhshan Bani-i‘timad once said
in an interview.’

If the word shahid in Arabic and Persian means “witness,”
which originally had nothing to do with blood witnessing (just
as the Greek madrtys was initially a juridical witness),® then the
feminist films from Iran (and the diaspora) reveal practices of
a counter-witnessing that fosters transgenerational as well as
class-transgressive solidarity: a witnessing that counters the he-
gemonic witnessing of male martyrs with singular as well as
connected gestures of resistance.

Filming on Many Fronts

After the 1979 Revolution, the cultural functionaries of Islamic
guidance attempted to implement a quasi-Islamized version of
the “Third Cinema”—which in fact was more a state hijacking
of decolonial cinema and a propagandistic exploitation of its
anti-imperialist rhetoric.” However, the authorities’ attempt to
homogenize Iranian cinema ideologically and aesthetically has
never achieved its goal. Even though the initial aim after the
Islamic Revolution was to drive women out of cinematic spaces
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in the Qur’an,” the compat-
ibility of this meaning with

the later prevailing aspect of
“self-sacrifice” was not self-ev-
ident from the beginning.
Rather, the “Muslim tradition
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late antique Christian usage.” It
was the early Christians in the
middle of the second century
A.D. who, by their (more or
less) voluntary death in the are-
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martyr (Greek martys; Latin
martyres). Thus, a term initial-
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(both visually and acoustically), the unexpected result of this
“purification phase” was an unprecedented opening of the film
industry to women. Although they had to adhere to the strict
modesty rules of veiling both in front of and behind the cam-
era, cultural functionaries began to realise in 1985 (i.e. during
the war), that they had to invest in a new generation of young
female filmmakers in order to boost the weakened film indus-
try. ® In addition, many female directors who had started out in
state television then switched to the film industry (such as Ra-
khshan Bani-i‘timad around 1987), as the censorship conditions
there were not quite as rigid. Gradually, Iranian female film-
makers turned the medium film into a “Trojan horse” through
which they smuggled multi-layered counter-images and “count-
er-memories’™ into the public sphere, exposing all facets of the
widening gap between the propagandistically claimed achieve-
ments of the Revolution and actual social injustices, also main-
taining a call for justice against the traps of what is often called
“state reform.”

Thus, despite the state architects’ attempts to “purify” the lan-
guage of post-Revolutionary film, Iranian cinema succeeded in
developing a fascinating variety of resistant forms whose femi-
nist facets were, however, inadequately represented by the dis-
tribution routines of international festival networks. The Iranian
women filmmakers had to film on many fronts, as the title of
this subchapter suggests — and as will be shown in detail below.

While Iranophile festival audiences in Europe were under the
spell of the so called New Iranian Cinema—and wondered why
women in ‘Abbas Kiyarustam1’s films were constantly absent
(this was to change abruptly with Ten, 2002)—the presence of
Iranian women behind and in front of the camera was consis-
tently overlooked by the same audiences. Thus, their struggle
against hegemonic forms of patriarchy took place not only in
Iran itself, but also on a transnational level with regard to fes-
tival policies and trademarks to which the Iranian cinema was
confined after the Islamic Revolution (1979), and especially af-



ter the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988). Simple, allegorical stories
about rural life had been foregrounded by international festival
networks, which led to the impression in Europe that “there is
no electricity and no telephone in the whole of Iran,”'° as direc-
tor and producer Mohammad Farokhmanesh once expressed it
from a critical diaspora perspective.

At a time when ‘Abbas Kiyarustami, for example, considered
Iranian cinema to be Iran’s most important export alongside
“pistachios, nuts, carpets, and oil”!! (most likely including his
own films), the no less significant films of Rakhshan Bani-
i‘timad, the pioneer of socially critical film realism after the
1979 Revolution, were still decades away from gaining recog-
nition in Europe. The following subchapter provides a closer
look at Bani-i‘timad’s cinematic techniques of debunking the
facade of the official success stories of the revolution, and doc-
umenting the daily struggle of those who have to live in the
shadow of the state honoured martyrs.

Debunking the (Self-)Sacrificial Paradigm of State
Martyrdom

Bani-i‘timad, who underwent a training programme at National
Iranian Radio and Television (NIRT) before the Iranian Revolu-
tion, continued to pursue documentary projects after the Revo-
lution, not only sharing the film footage—in the spirit of a Ciné-
ma Verité-ethos of gift and counter-gift'>—with the people who
had been filmed, but also using the films to persuade the city
administration to implement reforms, especially when it came
to improving living conditions in the shanty towns of Tehran.'
Thus, Bani-i‘timad supported the 1979 Revolution as a secu-
lar critical intellectual rather than as a religious fundamentalist.
In her words, “Our society needed a cinema with a different
point of view.”'* She remained committed to this cultural rev-
olution in her own resistant way and dedicated her films to the
micro-histories of suppressed voices that were able to brush the
official success stories of war and revolution against the grain.

signifying role of women both
behind and in front of the
camera. [...] What is unique

is the inscription of modesty
rules and what is unexpected is
that more women feature film
directors emerged in a single
decade after the revolution than
in all the preceding eight dec-
ades of film making — and this
in a patriarchal and traditional
society, which is ruled by an
Islamist ideology that is highly
suspicious of the corruptive
influence of cinema on women
and of women on cinema. [...]
The strong presence of women
behind the camera was official-
ly recognized in 1990, when
the 9th Fajr Film Festival — the
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program to the >women’s
cinema.” This cinema is very
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documentary, short subject, and
animated films as well as in all
aspects of television films and
serials production. Some of the
filmmakers are quite versatile
and they make documentaries,
television soap operas, and
feature films. Of particular
significance is the emergence
of a new cadre of feature

film directors (and prominent
actresses) trained after the
revolution, who have begun to
make their mark on the cinema
and provide powerful role
models for other women. Ha-
mid Naficy, “Veiled Voice and
Vision in Iranian Cinema: The
Evolution of Rakhshan Bani-
i‘timad’s Films,” Iran Chamber
Society (2000), accessed
August 20, 2025, https://www.
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cles/veiled_voice_vision_irani-
an_cinemal.php.

Counter-Memories re-member
official versions of history

against the grain. They destabi-
lize the mainstream of uniform
memories shaped by epistemic
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If censorship is as a set of permanently shifting, partly unwrit-
ten red lines that compel filmmakers to play a hide-and-seek-
game called symbolism, then Bani-i‘timad’s semi-fictional,
semi-documentary approach can be considered as a set of tac-
tics in order to avoid pursuing this game. Instead, her post-rev-
olutionary “street level perspectives”!* make visible and audible
the materiality of tensions between conflicting social realities
that are produced by the censorship of the city Teheran itself: a
topology of boundaries, class differences and social exclusions,
a system of all sorts of unequal distributed capital — social,
cultural, economic, symbolic capital — and incorporated rules,
schemes of perception and classifications.

Under the Skin of the City (Zir-i Pust-i Shahr, 2001), the story
of the struggle for survival of a courageous “Mamma Tehrani”
named Tiuba (Gulab Adinah), set in the poor south of Tehran,
can be seen as a pivotal film in Bani-i‘timad’s cinematic social
history. The blue-collar (or rather, “black-chador”) worker Ttuba
is not only a composite figure made up of research and invention
(like so many of Bani-i‘timad’s characters), but also a recurring
figure, a revenant in Bani-i‘timad’s feature films. Before Under
the Skin of the City, she had already made an appearance in
May Lady (Banii-yi Urdibihisht, 1997). Years later she would
reappear in Tales (Ghissah-ha; 2014), thus giving a whole range
of Bani-i‘timad’s feature films the character of a semi-fictional,
semi-documentary long-term observational films, comparable
to Volker Koepp’s Wittstock I — IV (1975), Nicolas Geyrhal-
ter’s Over the years (Uber die Jahre; 2015), Michael Apteds
63 Up (1964), Richard Linklater’s Boyhood (2014), or Zelimir
Zilnik’s Kenedi-Trilogy (2003-2007).
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Figures 1 & 2: Screen Grabs from Under the Skin of the City (Zir-i Pist-i Shahr), directed by Rak-
shan Bani-i‘timad, 2001.

Over the course of several feature films, one follows various
phases of a possible, imaginable subaltern life in southern Teh-
ran—and listens to Tiba’s increasingly severe cough as an ef-
fect of the murderous air both in the textile factory and in the
smog of Tehran itself. Thus, the longitudinal study is a conge-
nial accomplice to Tiiba’s long-term exposure to health risks.
Long-term observational films in general often imply a criti-
cal attitude towards progress. They ask where time has gone.
Bant-i‘timad’socio-criticism asks what has become of the ex-



'6Jacques Derrida, “Force and
Signification,” in Writing and
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(London/New York: Routledge
Classics, 1978), 24.
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pectations and promises of the revolution, and which events (or
non-events) have altered the rhythms of life—or not altered, but
hardened them. In doing so, they bring a sluggish, non-linear
counter-time into play that subverts the martyrological and tele-
ological model of time.

The mythical circularity of the time of the martyr (with its
messianic telos of a future of redemption) is exposed by Bani-
i‘timad’s social critique as a tough, circular time that does not
pass because it is not allowed to pass—and because class re-
lations are supposed to remain unchangeable. According to
Jacques Derrida, “simultaneity is the myth of a total reading
or description, promoted to the status of a regulatory ideal.”'®
Bani-i‘timad’s time-critical art is entirely in line with Derrida’s
criticism of totalitarian concepts of time: it makes visible the
cracks that the myth of a total availability of time—as the simul-
taneity of past, present, and future—attempts to obscure. This
becomes particularly clear in one scene of her earlier feature
film The Blue Veiled (Riisart Abt, 1995): While the upper-class
widower and owner of a tomato sauce factory, Rasiil Rahmanit
(‘Izzatallah Intizami), prays with his family in the dining room
of his luxury mansion and remembers the martyrs of the past
(“Ya “‘Alt! Ya ‘Al1! Purify our hearts with your gifts. If people
believe in the poor ...”),"” the domestic servants have to wait in
the kitchen to be allowed to serve tea to the upper-class family
after the endless prayers have ended.

Bani-i‘timad unmasks the hypocrisy of religious rituals (es-
pecially those dictated by the state) and lays open the empty
remains of the promises of what was once called liberation the-
ology or Alavid Shi’ism by ‘Alf Shari‘att: a revolutionary polit-
ical position and a counter-hegemonic utopia based on freedom,
social justice, spirituality, based on a red, action-oriented rather
than a black, mourning-oriented Shiism. What had promised
decolonization and liberation before the Islamic revolution be-
came a necropolitical instrument after the revolution, assisting
the government to colonize its own population — especially the



lower classes. Bani-i‘timad thus exposes religion as a govern-
mental technique that uses rituals to keep people trapped in a
self-sacrificial state of waiting for changes never to come.

The “martyr welfare state”'® separates the “space of appear-
ance”! of male martyrdom — as a public act of sacrifice that
deserves recognition and remembrance — from the private tes-
timony of women, who ultimately stand in the service of com-
memorating the heroic martyrdom of men. The time of male
martyrdom, which is worth being told and re-presented in pub-
lic spaces through murals and rituals (among other things), is
passed on by the caring testimony of mothers, wives and daugh-
ters. Being a martyr also means being allowed to demonstrate
in public the (supposed) freedom of risking one’s own life as a
hero, while the lives of the female caregivers have no right to
risk their life in public space.

Bant-i‘timad’s cinematic counter-witnessing confronts the he-
gemonic body testimony of male martyrdom and the symbolic
vocabulary of state martyr propaganda with the singular times
and resistant gestures of women portrayed in her films. In this
way, Bani-i‘timad develops counter-martyrological forms of
cinematic eye-witnessing that, above all, create frictions be-
tween political promises and social realities, dealing with soli-
darity between silenced voices—solidarity that also transgress-
es class boundaries. Her films try to carve out how ordinary
people organize themselves in communities, networks, and
grassroots movements,*” and how women from the middle-class
(like Bani-i‘timad herself) try to support these grassroots move-
ments.

Revisiting Iranian film history as a history of feminist
counter-testimony therefore also means discovering forms of
resistance in different strata of society. In addition, the films
often raise the question of how solidarity between these social
strata is possible. The following subchapter examines how Ira-
nian women filmmakers deal with various forms of resistance

8Cf. Kevin Harris, A Social
Revolution. Politics and the
Welfare State in Iran (Oakland:
University of California Press,
2017).

“Hannah Arendt, The Human
Condition (University of Chi-
cago Press, 1998), 199ff.

See Asef Bayat, Street Poli-
tics. Poor People’s movements
in Iran (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1997).
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within different social strata — and with forms of solidarity
across these strata. The exploration will reveal a whole variety
of feminist “passion plays” that can be found in the examined
films, passion plays between (upper) middle-class feminism
and subaltern articulations of resistance.

Middle-class Feminism and Subaltern Forms of Resistance

If we extend the radius of Tuba’s family and in particular the
paths of her son Abbas (Muhammad Riza Furiitan), who de-
livers pizzas, beyond the boundaries of the diegetic world of
Under the Skin of the City and move a little to the north, then
we could imagine arriving at Tehran’s middle class and Bani-
i‘timad’s self-reflexive, meta-film May Lady (Banii-yi Urdibi-
hisht, 1998). The film tells the story of 42-year-old documentary
film director Furtigh Kiya (Mina Farshchi). Furtigh is divorced,
living with her adult, jealous son and having an affair with a
man we never see, but whose presence is established through
phone calls, letters and voice-over poems. In addition, she is
starting to work on a TV reportage about an exemplary mother
of Iranian society. The problem is that during her research, she
is confronted with such a variety of individual mothers from
different social classes that she finds herself increasingly unable
to select an exemplary mother who would fit into the national-
ist category of “motherland” (madar-i-vatan), as the television
company expects her to do. Thus, Bani-i‘timad’s documenta-
ry and feature films constantly confront us with crucial ethi-
cal dilemmas of ethno-sociography: How to keep in touch with
multiple layers of society? How to avoid “speaking for” (e.g.
the subalterns) when making committed documentaries? What
does it mean to pick up one individual case, to decontextualize
it, and transform it into a category, an exemplary case for soci-
ety while thousands of other singularities have been de-select-
ed? May Lady deals above all with the conflict between Islamist
role expectations imposed on women (who are supposed to be-
come the ideal mother) and the struggle for female autonomy in
work and love life.



Figures 3 & 4: Screen Grabs from May Lady (Banii-yi Urdibihisht), directed by Rakhshan Bani-
i‘timad, 1998.

Bani-i‘timad, who as a middle class woman would not use the
label “feminist filmmaker” for herself in order not to appear
didactic or elitist towards subalterns,?! was for a long time com-
pletely disregarded by the trademarks of international festival
politics and their all-too-narrow prey scheme of “allegorical
arthouse cinema from Iran”. The same is the case for feature
films such as Tahminah MilanT’s political melodrama The Hid-
den Half (Nimah-yi Panhan, 2001) and Manizhah Hikmat’s
powerful prison epic Women's Prison (Zindan-i Zanan, 2002).

2ICf. Asal Bagheri, “The
Blue-veiled: A Semiological
Analysis of a Social Love
Story,” in ReFocus: The Films
of Rakhshan Banietemad, ed.
Maryam Ghorbankarimi (Edin-
burgh University Press, 2021),
140-158, 142.
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Milant’s The Hidden Half tells the story of Farishtah (Nik1
Karimi), an upper-class protagonist and a former left-wing rad-
ical who decides to tell her husband, a Tehrani judge, about her
previously hidden political activities in the period immediate-
ly following the revolution. The film’s structure is comparable
to Max Ophils’ Letter from an Unknown Woman (1948), since
Farishtah’s husband ends up reading her confidential writings
and discovers her secret, hidden life. Using a series of flash-
backs, the film portrays the repression unleashed by Islamic
fundamentalists against gauchistes and politically committed
women after 1979. Milant’s film establishes counter-memories
that challenge the official success stories of revolution, war and
state martyrdom from the perspective of forgotten and repressed
stories. What is at stake then is the quest for the crushed and
silenced individuals or collectives and the question of represen-
tation: How to turn the grand narratives into minor or singular
memories of revolt, uprising, and feminist dissidence? In con-
trast to Bani-i‘timad’s films, The Hidden Half arguably reflects
the widespread hopes for change embodied by Sayyid Muham-
mad Khatami who was 1997 elected as the president and was in
office until 2005.




Figures 5 & 6: Screen Grabs from The Hidden Half (Nimah-yi Panhan), directed by Tahminah
Milani, 2001.

A particularly epic depiction of women’s struggle for libera-
tion can be found in Manizhah Hikmat’s feature film Women's
Prison (2002), which was no less popular than Bani-i‘timad’s
Under the Skin of the City and reflects social conditions through
the prism of a prison. Hikmat’s massive prison epic, spanning
seventeen years, can be compared to Bani-i‘timad’s films in
that in both cases careful milieu studies are turned into fic-
tion—although Women's Prison is also a gripping genre film
that works with allegorical condensations. Revolving around
the axis of a bitter conflict between rebellious inmate Mitra
(Rawya Nawnahal1) and prison guard Tahirah (Ruya Taymiiri-
yan), the film tells stories of power, sexuality, and violence, but
also resistance through women’s solidarity. The now banned
film was a box office success after release in Tehran, not least
because it was regarded by the female population in particular
as an echo chamber of their own experiences of oppression, and
longing for resistance.

12
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Figure 7: Screen grab from Women’s Prison (Zindan-i Zanan), directed by Manizhah Hikmat, 2002.

The resistant gestures of women in Iranian cinema are not al-
ways grand, revolutionary gestures of feminist, well-educated
middle-class activism. when it comes to documenting subaltern
articulations of revolutionary consciousness, and emancipatory
struggles outside the discourses of Western, didactic feminism,
it becomes especially important to look at female filmmakers
who have remained in Iran in order to stay in touch with what
Asef Bayat calls the “urban disenfranchised.”*

In her documentary film The Ladies Room (Zananah, 2003), the
underground filmmaker Mahnaz Afzalt introduces us to a wom-
en’s toilet in a Tehran park as the only place where sex workers,
heroin addicts, and runaway daughters can find and create an
aesthetic “space of appearance” (as Hannah Arendt would call
it) for their experiences of violence (be it structural or domes-
tic).? At the same time, this public toilet is transformed into
a protective, semi-private space in which women can reclaim
their right to intimacy as protection against domestic and state
violence.



Following the traditions of cinéma vérité, Afzali used spe-
cial questioning techniques to gain the trust of these stunning
women and persuade them to create performances that resulted
in an extraordinary feminist ta‘ziyah in the ladies’ toilet. The
women not only change roles (sometimes they are performers,
sometimes they are the listening audience), but also enact a
process of “truth-telling” >* (Parrhesia) against power. The pro-
tagonists regain the right to play the roles and wear the masks
they want to wear—and not those that are forced upon them.
During the passion play, not only are worries, fears and expe-
riences of violence shared, but also excellent jokes critical of
religion. We also learn that the system not only provides no
rights for sex workers—and nothing but penalties ranging from
imprisonment, flogging to the death penalty—but also refuses
war-wounded women the status of “living martyrs,” and hence
financial benefits.

Which cinema hall'did you
watch Women's'Prison in?

2Cf. Michel Foucault, “The
Courage of Truth: The Gov-
ernment of Self and Others
IL,” in Lectures at the Collége
de France 1983-1984, trans.
G. Burchell (London: Picador,
1984).
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-What have you seen recently?
-Women's Prison.

Figures 8-10: Screen Grabs from The Ladies Room (Zananah), directed by Mahnaz Afzali, 2003.

From a film-historical in-depth perspective, the feminist re-cod-
ing of ta‘ziyah as undertaken in The Ladies Room can be traced
back to Bahram Bayza’1’s The Ballad of Tara (Charikah-yi
Tara, 1979): In contrast to traditional mourning rituals, it is the
widow Tara (Stisan Taslim1) who rides the white horse instead
of Husayn Ibn “Al1 (626—680 CE). Above all, she does not want
to die and become an allegorical, martyred body, but rather to
live and become an independent woman. She very well knows
that “martyrdom is a trap for the oppressed.”” Accordingly,
Afzali’s film also gives the women of the Ladies Room the op-



portunity to free themselves from the role they are supposed to
play according to the mythological battle at Karbala, and espe-
cially the story about Husayn’s sister Zaynab.* Instead of per-
forming the classic role of Zaynab — and witnessing the public
martyrdom of men —, the women portrayed by Afzalt are given
the opportunity to bear witness to their own heartfelt passions.

Figure 11: Screen Grab from The Ballad of Tara (Charikah-yi Tara), directed by Bahram Bayza’i,
1979.

If, according to Arendt, the reality of inner life can only be con-
stituted through “being seen and heard,” then Afzali has suc-
ceeded in developing a cinematic realism that does justice to
the “passions of the heart, the thoughts of the mind, the pleasure
of the senses,” which cannot exist as long as they are not al-
lowed to claim any public space, any form of participation in a
shared reality. While Hikmat’s feature film is about the prison
as a microcosm of society, Afzall presents the ladies’ toilet as a
heterotopia and counter-space in order to uncover an alternative
her-story of resistance. Remarkably, the popularity of Hikmat’s
feature film becomes evident in Afzali’s cinema verité-docu-
mentary when a sex worker during an interview names Wom-
en’s Prison as her favourite film because it shows the prison
walls of society literally encircling the female body.

2Cf. Kevin Schwartz and
Olmo Gélz, “Negotiating
Gender During Times of Crisis:
Visual Propaganda from the
Iran-Iraq War to Covid-19,”
British Journal of Middle East-
ern Studies (BRIMES), Special
Issue: Cultural Production,
Propagandas, and Negotiating
Ideology in Iran, ed. by Goulia
Ghardashkhani, Olmo Gélz
und Kevin Schwartz (2024),
accessed September 2025,
https://www.tandfonline.com/
doi/full/10.1080/13530194.202
4.2342178.

*"Hannah Arendt, The Human

Condition (University of
Chicago Press, 1998), 50.
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BAfzal’s The Red Card can
be linked to Seven Winters

in Tehran (2023), Steffi
Niederzoll’s documentary
debut, which contains secretly
filmed footage and reconstructs
the case of student Rayhanah
JabbarT (1987-2014), who was
sentenced to death in 2007

for defending herself against
an attempted rape. Before her
execution, Jabbari was able to
fight for a public voice from
inside the women’s prison,
supported by her parents,
friends, and social media. Like
the fictional Mitra in Hikmat’s
Women's Prison, she also cam-
paigned on behalf of her fellow
inmates, who now pass on the
songs Jabbari sang in prison to
their children.
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Also particularly noteworthy is a second documentary by
Afzali, which offers multi-layered insights into the misogynis-
tic justice system of Iranian society. Using a refined montage
of self-shot material and found footage (mainly home videos),
The Red Card (Cart-i Qirmiz, 2006) deals with the show trial
against Shahla Jahid (1969-2010), who was sentenced to death
because, as the lover of former national striker Nasir Muham-
madkhani, she was accused of murdering his wife. The film is
the most disturbing document imaginable of how “female guilt”
is constructed in court. It is about the punishment of a woman
whose neck had to fit into a socially prepared noose because she
tried to live a love affair with a soccer star the way she wanted
to. It is all the more remarkable that Afzali succeeds in doing
the almost impossible: In the midst of a misogynistic courtroom
established to construct female guilt, the camera is consistently
adjusted in such a way that the perspective of the accused vic-
tim is maintained and not denounced. It is not without reason
that director Afzali names Jahid as co-director in the credits.?®




Figures 12-14: Screen Grabs from The Red Card (Cart-i Qirmiz), directed by Mahnaz Afzali, 2006.

Another example of the practices of cinema verité is Sahar
Salahshtir’s outstanding documentary film Falak’naz (2015),
which uses a hand-held camera and consistently rhythmic edit-
ing to portray the art of living and surviving of a Bactrian peas-
ant woman. Falak’naz, whose face is visibly carved and wrin-
kled by life, has to fight on various fronts in the western Iranian
village of Fath-Abad: against the dry earth, but also against the
rigidity of village traditions, which she confronts with count-
er-stubbornness and subtle ingenuity. Salahshiir explores the
social village structures through the lens of a subaltern peasant
personality who, amid clearly defined roles, embodies an al-
ternative, emancipatory model without acting in a consciously
feminist or programmatically transgender political manner. The
fact that Falak’naz owes her local political authority to a rather
rough, traditionally male habitus and, with her sharp-edged face
under her headscarf, always looks like a cross-dresser, is not
exposed by the documentary, but taken for granted. As a side
story, the documentary thus also portrays the body as a venue
for the most diverse role expectations between mother, politi-
cian, field worker and shopkeeper.

18
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Figure 15: Screen Grab from Falak 'naz, directed by Sahar Salahshar, 2015.

Thus, a leitmotif has emerged that runs through all the films
and social milieus reflected above: The issue is not only the
female body as an intersectional battleground of conflicting in-
terests and forms of repression, but also as a self-empowering
site for the development of diverse languages of resistance on
many different frontlines. “Resistance” does not always refer to
grand, revolutionary tactics, but can also point to emancipatory
gestures whose liberating power arises from an awareness that
there could be a different, alternative life. Although many fe-
male protagonists do not succeed in liberating themselves from
constraints, they are very well able to recognize the social con-
ditions that plunge their lives into manifold conflicts in order to
reject or transcend the roles they are forced to play.

It is precisely these tensions and transgressions that are also the
subject of Fa’izah Azizkhani’s entertaining post-Kiyarustami
film-within-a-film-construction For a Rainy Day (Riz-i
mabdada, 2015), a film that brings the social panorama, as re-
constructed in this article, back to the middle class. For a Rainy
Day is the story of a daughter shooting a documentary about
her mother who, after a dream, imagines that she will soon die
and finds herself torn between superstition, traditional role ex-
pectations, and (maternal) duties, but also between anarchic



desires for self-fulfilment and revenge. In one hilarious scene,
the mother becomes so pathetically involved in making a video
testament (with quotes from the Koran) that the daughter feels
reminded of a suicide bomber’s video message. Gradually, the
documentary film project turns into a wish fulfilment machine
for everyone involved. Mother and daughter even manage to
persuade the film star Hadiyah Tihrani to take part. Hence, in
addition to a class-transgressive solidarity, the feminist forms
of cinematic resistance also create a strong inter-generational
solidarity. The article will come back to this aspect at the end.

Collective and Auto-Ethnographic Filmmaking

It should be noted at this point that it is above all in the form of
collectives that Iranian feminist filmmaking not only organizes
itself, but also draws its resilience within a totalitarian regime.
This becomes particularly evident, as if through a burning glass,
when one considers the auto-ethnographic film Profession Doc-
umentarist (Hirfah Mustanadsaz) from 2014, made in the after-
math of the Green Movement.

The film consists of seven episodes by young female directors
(Shirin Bargnavard, Firiizah Khusravani, Farahnaz Sharifi,
Mina Kishavarz, Sipidah Abtahi, Sahar Salahshir, and Nahid
Riza’1) who have found highly original and idiosyncratic ways
of working through traumas, doubts, and fears. Some of the
filmmakers live in Iran, some went into the diaspora, currently
live in France, Australia, or Germany, and are extremely pro-
ductive, with films such as The Art of Living in Danger (2020)
by Mina Kishavarz, My Stolen Planet (2024) by Farahnaz
Sharifi, or Density of Emptiness (2023) by Shirin Bargnavard).

Working together, the filmmakers developed a strong, collabo-
rative form to film against the visible and invisible prison walls
of Iranian society. How can a filmmaker give a voice to all the
other silenced women in a society that strategically suppresses
the vocal sphere (and especially the singing voices) of women?

20
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How to deal with (war) traumas and fears, but still remain open
to the future? How can a possible world be filmed? How can
films be imagined that are not allowed to exist? And how can
the walls of a walled society be overcome with cinematic means
in order to create windows to the public sphere, and allow resis-
tance movements to emerge from private networks? What are
the liberating effects of filmmaking? These are questions that
drive all the contributions to this omnibus film and give it a high
degree of actuality.

In one episode (by Sahar Salahshiir), the protagonist observes
the walls of Ivin Prison through her apartment as this view be-
gins to invade her privacy like a “vampire”, her filmmaking be-
comes a weapon and a shield—a kind of “screen” —against the
intrusion of a prison architecture that can be understood here
both literally and synecdochically, as part of a fait social total.”®
Even though filmmaking creates a protective, apotropaic shield
against the outside world, it is impossible to escape the entan-
glement of private and public space.

However, it is important to view these episodes in their over-
all context, as taken together they show that feminist agency
is based primarily on cooperation and collectivity. What con-
nects and characterizes the latest films by female directors from
Iran (and also from the Iranian diaspora) is the search for sto-
ries about feminist resistance movements that span generations
and different social classes. This search no longer takes place
against the backdrop of the trauma of a lost revolution (which
would be a characteristic feature of the films of an older gener-
ation), but is driven by the need to pass on testimonies (“Who
bears witness for the witnesses?”) and to create a living, perfor-
mative, and popular memory through the medium of film.



Figures 16-17: Screen Grabs from Profession Documentarist (Hirfah, Mustanadsaz), directed by
Shirin Barghnavard, Firtizah Khusravani, Farahnaz Sharift, Mina Keshavarz, Sipidah Abtaht, Sahar
Salahshiir, and Nahid Riza’1, 2014.

Another film dedicated to the work on transgenerational, pop-
ular memory is The Art of Living in Danger (2020), in which
Mina Kishavarz imagines a dialogue with her grandmother, who
committed suicide at the age of 35 during the pre-revolutionary
period after being forced into marriage at a young age. In the
course of this conversation, Kishavarz imagines a transgenera-
tional encounter at the site of the 1979 revolution. “Nurfjan, you
had passed away by then. And I had not been born yet. If now,
we could have protested together for freedom and justice.”*
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However, the film also addresses the difficulties of establishing
cross-class solidarity in the face of unequal opportunities (for
emancipation). When the women’s rights activists portrayed
in the film collect stories of oppressed women in the city of
Marivan (in western Iran) to support their efforts, they are con-
fronted with criticism from many of the local women, who ac-
cuse the middle-class activists of not knowing enough about
local social problems, especially of the lower-classes.

“There is no way for women to earn a living so they are all de-
pendent on man ... they even need the permission to leave home
... When a woman marries here, they are no longer allowed to
be friends with anyone they knew before the wedding... How
shall we deal with such limitations ... If a daughter wants to
finish her studies at the university, she might never get married
... If it took you, a counselor, eight years to gain independence
(from your violent husband), how can a woman from my vil-
lage, without any support, save herself?”!

This critical statement, is directed at the women’s rights activist
by one of the female residents at the local gathering. The film
thus also shows that it is social inequality that renders cohe-
sion amid diversity so difficult and challenging. It is, above all,
the transformation of fear that interests filmmaker Kishavarz in
her cinematic counter-testimony, which counters the hegemon-
ic testimony of male martyrs with cross-generational gestures
of resistance. In this regard, entirely in line with the famous
dictum by Theodor W. Adorno that the “purpose of revolution”
is more than ever “the abolition of fear” (Adorno in a letter to
Walter Benjamin in 1936).%
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Figure 18: Screen Grab from The Art of Living in Danger, directed by Mina Kishavarz, 2020.

Archive footage documenting freedom from fear has remained
important in Iran’s public revolutionary imaginary to this day:
if there are images from the post-revolutionary period that the
Islamic Republic’s propaganda machine was never able to
appropriate and incorporate, then these are the images of the
protests of May 8, 1979, the International Women’s Day, when
thousands of women—with and without headscarves— took to
the streets of Tehran in a united, cross-class protest against the
“mandatory hijab” announced by Ayatollah Khomeini.*

Films like Profession Documentarist and The Art of Living in
Danger show very impressively that Iranian women are at the
forefront when it comes to autoethnographic essay films, per-
formative documentaries and the genre of auto-fiction.This can
—mutatis mutandis—also apply to films from the Iranian dias-
pora. Only one example shall be given here in detail:

A remarkable auto-ethnographic and auto-fictional film that
uses diasporic film spaces to perform a kind of counter-wit-
nessing is Nargis Kalhur’s film Shahid (Shahid, 2024) about
an Iranian woman living in Germany who wants to break away
from her past by changing her name. “Yes, I want Shahid out
of my name!”** says Nargis Shahid Kalhur (played by Baharak

3See, directed by Sylvina
Boissonnas, Claudine Mulard
(France, 1979), 13 min., color,
16 mm.

*directed by Nargis Kalhur
(Germany, 2024), 00:13:42.
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‘Abd-Alifard) to her therapist, who is supposed to prepare a
“psychological assessment of mental stress.” Thus, Nargis,
daughter of a former Ahmadinizhad official, who has been liv-
ing in Germany since 2009 (after applying for political asylum),
enters the fiction of her own film in order to change her name,
since in the non-fictional reality it is precisely this name that
prevents her from escaping the patriarchy of her country of or-
igin. Thus, it is definitely not about longing to return—a trope
with which the diaspora has all too often been re-essentialised.
Instead, Kalhur’s “Cinemigrante” (a term she likes to use) is
about diaspora as dispersion and distraction. This also means
using diasporic film spaces as a medium to portray bodies in
their transcultural tension between times and places, liberations
and constraints.

1either in you

our mal

Figures 19-20: Screen Grabs from Shahid, directed by Nargis Kalhur, 2024.



What the “Shahid” complex is all about is revealed to us by a
pardah’khan, a Persian storyteller in front of a large screen dis-
play in the tradition of Persian coffeehouse painting: The pro-
tagonist inherited the name Shahid from her great-grandfather
Mirza Ghulam Husayn Tihrani, who died for his beliefs during
the constitutional revolution in Iran in 1907 and was awarded
the honorary title of “martyr” (shahid).*® Even in the diaspora
in Munich, the protagonist finds herself surrounded, pursued
by the society of martyrs, who, as glorious spirits of patriarchy,
shadows of the past, and tentacles of an expanded nation, want
to prevent her from changing her name. A recurring shot shows
Nargis/Baharak lying naked on the ground, surrounded and lit-
erally crushed by men in black clothing. In another scene, her
white-clad body becomes a screen and projection surface for
archive images of the 1979 Revolution. The (de)colonization of
the female body is a leitmotif in diasporic cinema.’” After all,
the body can be screened in a completely different form in the
diasporic film spaces than in official cinema in Iran, which is
subject to the rules of gaze (ahkam-i nigah kardan), the semiot-
ics of the hijab, and Islamic mise-en-scene. Or, to put it another
way: diasporic film spaces and films from Iran are not subject
to the same censorship.

Anti-Martyrocracy

The crossing out of the martyr’s name in Kalhur’s Shahid gains
enormous complexity when seen in relation to the concerns of
the JiIna Movement, and with that, I would like to return to the
starting point of this article. The feminist liberation movement
has not only pushed the masculinist cult of state martyrdom
into the background. Even the dissident reappropriation of the
concept of martyrdom has lost its popularity. In contrast to the
Green Movement (2009), martyrdom is no longer used so often
as an interpretative framework to mourn the victims of resis-
tance as heroines. As stated at the beginning: The movement
would rather live than die “in the name of”’ (God, Holy Defence,
Islamic Revolution).

%At the end of her autofictional
research, Nargis discovers that
she was on the wrong track

and that she inherited the name
from her great-grandmother—
the true martyr who had no
right to be in the public sphere.

3"Mania Akbari’s How dare
you have such a rubbish wish?
(2022) also deals with the
colonization of the female
body. Using around a hundred
film clips taken from popular,
pre-revolutionary cinema
(filmfarsT), the so-called “years
of sexual freedom” before
1979 are presented as a story of
female bodies penetrated and
marked by male gazes, which
divided women into “chaste”
and “unchaste” dolls. From
this perspective, the revolution
of 1979 does not appear as a
rupture with the dichotomy
chaste/unchaste, but as a mere
reversal: the codes of chastity
began to dominate the public
space, while the spectacle of
the “unchaste dolls” was made
invisible, in other words: ban-
ished to the private sphere.
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During the “Jin, Jiyan, Azadi”-movement, many state symbols
of martyrdom have been replaced by revolutionary signs that,
throughout history, stubbornly resisted being co-opted by the
Islamic Republic’s visual propaganda machinery. Remarkably,
a lot of blood-red hands (and hand prints) were brought into
play and displayed, particularly prominently by protesting art
students of Azad University Tehran on 9 October 2022, or on-
line, as memes, after security forces attacked students staging a
sit-in at Sharif University on 2 October 2022.

Figure 21: Blood Red Protest Hands, Sharif University and Azad University Tehran, October 2022.

It is important to keep in mind that the blood-red hand (print)
has been a strong sign and gesture of first-hand witnessing
throughout history. We can trace the “microhistory”*® of this—
also transculturally significant—sign of resistance and decol-
onization not only back to the street protests in Tehran around
the Revolution 1979 (and to the ways it is well documented by
numerous films and photographs), but even further back, to the
popular cinema before 1979: At the end of Mas‘td Kimiya’t’s
film Reza Motorcyclist (Riza Muturt, 1970), when Riza (Bihriiz
Vusiiqi) is stabbed in a movie theatre, he leaves a memorable,
indexical and iconic trace: a bloody handprint on the inner di-
egetic cinema screen—as if to pass on his blood testimony to
the cinema audience, and turn them into witnesses. A compara-



ble symbolism can also be found in the film at the beginning of
Mas‘iid Kimiya’t’s The Deer (Gavazn-hd, 1974), when Qudrat
(Faramarz Qaribiyan) is on the run from the police with a gun-
shot wound and a bag full of stolen money, he wipes his blood-
stained hand on a house wall as if to leave a public trace of
blood testimony.*
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Figures 22-23: Screen grabs from Reza Motorcyclist (Riza Muturi), directed by Mas‘td Kimiya’t,
1970.

¥Cf. Matthias Wittmann,
“Ciné-Martyrographies. Media
Techniques of Witnessing

in Iranian Cinema,” British
Journal of Middle Eastern
Studies (BRIMES), Special
Issue: Cultural Production,
Propagandas, and Negotiating
Ideology in Iran, ed. by Goulia
Ghardashkhani, Olmo G6lz
und Kevin Schwartz (2024),
accessed September 2025,
https://www.tandfonline.com/
doi/full/10.1080/13530194.202
4.2342178.
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Figures 24-26: Screen grabs from Conversation with the Revolution (Guftugi ba ingilab), directed
by Robert Safarian, 2011.

As a body politics that remembers injustice, the iconic, sym-
bolic and indexical sign of the blood-red hand re-appeared in
different times and movements (The Green Movement 2009,
Jin, Jiyan, Azadi 2022), and persistently eluded complete inte-
gration into the iconography of state martyrdom*® with its dis-
embodied, abstract martyr symbols. Especially the reclaiming
of bodily autonomy during the “Jin, Jiyan, Azadi”’-movement
went hand in hand with attempts to challenge the necropolitical
state doctrine of self-sacrifice in the name of sacred defence.



The blood-red hand is an expression of this challenge. Instead
of bearing witness to the achievements of the martyr’s welfare
state, the symbolism of the blood-red hand testifies to its injus-
tice.

Similar to the microhistory of the red hand, the history of femi-
nist film in Iran also provided an archive of resistant counter-im-
ages to the disembodied, abstract martyr symbols produced by
the necropolitical rhetoric of the state. Women were anything
but mere victims, but central agents, architects, and forces of
the historical processes in Iran. Cinematic practices became im-
portant constituents of this agency, especially when it came to
counter-witnessing “resistant subjectivities™! that had (and still
have) no right to be remembered by the visual machinery of the
martyrocracy and its “clerico-engineers.”*

As has been shown, the popular memory of resistance in Iran
would be inconceivable without a long, multi-layered history of
feminist film practices of (self-)image production and the facil-
itation of solidarity between generations and classes, including
the depiction of subaltern forms of articulating a revolutionary,
emancipatory consciousness. According to Michel Foucault (in
a conversation with Pascal Bonitzer in 1974), “memory is an
important factor in struggle, [...] if you hold people’s memory,
you hold their dynamism. And you also hold their experience,
their knowledge of previous struggles. You make sure that they
no longer know what the Resistance was actually about...”* —
The people of Iran very well know what “resistance was [and
is] actually about.”** The revolutionary imaginary in the midst
of social life in Iran remains so resilient not least because it is
interwoven with a strong cinematic memory of women’s strug-
gle against the colonization of their bodies.
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