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Dawn of Cinema in Iran: Socio-political Challenges
Seyedmohsen Alavipour”

abstract
Despite its obvious backwardness in comparison to the westerners, the late
18™ century Iranian society confrontation with the new-born industry of
motion picture happened very early. Thanks to Mozaffaredin Shah’s travel
to Europe, it took only 5 years for Iranians to import the new technology
and begin their primitive style of film-making. However, the first director,
cameraman, and actor of this regional cinema was the Shah, so different
layers of social structure could not play their proper role in the rebirth and
maturation of cinema in the local cultural atmosphere. Thus, it took a long
way for the industry to become a normal part of the popular culture.
Indeed, due to the cultural and religious differences between the
religious-traditional society in Iran and the much more conformable culture
of the European societies, it was totally unimaginable for Iranians to adopt
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the capabilities of the new-born industry in which it was not only a natural
part for the actors to act virtually, but also represent various cultural icons,
i.e. a dancer woman, an anti-cruelty hero, a popular rebellion, etc. In other
words, the imported industry in its nature was a challenge either for popular
culture, or the religious sanctions, or the oppressive authority, or even the
traditional market.

In such an atmosphere, the appearance of cinema in Iran encountered a
variety of difficulties and roadblocks. Some recognized it as a new market
in which, due to the general curiosity of the public, playing any vulgar
motion-picture on the silver screen would result in a profitable deal; others,
however, comprehended it as a danger for their political authorship in
society and ruler ship. A third group, on the other hand, found it a powerful
instrument for propaganda, etc.

Historically, the present study reviews various approaches taken by
different parties towards the new-born industry to sketch an overall picture
of factors affecting the social expansion of cinema in Iran. In doing so, first
it is attempted to examine the headmost cinema-men and their
understanding of theatre as a public sphere during the commoving
constitutional revolution. Then, the initial challenge of imitating western
cultural goods in native film-making industry will be introduced. It is true
that in the era of general westernization of the society, cinema might have
no other way than to fit itself with the current situation. However, this
deviation helped cultural alienation of motion-picture production in the
country. In other words, while adopting going to cinema as a part of cultural
life-style, contribution to the film-making process was still a shameful job
in the public eyes.

Due to public understanding of cinema as a pleasure-place, the religious
authority’s attitude towards it was otherwise harsh and agonistic. The
clergies suspected cinema with its representation of the reality not only
could conflict the religious principle of anti-paganism, but also might
facilitate the supremacy of the imagination over the intellectual
comprehension, which is in confrontation with the Islamic doctrine. The
scene on the political side was not very different. The political authority
was also afraid of the cinema’s potential for consciousness-raising in social
sphere, so cautiously inspected representation of any new or critical ideas
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in movies. The overall censorship and firm policies referring to the
permitted/unpermitted scenes shaped a big obstacle towards the maturity
of authentic native cinema, and film-makers had to adopt their style with
enormous pressure from both the religious and political authority. Besides,
the impacts of World War Il and the alien-occupation of the country in
1941 were the other factor influencing the development of the industry.
Following their own interests, the alien powers tremendously intervened in
the film screening and production, thereby, they restrained the local actors
to play their proper roles in the development of the Iranian cinematic
industry.

The present study attempts to explore these diverse obstacles
confronting the birth of cinema in Iran.
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