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ABSTRACT

New Iranian woman with relative freedoms, especially in the social activities domain,
appeared as a result of the modernization process at metropolitan levels during the
Pahlavi era. But this freedom was not liked by Iranian men, even the intellectual lot. For
instance, the new wave of cinema prior to the Islamic revolution took the intellectual form
at the time when itself had a critical stance toward the modernization process of the Shah,
and sometimes showed even anti-modernist approach, now by portraying new woman
with her outward deception and esoteric emptiness, it tried to reprehend the same by
presenting her as a symbol of modern lifestyle and a symbol of the decline of the original
Iranian culture. With a descriptive-analytical method and using library sources, the
present paper tries to study the depiction of new woman in the two films related to new
wave cinema in Iran, Mr. Naive and The Balooch. It concludes that new woman, like other
phenomena of modern life, takes away the old patriarchal control and that persuades
filmmakers to portray her as an attractive, superficial, and dangerous commodity of
modern metropolis. In other words, new woman becomes a phenomenon that, in line
with other modern phenomena and even at the top and most important of them puts
down Iranian men and culture. In fact, in the form of localism and criticism of the Shah's
incomplete modernization, these films rise up against modernity and defend patriarchal
traditions and regain lost control. The representation of gender is of great importance in
the sociological studies of art, and the article hopes to point out the depth of gender
problems in Iranian society by examining the portrayal of new woman in the troubling
new wave of cinema.
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INTRODUCTION

History of cinema, its emergence and evolution is concurrent with modernization
and the creation of metropolises as we know today. This is why the cinematic
manifestation of modernity is an important subject within sociological studies
(Duvignaad, 2001, 6). On the other hand, with the formation of feminist theories,
researchers came to believe that studies concerning sex within modernity and
modernization have significant values because the concept of sex, feminine
experience and social view of women have altered considerably in modern times
(Ardis, 2005, 62). Within this framework, the concept of “new woman” is especially
important since she’s historically been portrayed as an object that encapsulates and
manifests complexities and paradoxes with modernity (Shih, 2001, 301).

The birth of “new woman” in Iran dates back to the Pahlavi era, especially
during the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah. Within confines of his modernization
project, he considered some important changes in issues regarding women, such as
the right to vote, to work and actively participate in social activities (Ejlali, 2017,
32). In third world societies where modernity is an imported product,
modernization is usually a futile attempt, one that is forced from authorities above
(Bermann, 2019, 259-260). Iran was no exception and the failed, defective
modernity soon provoked reactions from scholars and intellectuals who were
concerned about the demise of sacred and old Iranian values. New woman, who had
suddenly emerged, fashioned with latest trends, became a symbol of threats posed
by modernity.

PURPOSE

The article intends to show that the origin of given reactions were in fact preventive
actions towards the loss of historical control of men over women in general and
their daily lives in particular. The control that had been put modernity in jeopardy,
and how new woman was the perfect symbol of this loss of control.

METHODOLOGY

This article uses a descriptive-analytical method. To achieve the purposes discussed,
authors first try to establish some general definitions of modernity based on the
ideas of Charles Baudelaire and Marshal Bermann and its specifications, especially
in third world countries. Then another outlook on modernity by Jurgen Hubermass
is discussed to further insight. In the next section, the emergence of new woman in
Iranian metropolis is discussed and how people, including intellectuals and artists
reacted to this phenomenon. In the next chapter, the portrayal of new woman as a
threat to cinema and other mediums of art, especially in Weimar Germany and
colonial China are discussed. This is done to generalize the results to Iranian
cinema. Finally, the article analyzes two films Mr. Naive and The Balooch of the new
wave Iranian cinema; a movement known for its critical stance on social issues.



FINDINGS

Bermann discusses that the modernization project in countries such as Iran was
nothing more than a political gesture, like an emperor dressed beautifully with
nothing underneath (Bermann, 2019, 259-260). These sudden changes brought
upon many novelties in the traditional Iranian society. Novelties people weren’t
prepared for (Talattof, 2011, 86) and were only done in a superficial and defective
manner. Habermass believes that modernity is a historical necessity with significant
achievements especially in giving subjective self-consciousness to the people and
subjective freedom, in a sense that was impossible before modernity (Habermass,
1990, 2-18). He also discusses that modernity is an unfinished project (Calhoun,
2012, 351) and warns intellectuals not to criticize modernity as a concept but to
direct their critical forces towards modernization. Then the notion from Georg
Simmel and Karl Marx about some of the troubles current modernization has
brought upon subjects is discussed. These problems include absurdity caused by
monetization of human relationships and the lack of spiritual values (Bermann,
1397, 14) and disjunction of modern subject who lives in chaotic modern
metropolis (Fakuhi, 2002, 177).

The changes brought upon by the Shah’s defective modernization project,
provoked reactions from intellectuals and artists. The emergence of New Woman as
a symbol of these changes was one of the main targets of the criticism. These
reactions as anticipated were due to features and problematic of modernity and
modernization. In other words, modernity took away the control men on different
aspects of life, including women. And, new woman was a novel creation that wasn’t
in man’s domain. As such an in-depth analysis suggests that intellectuals and artists
were critical of modernity in general and Shah’s modernization project in
particular. Nevertheless, reactions were also out of fear of losing control over daily
environment and objects, were manifested through demonizing of the new woman
figure through critical works of the period. New woman becomes the symbol of all
the superficial, materialistic and corrupt aspects of modern metropolis and
inculcated the fear of losing old patriarchal values. We say fear because new woman
as a threat, was a man-made concept (Bohan, 2012, 7), and reactions we discuss,
were in fact preventive actions.

Two examples of new wave of cinema in Iran in the article are Mr. Naive and
The Balooch. Their analyses further prove how new woman was depicted in art, and
cinema in this case. The problem which appears to be the demise of Iranian values is
actually a warning about the probable death of patriarchalism. In Mr. Naive the
male character gets overwhelmed by this new evil and crawls back to its old, healthy
rural society but in The Balooch, the character successfully preserves old sacred
values, which are symbolized as manhood, its power and dominance and new
woman humbly goes back to the old and acceptable submissive maternal figure.
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CONCLUSION

The article concludes that serious art of Iran in the Pahlavi era that was alarmed
with drastic social changes, had a critical stance not because of Shah’s faulty
modernization project but because it was worried about the loss of patriarchal
control which was the natural outcome of modernity. This fear is manifested
through new woman, a mythical figure created by men, whom harbors evils
threatening men. The article shows that these evils and threats are parallel to the
ones caused by modern metropolis and new woman is actually a symbol of this
modern phenomenon.

NOVELTY

By showing anti-modern sentiments in serious art of Iran which had a rather bold
stance on social injustice, the article introduces the depth of women issues in Iran,
where not only society, but also its intellectuals, scholars and artists still hold
patriarchal values and have misogynistic sentiments even in the most serious forms
of speech and art, which in this article’s case is, symbolizing new, free woman as the
evil of modern society and other social problems.
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