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Yahya R. Kamalipour 

“Internal and External Broadcast Services and Regulations in Iran:  An Overview” 
Today, Iranians have access to numerous channels of communications, including radio, television, and international satellite broadcasts that originate from the U.S. and other countries around the world.  These channels, along with the Internet, facsimiles, and the highly popular cellular telephones, have electronically connected the people of Iran, particularly the youth, to the rest of the global village.  Contemporary communication vehicles present a unique opportunity to the Iranians to be in constant touch with one another and actively participate in discussions related to their personal, local, national, and global concerns.  In other words, the new and old communication technologies have provided the potential to facilitate constructive dialogue, enhance public knowledge and awareness, and shorten the cultural and political distances within and without Iran.  This presentation will provide an overview of the domestic Iranian broadcast networks and external radio-TV Persian programs, including regulations. 
Annabelle Sreberny
“Tehran Speaks, But What Does It Say? A Visual Analysis of The City as Medium”

The institutionalization of Media Studies has lead to a sharp reduction in the phenomena considered to be media. McLuhan's inclusivity reminds us of the complexity of mediation while Mumford, Benjamin and Kessler (amongst others) help us focus yet again on 'the city as a medium'. In his fascinating essay of the same name, Kessler (1996) writes that "media record, transmit and process information ..(and) can include old-fashioned things like books, familiar things like the city and newer inventions like the computer"

I argue that Tehran as the capital city of the Islamic Republic is a powerful medium that needs to be analysed alongside the more obvious channels of the media. It is a space, a canvas, a mouthpiece where contending voices vie for attention and influence. These include the propaganda machineries of the state, the temptations of global capital, the petty entrepreneurs trying to survive and the public struggling to find a voice. The city materialises the competing and contradictory claims of Islamic virtue, the radical anti-Westernism of the politics of the Islamic Republic, capitalist consumption and modernity as well as imaginative refusal of these.

The argument is developed through photographs taken in Tehran in November-December 2008 

Vit Sisler 

“From Quest of Persia to Islamic Sims: Identity Construction in Iranian Video Games”

Video games are popular mainstream media and constitute an important social activity for a substantial part of the Iranian youth. Unlike other audiovisual media, video games immerse players into action and engagement, rather than inaction and passive reception. At the same time, they provide youngsters with a convenient source of cultural symbols, myths, and rituals as they produce their identities. The question of identity construction is thus central to video games, since they enable a risk-free and socially acceptable way of engaging in a virtual body play. Until recently video games have remained profoundly understudied, in spite of their arguable social and political impact. Regardless of their strong popular appeal and economic relevance they lack cultural prestige and scientific coverage. In other words, their arguably profound impact on the collective imaginary is seldom accepted as culturally relevant. 

This presentation analyzes the contemporary Iranian video game production and explores the ways in which the identity of the hero, i.e. virtual representation of the player’s Self, is constructed. It is based on a content analysis of more than 15 Iranian games and on interviews with their developers and producers. 

Essentially, the presentation argues that there exists a strong concern among the Iranian authorities about the negative influence of Western video games on Iranian youth. Therefore an approach consisting of a combination of restrictions and subsidizing domestic industry, which could provide an alternative to the Western production, has been adopted. Within the emerging industry one can find first-person shooter games emphasizing the Muslim identity of the hero and glorifying the concepts of resistance and martyrdom, family-oriented games aimed at the education and promotion of Islamic values, or quasi-historical and fantastical adventure games based on the ancient Persian mythology. A variety of state-funded and independent subjects is involved in this multifaceted process which results are achieved through sensitive negotiations between the demands, funding and restrictions of the State and the visions and engagement of private entrepreneurs.

Gholam Khiabany 
“Contradictions in the Iranian State and the Media”
The Iranian Revolution of 1979 remains problematic both theoretically and politically, and   the ‘trans-class’ and ‘religious’ nature of the Iranian revolution has been the main source of confusion over the precise nature of the state which replaced the monarchy.  The revolution without a doubt had an emancipatory character, but elements of counter-revolution were clearly visible from early on. The tension between the revolution and the counter-revolution, and the existence of multiple sovereignty, aspiration and power contention, urges an analytical distinction between the Iranian revolution and the Islamic Republic. Furthermore, and as a result, the post-revolutionary state in Iran has tried to amalgamate ‘Sharia with electricity’ and modernity with what it considers as ‘Islam’.  While sympathetic to private capital, through quasi anti-capitalist politics, the state began to restrict market-relations, confiscated major assets of sections of the Iranian bourgeoisie, and nationalized major aspects of Iran’s industry, including its communications system.  Since the end of war with Iraq and the start of the process of ‘reconstruction’, market-driven development and economic policies have been key aims of the state.  This process has been anything but smooth.  The state’s policy has been contested by ongoing popular protest as a result of further fragmentation of the ruling elites and intensification of internal factionalism and disputes over the state’s policies, their implications and the very definition and nature of the Islamic state.  This paper addresses key aspects of the contradictions and tensions in the Iranian state and the media market and policy, social stratification and competing forms of ‘Islamism’/nationalism (usually framed as ‘conservative’ vs. ‘reformist’) by looking at the context of the media in Iran.  It provides an overview of the expansion of the Iranian communication system and by examining the role of the state in this process and the economic realities of the media in Iran, it challenges the essentialist reading of the Iranian state and media, and argues that the nature of Iranian media cannot be understood simply in terms of ‘Islamic ideology’ or the beloved dichotomy of modernization theory: modernity versus tradition.  It suggests that the understanding of the entanglement of change and continuity, expansion and control, and the continuing role of the Iranian state, remain as crucial factors and as central as they have been.  

Max Hanska
“Public Communication and Political Authority: The Case of Non-Domiciled Iranian Media”
I study the non-domiciled production of media for Iran as a vestibule for exploring the nexus between public communication and political authority. The public sphere, as a (heuristic) discursive space from where society orders itself, offers a useful conceptual resource for exploring this nexus. Public sphere (and Democratic) theory stipulates there to exist a symmetry between the source of political authority and those affected by this authority, and that this symmetry be maintained. In other words, the nature of legitimate authority is thought to be based on a bounded polity and determined by procedural correctness. Iranian non-domiciled media is an interesting case for exploring formations of political authority. With some 20 million households receiving satellite TV a substantial part of the media consumed inside Iran is non-domestic (i.e. the affected-authority symmetry is skewed). For better or worse, Iran’s media environment includes many non-domestic players; the question I try to answer is what this can tell us about the way formations of political authority are constituted.  Methodologically I approach this question through an examination of the lay theories employed by media practitioners. I do not aim to produce an evaluative but merely a descriptive account of the ways claims to authority, vis-à-vis Iran, are staked. The point then is not, as we might prima facie assume, to dismiss or vindicate non-domestic media. 

Mehdi Semati 
“(New) Media in Iran: On Communication and (Un)popular Culture”

Arguing against views that characterize the Islamic Republic or the Iranian society as antithetical to modernity, in a framework that examines the technological culture in Iran, this presentation explores how the state in Iran has tried to accommodate the forces of globalization where it benefits from them and to resist such forces where threatened by them. It argues that conflicting and contradictory commitments and objectives by the state (e.g., “Islamization” and “liberalization”) have produced a context in which “media” operate with contradictory constraints and possibilities. One of the striking features of this context is that media of the officialdom (state-sanctioned media) coexist in a volatile mix with media and “popular” culture that exist at the margins or outside the official “Islamized” space and the apparatus of capture by the state. Here I argue that popular culture (e.g., popular music) provides a space in which the demands of statecraft Islamization via its official media and the realities of (global) youth culture and a media/technology-saturated everyday life are negotiated and reconciled. 
Mahmood Enayat 
“Resistance 2.0: Power and Counter-Power in the Persian Webosphere”
Throughout history communication and information have been fundamental sources of power and counter-power, of domination and social change. Governments have been trying to regulate different aspects of communication mediums for centuries, and nowadays the focus is increasingly on the Internet. However such desire to control encompasses much wider issues than the obvious technical challenges. The desire is closely intertwined with the political, cultural and social values of the given country, reflected in their varying degrees of political control.

Iran is one of the countries with a historical tendency of controlling different communication mediums, and it currently has one of the world's most extensive Internet censorship regimes. Yet the central issue is not the obvious and crude divide between a 'free' and 'closed' Internet in Iran. There are two subtle lines of tension running through Internet development in the country. The first is the centralising state's desire to control the online information, both via censorship and propaganda. The second is the rapid emergence of various uses of the Internet in Iran, constituting one of the most dynamic and vibrant 'spaces of freedom', and where an astonishing rise and popularity of weblogs has become a particular sign of 'resistance'.

I will present a few brief examples to see how certain groups of Internet users in Iran, by employing different tactics, attempt to use the Internet to find their voice and seek their desired social, cultural and political ends. I will also present a few regulatory devices adopted by the Iranian government to respond to and set limits to these online ventures whilst concomitantly pursuing their own strategies.

John Kelly
“Mapping Iran's Online Public: Politics and Culture in the Persian Blogosphere”

We used computational social network mapping in combination with human and automated content analysis to analyze the Iranian blogosphere. In contrast to the conventional wisdom that Iranian bloggers are mainly young democrats critical of the regime, we found a wide range of opinions representing religious conservative points of view as well as secular and reform-minded ones, and topics ranging from politics and human rights to poetry, religion, and pop culture. Our research indicates that the Persian blogosphere is indeed a large discussion space of approximately 60,000 routinely updated blogs featuring a rich and varied mix of bloggers. Social network analysis reveals the Iranian blogosphere to be dominated by four major network formations, or poles, with identifiable sub-clusters of bloggers within those poles. We label the poles as 1)Secular/Reformist, 2) Conservative/Religious, 3) Persian Poetry and Literature, and 4) Mixed Networks. The secular/reformist pole contains both expatriates and Iranians involved in a dialog about Iranian politics, among many other issues. The conservative/religious pole contains three distinct sub-clusters, two focused principally on religious issues and one on politics and current affairs. Given the repressive political and media environment, and high profile arrests and harassment of bloggers, one might not expect to find much political contestation in the blogosphere. However, we identified a subset of thesecular/reformist pole focused intently on politics and current affairs and comprised mainly of bloggers living inside Iran, which is linked in contentious dialog with the conservative political sub-cluster. Surprisingly, a minority of bloggers in the secular/reformist pole appear to blog anonymously, even in the more politically-oriented part of it; instead, it is more common for bloggers in the religious/conservative pole to blog anonymously. Blocking of blogs by the government is less pervasive than we had assumed. Most of the blogosphere network is visible inside Iran, although the most frequently blocked blogs are clearly those in the secular/reformist pole. Given the repressive media environment in Iran today, blogs may represent the most open public communications platform for political discourse. The peer-to-peer architecture of the blogosphere is more resistant to capture or control by the state than the older, hub and spoke architecture of the mass media model.
Babak Rahimi 
“CyberShi’ism in Post-Revolutionary Iran: The Case of Reformist Politics online.” 

This paper focuses on the impact of Internet on Shia Iran since the mid-1990s. It studies the ways in which Shia reformist groups have used the new information technology to carve out a space of dissent against the Islamic Republic. More than a means of communication, it is argued that the Internet is creating a virtual network of associations through which Shia reformists can rethink Shi’ism in radically new ways. 
The study also focuses on Shia Islam’s most revered spiritual leader, Ayatollah Ali Sistani, and his political and religious online activism in the post-Baathist Iraq. Based on interviews conducted in Iraq and Iran, the study examines Sistani’s authorial activism in cyberspace and underlines the ways in which the reclusive cleric has reconstructed Shia tradition to form a new public Islam through virtual space. As a representative of traditional authority based in Najaf, Sistani’s case is an indication of how clusters of sacred framework of shared values and practices can be disseminated through alternative means of modern communication, namely the Internet; and how, ultimately, such virtual spirituality can influence Iran’s Shia reformist activism online. Finally, the study critically examines cyberspace as a transformative space through which a new democratic political order could emerge in post-revolutionary Iran.  
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