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Is Not a Film, directed by Jafar Panahi
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The paper demonstrates how the film makes 
such ruptures by making familiar facts, concepts, 
and objects unfamiliar. Finally, the paper argues 
Panahi’s film goes beyond a merely political 
statement and becomes a successful effort to show 
other artists, and even non-artist civilians, the right 
path to the future of the protest movement in Iran. 

To achieve such accomplishments, Panahi 
uses defamiliarization throughout his film, even in 
choosing the film’s title. Such a technique aims at 
making the familiar strange”2 in order “to enable a 
new seeing of the well-known.”3 Various theorists 
and critics have used this concept in different 
contexts. As early as 1917, Russian formalist 
Victor Shklovsky used the term ostranenie 
(meaning defamiliarization) in his article “Art 
as Techniques.” According to Shklovsky, “the 
process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself.”4 
Defamiliarization extends the process of aesthetic 
perception by preventing it from becoming 
“habitual or automatize.”5 Many critics believe 
Shklovsky’s notion of ostranenie lacks a socio-
political function. For instance, according to 
Fredric Jameson, Shklovsky’s theory “suffers from 
ahistoricity and essentialism, since it is based on 
the belief that objects exist in a ‘unitary, atemporal 
way’ prior to being temporarily made strange by the 
artist.”6

In March 2010, after massive public protests against 
the manipulation of the results of the presidential 
election in Iran, the government security forces 
arrested Jafar Panahi, one of the most critically 
acclaimed filmmakers of Iranian art house cinema. 
At the time of his arrest, Panahi was making a 
film which, in his view, was a socially conscious 
art house film. However, the government saw it as 
a propaganda movie opposing the Islamic regime. 
The project was canceled, and the government 
seized all Panahi’s recordings. A few months later, 
he was sentenced to six years in prison and 20 years 
ban on making films, writing screenplays, giving 
interviews and leaving the country. While waiting 
for the appeal court’s decision on his verdict, 
Panahi made This Is Not a Film. The film not only 
is an act of defiance against the terms of Panahi’s 
sentence, but also is a creative piece of political art 
made by a politically conscious filmmaker under a 
circumstance that could end his career forever.

Considering the concept of political art 
presented by Jacques Rancière, this essay focuses 
on the ways in which This Is Not a Film uses the 
artistic technique of defamiliarization to make the 
viewers aware of the irregularities in the society 
and to make “a rupture with the very logic of 
meaningful situations” enforced by oppressors.1

Abstract
In March 2010, after the massive public protests against the manipulation of the results of the presiden-
tial election in Iran, filmmaker Jafar Panahi was arrested in his home for supporting the protesters. A few 
months later, he was sentenced to six years in prison and 20 years ban on making any type of film. This 
Is Not a Film  (Panahi, 2011) is the creative response of an activist filmmaker to a situation that could 
end his career forever. Panahi made this film in the middle of a public uncertainty and in the midst of a 
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creative strategy and putting the film’s narrative in the historical context, I will try to find answers to these 
questions: What is the role of an activist filmmaker in a time of severe restrictions? Is it possible to fight 
against the government’s propaganda when you are convicted of “making propaganda against the system”?
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While Shklovsky is more concerned with the 
process of perception and artistic enjoyment resulted 
from defamiliarizing the familiar, Panahi’s use of 
the technique is more in accord with a different 
interpretation of the concept offered by German 
playwright Bertolt Brecht. Brecht’s notion of 
verfremdung, first appeared in his writings in 1936, 
regards defamiliarization “as political intervention 
into the (blindingly) familiar.”7 According to 
Fredric Jameson, the purpose of defamiliarization, 
in Brechtian sense, is political. It is “to make you 
aware that the objects and institutions you thought 
to be natural were really only historical: the result 
of change, they themselves henceforth become 
in their turn changeable.”8 Shklovsky’s theory of 
ostranenie and Brecht’s notion of verfremdung, 
despite having different aims, are not contradictory. 
Shklovsky offered his theory before his engagement 
with political thoughts and before the Russian 
Revolution. His notion of ostranenie is restricted 
to the aesthetic aspects of art. Instead, Brecht 
was a Marxist when he proposed his concept of 
verfremdung. That is why he took a step further 
and focused on the effects of defamiliarization 
technique in raising social and political awareness.9 
While the two terms, ostranenie and verfremdung, 
have the same meaning, the aim of Brecht’s 
verfremdung is “jolting the consciousness of his 
auditors and making them critically aware of 
contradiction in society.” For him, “consciousness” 
is superior to “perception.”1⁰

Brecht’s interpretation of defamiliarization is 
a proper theoretical framework for the study of This 
Is Not a Film because, as I will discuss, in this film, 
the estrangement of the viewers from the familiar 
ideas and objects disrupts the logical system 
within which they are accustomed to operate. 
This function is also consistent with the concept 
of political art presented by Jacques Rancière. In 
Rancière’s view, the duty of political art is not 
merely showing the state of the world and making 
people aware of what is happening around them 
but activating a “rupture within the conventional 
logic” that are mostly created by oppressors.11 
He asserts, “[t]he dream of a suitable political 
work of art is in fact the dream of disrupting the 
relationship between the visible, the sayable, and 
the thinkable without having to use the terms of a 
message as a vehicle.”12 As I will demonstrate, the 
same purpose applies to Panahi’s defamiliarization 

of what his Iranian viewers are familiar with and 
have accepted as inevitable realities. 

The film’s narrative structure is affected by 
unforeseen—but possible—emergencies. When 
Panahi and Mirtahmasb decided to make This Is Not 
a Film, there was still a possibility of being attacked 
by the security forces, which could interrupt the 
process of making the film in any stage. Perhaps the 
sense of emergency made Panahi think of the project 
as a mix of related but independent vignettes. With 
such a plan, the movie could be a complete project 
even if it would have been cut in the middle of the 
filming process. These short stories, which on the 
surface only depict the mundane activities of a day 
in the life of a filmmaker trapped in his apartment, 
need to be united and contextualized to deliver their 
political message.  Thus, to discover the meanings 
constructed into the film, one should consider the 
social, cultural, political dynamics within which it is 
happening. Otherwise, for a viewer unfamiliar with 
the context, this is perhaps just a boring first-person 
chronology documentary.  

I am not providing the film’s multi-layered 
meanings as a way to divide the audience into two 
categories, for instance, naïve government supporters, 
and smart oppositions.13 There is no doubt that 
the process of meaning making and perception 
is far more complicated. I aim at discovering the 
underlying meanings of the film to show how, for 
a creative, resilient, politically conscious artist, 
a very  restrictive circumstance ends up being an 
opportunity to participate in his country’s transition 
toward positive social-political changes.  

The title of the film, This Is Not a Film, is 
the first use of defamiliarization technique. If the 
purpose of defamiliarization, as Brecht suggests, 
is to strike at the consciousness of the viewers to 
make them rethink the meaning of the objects 
they are watching, the title does it creatively. It 
makes the viewer begin with asking a question: 
if this is not a film, what is it? Questioning the 
conventional implications, which is the core quality 
of defamiliarization, detaches the viewers from 
the world of the narrative in order to activate their 
consciousness.    

The title also alludes to René Magritte’s 
“The Treachery of Images,” a painting of a pipe 
with a caption which reads, “This is not a Pipe.” 
However, if Magritte’s title aims at making the 
viewer aware of the difference between a painted 
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pipe and an actual one, Panahi’s title may have a 
reverse effect, pointing to the fact that the viewers 
are not watching a film—which in its traditional 
definition is an imitation of reality—but they are 
watching the pure reality. Such an implication 
finds more meaning when we consider the severe 
restrictions and censorship regulations imposed 
on Iranian filmmakers, which limits all forms of 
realistic representations. Panahi is not strange 
to blurring the lines between film and reality. 
Iranian filmmakers such as Abbas Kiarostami in 
Taste of Cherry (1997), Mohsen Makhmalbaf in A 
Moment of Innocence (1996), and Panahi himself 
in The Circle (2000) and Offside (2006), had used 
such a device, mostly to bypass the censorship 
and to question the absolutist religious ideology 
propagated by the Islamic regime. However, in 
Panahi’s film, the ambiguity finds a new duty, 
which is raising awareness of the contradictions in 
society. Panahi uses the defamiliarization device 
to make his viewers aware of the political, social 
circumstances in their surroundings.

The title also plays with traditional 
implications of the term “film” because Panahi 
is not legally allowed to make a “film.” One can 
argue this audiovisual product is not a film because 
it has been shot digitally, on a digital or cell phone 
camera. Therefore, physically, there is no actual 
film involved. Also, it is not based on any written 
screenplay and does not involve any “professional” 
performer. Even the men behind the camera 
(Mirtahmasb for the most and Panahi in some 
scenes) are not professional camera operators. 
Unlike “real” films, there was little money involved 
in the process of production. The entire project 
cost about 3000 dollars. Thus, if the recording 
does not have any of the familiar characteristics of 
a “film,” it is suitably named This Is Not a Film. 

Panahi, frustrated with being forbidden from 
making films and anxious about the impending 
appeal court’s decision on his verdict, calls his 
documentarian friend Mojtaba Mirtahmasb 
and invites him to come over to talk about a 
new project he has in mind. The idea is reading 
through (instead of making) a screenplay Panahi 
had submitted to the Ministry of Culture, a 
screenplay that had been refused the approval. He 
is not allowed to direct a film or to write a scenario, 
but no one has asked him not to read a screenplay 
or act in a movie. So, since he cannot make a film, 

he decides to tell it and asks his friend to record 
the process of recounting the story using a digital 
camera. The irregularity comes from the restrictions 
imposed by Panahi’s sentence. It is evident in the 
unfamiliar positions of the characters. Panahi, always 
known as a feature filmmaker, is performing in a 
documentary, while Mirtahmasb, a documentarian 
film-maker is shooting the film, doing an unfamiliar 
job as a cameraman. 

Next is the temporal setting of the film. The 
whole story happens during a national day known 
as Fireworks Wednesday, a day which is always 
a celebration of life, a symbol of togetherness, 
harmony, and happiness. Such a day, in Panahi’s 
film, becomes the embodiment of fear, separation 
and insecurity, the separation of Panahi from his 
family and his career, separation of Mirtahmasb 
from his son, and perhaps Iranians from their 
freedom and human rights. Panahi’s use of 
Fireworks Wednesday as the film’s temporal setting 
is a metaphor to show the reality of a society trapped 
in a cycle of fear, despair and violence, waiting for 
an uncertain future. The festival takes place on the 
evening of the last Tuesday of the Persian year. 
People get together, make small bonfires, jump 
over them, and sing short songs while praying for 
their health and happiness and celebrating the 
power of fire as a holy element of ancient Persian’s 
religious beliefs. In the film, we never see the actual 
festival. Panahi and Mirtahmasb talk about it, but 
never in a positive manner. Panahi asks his family 
to be careful when walking on the streets. He also 
asks his colleague on the phone to be careful and 
go home directly from the office. Mirtahmasb is 
worried about his son, who in his words “has gone 
to the festival with a lot of ammunition.” He uses 
the term mohemmat, meaning ammunitions, 
instead of taragheh, which means firecracker. Again 
here, the use of the festival’s familiar elements, i.e., 
fire and firecrackers, differs from what the viewer 
is familiar with. Is what we see and hear from a 
long distance the fire produced by the festival 
participants or is it the result of a fight between 
protesters and the Revolutionary guard? It is up to 
the audience to make their own meaning.  In any 
case, the confusion created by this duality strikes 
the consciousness of the viewers and makes them 
question the reality around them. 

Talking about the unfamiliar use of a national 
event brings us to the use of acousmatic sound in This 
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in which the viewer finds time to think about the 
meaning of the circumstance Panahi and other 
characters are in. 

It is only about twelve minutes into the film 
that Panahi looks at the camera for the first time 
and says, “I think it is time to remove the cast.” 
He is referring to Mina, the lead character of his 
earlier film The Mirror (1997). The film is about 
a little girl who tries to find her way home, but, 
the further she goes, the more she realizes she is 
going the wrong way. The idea of not being able 
to find her way is annoying to the little actress 
who is playing the character. Since she cannot take 
it, she protests it first by looking directly at the 
camera, and then, by removing her costume cast 
and saying she wants to be herself, that she knows 
her way home, and what they (the crew) ask her 
to do is wrong. In other words, for Panahi, at this 
point, talking to the camera, breaking the fourth 
wall becomes a sign of returning to the truth. 
Mina questions the rationality of the world of the 
narrative she is playing. When she acknowledges 
the existence of alternatives, she decides to act in 
her own narrative, which is taking the right path, 
going to her actual home. What happens next is 
that, despite their discontent, the entire crew agrees 
with Mina’s narrative and follows her. Mina’s 
story, which in its turn had been depicted through 
defamiliarization technique, is accompanied by 
Panahi’s idea of removing the cast, that is being 
one’s true self, not accepting the accepted logic, 
and not listening blindingly.    

In another critical scene of the film, Panahi 
shows Mirtahmasb some clips from his two previous 
movies The Circle (2000) and Crimson Gold (2003). 
In those two films, he used non-professional 
actors as the leading roles. By deconstructing these 
scenes, Panahi argues that despite the common 
belief that director is the one who decides what 
the final product would be, in a socially concise 
art-house cinema, the non-professional actor 
or actress, in critical moments, can change what 
would appear on the screen. On the surface, Panahi 
is talking about the role of non-professional actors, 
and how they can make a film more real only by 
changing the scene when they think something is 
wrong. He is also challenging the authorship of the 
director. Panahi is defamiliarizing, refusing and 
questioning the common belief of knowing the 

Is Not a Film. Pierre Schaeffer defines acousmatic 
sound as “a sound that one hears without seeing 
what causes it.”1⁴ In This Is Not a Film, Panahi uses 
the acousmatic sound of the fireworks festival to 
defamiliarize this event and to add to the ambiguity 
and uncertainty of the situation. The sound the 
viewer hears throughout the film could belong 
to a fire festival. However, at the same time,  it 
resembles the sound of gunfire, demonstration, and 
violence on the streets. The use of acousmatic sound 
is not limited to the fireworks. Most of the film’s 
characters are visually absent. Panahi’s wife and 
son, the girl from the next door, Panahi’s lawyer, 
and his fellow filmmaker Rakhshan Bani-Etemad 
are visually absent, and we only hear their voices. 
This again adds to the irregularity and uncertainty 
of the situation. 

This Is Not a Film has no traditional end 
credits. First, it reads, “An effort by Jafar Panahi 
and Mirtahmasb.” The rest of the credits includes a 
series of ellipses beginning with the titles “Thanks 
to colleagues” and “Many thanks to.” And finally, 
they dedicate the film to “Iranian Filmmakers.” 
By defamiliarizing the conventional form of the 
end credits, the film motivates the viewer to find 
the cause of such abnormality. The viewers are 
accustomed to seeing the names of the cast and 
crew in the end credits. As a result, seeing such 
unfamiliar credits makes them to think about the 
cause of such irregularity.   

The ellipses also refer to two different facts. 
First, artists are insecure in Iran. There have been 
others involved in making the film, but to protect 
them from the government’s prosecution, Panahi 
avoids mentioning their names. These ellipses also 
work as a symbolic reference to the loneliness of 
a filmmaker who has been banned from making 
films, and no one is able or intends to help him. 

According to Brecht, breaking the fourth 
wall—the wall between the performer and the 
spectator—is one of the methods of achieving 
defamiliarization effect.1⁵ Panahi raises out his 
viewer from the realm of self-evident every few 
minutes by breaking the fourth wall. When the 
viewer becomes engaged with what is happening 
before the camera, suddenly, Panahi turns to 
the camera and talks directly to Mirtahmasb/the 
spectator/the camera. These moments of Brechtian 
defamiliarization, in fact, are the moments of pause 



12 SPRING 2020

THE SUBVERSIVE EFFECTS

somewhere. In a broader sense, Mirtahmasb’s 
address could be a reference to the disappearance 
of some activists and protesters during all the 
years after the Islamic Revolution and especially 
after the demonstrations against the results of the 
presidential election in 2009. 

The symbolism and defamiliarization do not 
end when the film ends. The legend has it that 
the film was smuggled on a flash memory hidden 
inside a birthday cake to the Cannes Film Festival, 
again an unfamiliar way of sending a film to be 
shown at a film festival. The story seems to be 
inaccurate; however, apart from its accuracy, it 
can be seen as a form of defamiliarization that 
functions outside the film’s world. In fact, the 
possibility of transporting a film or exporting it 
to other countries using digital tools points at the 
potentials of the digital age and its role in helping 
filmmakers such as Panahi, who work and live 
under the severe restrictions, to spread their works. 
Just imagine, if it was only one or two decades ago, 
how it would have been possible for Panahi to 
send a copy of his film to the festival without being 
noticed by the government officials.    

Use of simple tools like iPhone and digital 
camera, on the surface, refers to the fact that 
Panahi cannot legally make a “real movie,” and 
this is just the diary of a citizen being recorded by 
himself getting help from a friend. But, what other 
meanings can be implied from the use of such 
devices? Here again, the two artists’ conversation 
in one of the last scenes of the film can be helpful. 
When they talk about what they have shot during 
the day, Mirtahmasb says, “don’t count much on 
what I have taken, since I’m not a photographer.” 
In response, Panahi points to his own unfamiliarity 
with technology in general  and photography, in 
particular. Later, they stabilize the camera using 
a lighter and an ashtray instead of a tripod. All 
these amateurishness, real or exaggerated, is again 
pointing at the political statement of the film and 
completing it. By admitting the fact that he is not 
a technical person and does not know how to use a 
professional camera, Panahi sends a message to his 
fellow citizens saying, to be able to document the 
history as it is, they do not need to be professional 
camera operators or filmmakers.

In This Is Not a Film, Jafar Panahi, through 
the creative use of defamiliarization technique, 
creates different layers of meaning to point out 

director as the full authority of the film. However, 
I argue that he is also sending a political message. 
To find out the message, just exchange the words 
“director” with “dictator” and “non-professional 
actors” with “ordinary people.” In fact, by refusing 
the full authority of the director in the world of 
the film and giving credit to the actors, Panahi is 
referring to the power of ordinary people and their 
agency to change the social dynamics even under 
the pressures imposed by a dictatorship. Panahi’s 
message is that what eventually forms the social 
setting is not what the authoritarian government 
enforces, but is what the everyday people, even 
those unfamiliar with the rules of the game, decide. 

Panahi not only follows the two steps of 
Ranciere’s take on the duty of political film, i.e., 
showing the reality and making a rupture within 
the accepted logic, he also offers some  explicit 
and implicit ideas to change the circumstance. 
Panahi is disappointed because he has not been 
able to get something valuable out of reading his 
script. He starts shooting the fireworks from his 
apartment window using his cell phone camera. 
Talking to Mirtahmasb, he shows his frustration 
by saying there is no point in filming the events 
with a cell phone because the quality is low. 
Here Mirtahmasb gives an answer that is another 
message of the movie:

 
Listen, Jafar! I believe what matters is 
that it is documented. Since the day 
those things happened to you [pointing 
to Panahi’s arrest], and after you left 
the prison, if you had turned on your 
cell phone’s camera, you would have 
recorded some [important] moments. If 
you intended to make a film, I doubt it. 
But if you want to document these days, 
go ahead. 

Later, when Mirtahmasb is leaving, he says, 
“what matters is that the cameras stay on.” What 
Panahi is trying to tell to his fellow citizens is 
that no matter what happens, no matter what 
devices they have or the quality of the film is, the 
history should be recorded, and the reality should 
be documented.  Also, Mirtahmasb asks Panahi 
to film his face because there is a chance of him 
being arrested, and as he points out, in such a 
case, at least there would be some  shots of him 
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At the time This Is Not a Film was released, it was 
considered the last will of Jafar Panahi. However, 
fortunately, and despite the continued pressures on 
Panahi and his fellow filmmakers during all these 
years, his camera is still on featuring and criticizing 
the social realities of his country, Iran. 

the diverse array of irregularities in the society 
and show the uncertain, ambiguous situation of the 
lives of ordinary people under the Islamic regime. 
In the end, the filmmaker invites his fellow citizens 
to participate in the process of documenting their 
country’s history. He encourages them to take active 
roles in the course of social changes in the country by 
doing a simple, though sometimes dangerous, job, 
keeping their cameras on, no matter what happens. 
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