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Abstract 

 

The Citizen Viewer: Questioning the Democratic Authority of the 
Camera Phone Image 

 

Claire Sloan Cooley, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Blake Atwood 

 
 The inundation of mobile phone images has dramatically changed how 

information about current events is disseminated, accessed, and understood. The mobile 

camera phone was significant to the Egyptian Revolution and the Green Movement in 

Iran, and scholars who have considered citizen journalist images in these contexts suggest 

that they have the power to create democratic “deterritorialized” communities and 

provide objective evidence. This scholarship has assumed a dangerous link between 

citizen journalist images and democracy, and it has overlooked opportunities for 

thoughtful comparison of the use of citizen journalist footage in Iran and Egypt. My 

research examines how films by Iranian and Egyptian filmmakers have interacted with 

new media technologies in order to challenge the trust we’ve placed in images and to 

develop a theoretical framework for comparison between Egypt and Iran. 

 Filmmakers from Iran and Egypt have begun to engage questions of citizen 
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journalism in their narrative and documentary films. Jafar Panahi’s This Is Not a Film 

(2011) and Ahmad Abdalla’s Rags And Tatters (2013), for example, draw our attention to 

the limits of the mobile phone image and address concerns of spectatorship in light of the 

Green Movement and Egyptian Revolution. In this report, I examine how This is Not a 

Film and Rags and Tatters criticize the way in which popular media on the Egyptian 

Revolution and Green Movement celebrate and exploit the mobile phone image’s “truth” 

value. Drawing on Bill Nichols and Susan Sontag, whose works remind us to consider 

what the image enframes and excludes, I argue that Panahi and Abdalla’s films criticize 

the trust that we have put in citizen journalism, and they show us that despite 

developments in image-creating technology, all images produce limited perspectives. As 

such, these two filmmakers interrogate the image’s frame in order to construct a 

democratic practice of viewing in Iran and Egypt.  
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 The camera phone has changed how we represent ourselves and the world. With 

the camera phone, its access to the internet and the gigabytes of memory it provides, 

events are unlikely to go undocumented and images largely mediate our daily 

interactions. Camera phones allow us to take pictures of whatever we want wherever and 

whenever we want – moments in everyday life, and events of political and social 

importance from concerts, sporting events, protests, and war. With an adequate internet 

connection, we can instantly send these pictures to friends living in the same city or 

upload them onto social media sites where they can be seen by anyone around the world. 

Beyond the government’s control and not sold for profit by photojournalists, camera 

phone images are seemingly honest, intimate, and uncensored. The camera phone has 

appeared to equalize the relationship between viewer, photographer and subject given the 

more conversational and participatory nature of its images. With the images they take, 

regular people – “citizen photojournalists” –  have the unprecedented ability to participate 

in and “shape” history.  

 The camera phone and this most recent “revolution” in technology do not 

represent the first time that conversations about technologies that promise democracy and 

social and political issues have intersected. With the rising popularity of the camcorder in 

the 1980s and 1990s, these devices became popularly credited for democratizing image-

making and having the ability to capture and record the real.1 In 1991, the “amateur” 

footage that George Holliday took using his camcorder of the brutal beating of Rodney 

                                                
1 Michael Newman, Video Revolutions: On the History of a Medium (New York: Columbia University 
Press 2014), 64. 
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King drew attention to the medium’s social significance. As Michael Newman writes, the 

revolution in camcorder technology was unprecedented “as its impact was seen not only 

in terms of changing social practices but also in terms of political effects, opening up 

communications to a greater range of voices and images and thereby diminishing state 

and corporate power.”2 Rodney King’s beating, the subsequent acquittal of the police 

officer, and other aspects of the event that pointed to racism in the police force and 

justice system in the United States would have gone unnoticed had Holliday not been 

there with his camcorder.  

 In the past few years, discourse on “revolution” in camera technology and “new” 

media has intersected with uprisings for democratic reform such as the Green Movement 

in Iran and the January 25 Revolution in Egypt. During the election protests in Iran in 

2009 after she was shot by Iranian authorities, Neda Agha Soltan died bleeding on the 

street. People standing nearby recorded her death with their camera phones and circulated 

the video online, which helped garner and sustain protests. In Egypt in June 2010, 

policemen in Alexandria beat young Khalid Said to death on the street because they had 

caught him with hashish. A photo of his horribly beaten face, which his brother took with 

his camera phone while identifying Khalid’s body at a morgue and then uploaded to the 

internet, brought national and international attention to Egypt’s oppressive security 

apparatus.3 For Iranians and Egyptians, the image of Said and the video of Soltan 

                                                
2 Ibid., 67.  
3 Ernesto Londono “Egyptian man’s death became symbol of callous state,” The Washington Post 
Februrary 9, 2011 Accessed March 23, 2015. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2011/02/08/AR2011020806360.html 
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provided stark evidence of how insignificant they were in the eyes of the Iranian and 

Egyptian authorities. Mobile phones gave them the unprecedented power to document 

police brutality and their own version of events and thereby challenge the monopoly that 

the Iranian and Egyptian governments previously had over the representation of ruptures 

such as Egypt’s Kefaya (Enough) movement and the Iran student protests against 

government censorship of the press in 1999. In both The Green Movement and the 

Egyptian Revolution, the camera phone helped previously “invisible” citizens in Iran and 

Egypt assert to the world that they mattered.  

 Given the image’s power to subvert authority and represent popular narratives, we 

as viewers and image-makers have put immense trust in these images, often thinking of 

them as bringing us closer to the event they document, facilitating communication, and 

having an unparalleled truth-value. While popular discussions of the camera phone 

revolution echo those of the camcorder revolution, the ubiquity of cameras in today’s 

world sets the camera phone revolution apart. Whereas Holliday happened to have a 

camcorder with him the night the police beat Rodney King, it is no longer the case that 

similar footage and images are necessarily a matter of luck. Today, given the increasing 

accessibility of mobile camera phones, everyone has the power to be an eyewitness. The 

importance of this shift is reflected in how we describe non-professional photographers; 

in 1991, George Holliday was an amateur with a camcorder. Today, those who record 

moments such as Neda’s death are citizen photojournalists or “eyewitness picture 
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producers.”4 Yet just as eyewitness accounts are never completely reliable, images do not 

always tell the truth. Furthermore, the more recent conflation of the camera phone 

“revolution” with political revolution for democratic reform has imbued camera phone 

images with a certain democratic authority and truth value, a development that has 

largely been overlooked in popular and scholarly discourses.  

 Throughout film history, filmmakers have been on the cutting edge of theorizing 

representation of the historical world through images and have questioned the purpose of 

cinema with each “revolution” in image-making technologies that promise to provide 

representations that more closely resemble reality. As Laura Mulvey reminds us, “unlike 

any other medium, the cinema is able to construct and inflect the way a spectator relates 

to its images. As a result, “the question of ‘how,’ the question of form, takes on a 

particular importance along side ‘what’, the question of content.”5 In this report, I 

consider the camera phone image in the context of the recent intersection of popular 

rhetoric about the democratizing powers of new media and popular movements for 

reform in Iran and Egypt. To do so, I turn to films by Iranian and Egyptian filmmakers 

that address the camera phone image: Ali Samadi Ahadi’s The Green Wave (2010), Jafar 

Panahi’s This Is Not a Film (2011), Jehane Noujaim’s The Square (2013), Ahmad 

Abdalla’s Rags and Tatters (2013). 

                                                
4 Mette Mortensen, “The Eyewitness in the Age of Digital Transformation,” in Amateur Images and Global 
News, ed. Kari Anden-Papadapalous and Mervi Pantti, (University of Chicago Press, 2011), 39.  
5 Laura Mulvey, Afterword New Iranian Cinema: Politics, Representation and Identity, ed. Richard Tapper 
(New York: IB Tauris), 257.  
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 With Mulvey’s thoughts in mind, I examine the ways in which these filmmakers 

treat the camera phone image. The Square and The Green Wave, popular documentaries 

geared for international audiences at film festivals, are exemplary subjects for observing 

how the camera phone image has been imbued with an authority to represent in popular 

rhetoric, and how this authority has been exploited to tell “real” accounts and the 

democratic narrative of the Green Movement and The Egyptian Revolution. Narrative 

films This is Not a Film and Rags and Tatters, meanwhile, draw our attention to the 

limits of the camera phone image and address concerns of spectatorship and 

representation in light of the intersection between revolutions in technology and 

revolutions for political change. I argue that these films criticize the way in which 

popular films such as The Square and The Green Wave celebrate and take advantage of 

the camera phone image’s supposed “truth” value and that they theorize a practice of 

critical viewership that forces viewers to question the veracity of representation in both 

cinema and politics.  

 While there is no doubt about the positive aspects of camera phone images, 

critical engagement with the intersection of technologies promising democracy and 

political movements for democracy reveals the problematic ways in which camera phone 

images have been imbued with a “democratic” authority. Numerous examples 

demonstrate the danger that the concept of a “democratic” image poses; during the 

election protests in Iran in 2009, people initially mistook another woman, Neda Agha 

Soltani, for Neda Soltan. Even though Neda Agha Soltani was alive at the time, the 

international media used her Facebook profile picture to accompany the footage of the 
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real Neda Soltan’s death. Unable to prevent the media and Green Movement supporters 

from continuing to publish and circulate her Facebook profile picture, Neda Agha Soltani 

received death threats and government agents arrested her. She eventually had to flee Iran 

for Turkey and seek political asylum in Germany.6 In the context of Israel, scholars Adi 

Kuntsman and Rebecca L. Stein have discussed how camera phone images that Israeli 

soldiers upload onto social media sites like Instagram “produce an exquisite and highly 

sanitized visual archive of soldiering,” which has the result of heroizing and 

aestheticizing war while disassociating it from violence.7 The dangerous authority of the 

camera phone image has not been acknowledged by popular discourses and scholarly 

discussions that focus on the revolutionary impact that new technologies have had on 

communication and democracy. While Walter Benjamin celebrated the revolutionary 

potential of art in the age of mechanical reproduction, he also warned of the 

aestheticization of politics, or art used for fascism. A practice of citizen photojournalism 

cannot achieve any sense of “democratization” without a practice of citizen viewership.  

 
The Green Wave (2010) and The Square (2013): Incorporating the Camera Phone 
Image into Discourses of Sobriety 
 
When watching a documentary, we as viewers “prepare ourselves not to comprehend a 

story but to grasp an argument… in relation to sounds and images that retain a distinct 

                                                
6 Neda Soltani: “The Media Mix-Up That Ruined My Life,” The BBC, 14 November 2012, accessed 13 
December 2013. http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-20267989 
7 Adi Kunstman and Rebecca Stein Digital Militarism: Israel’s Occupation in the Social Media Age 
(Stanford University Press, 2015), 2.  
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bond to the world we all share.”8 In contrast to narrative film, conventional 

documentaries enter into pragmatic, factual discourses and present arguments to 

audiences about how things truly are in the world. Documentaries are grounded in a 

certain epistemology; Bill Nichols explains how documentary film has “has a kinship 

with those other nonfictional systems that together make up what we may call discourses 

of sobriety… they are sobering because they regard their relation to the real as direct, 

immediate, transparent.”9 To help viewers follow their argument and convince them of 

their documentary film’s veracity, documentary filmmakers “organize cuts within a scene 

to present the impression of a single, convincing argument in which [viewers] can locate 

a logic.”10 Editing, interviews, and images are used as evidence and pertinent points to 

explain and support the film’s claim about the world.   

 In The Green Wave (2010) and The Square (2013), filmmakers Ali Samadi Ahadi 

and Jehane Noujaim use conventional documentary techniques to legitimize their 

particular understandings of The Green Movement and The Egyptian Revolution. In their 

respective films, Ahadi and Noujaim take advantage of the authority with which the 

camera phone image has been imbued in popular discourses and use them as evidence to 

further their “arguments” about the world. In this way, they use camera phone images to 

give their films the weight of a discourse of sobriety. In weaving these images into their 

documentaries’ larger arguments, Ahadi and Noujaim implicate these images in a 

discourse that, like science, makes powerful claims to truth. Discourses such as these, 

                                                
8 Bill Nichols. Representing Reality (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1991), 5. 
9 Ibid, 3.  
10 Ibid., 19.  
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along with other non-fictional systems such as science, economics and education “assume 

they have instrumental power… and they can and should alter the world itself, they can 

effect action and entail social consequences.” 11 The following discussions of The Green 

Wave and The Square demonstrate how the inclusion of camera phone images in these 

documentaries and discourses of sobriety lends these images a dangerous representational 

authority.  

 

Ali Samadi Ahadi’s The Green Wave 

 “In 2009, Iranians suffered from unparalleled oppression. Journalists and 
dissidents were imprisoned and all foreign media expelled from the country. All of the 
stories told in the following animations are authentic excerpts from internet blogs written 
by courageous people within Iran who dared to tell the world what was happening to 
them.” 
 This statement, spoken as the viewer sees an establishing shot of an animated 

Tehran at night with what sounds like protests in the background, opens Ali Samadi 

Ahadi’s 2010 popular documentary The Green Wave. The documentary claims to tell an 

objective account of the 2009 elections in Iran and the protests that erupted in response to 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s highly contested re-election. In doing so, it follows the stories 

of two young Iranians Keveh and Azadeh, fictional characters based on real people, who 

are both technologically savvy, middle-class, educated and enthusiastic about the Green 

Movement. While animation provides the film’s linear narrative, “authentic” camera 

phone images, blog posts, and tweets, as well as interviews with activists and human 

rights lawyers, help explain what happened in Iran in 2009 and give the film a certain 

                                                
11 Ibid., 4.  
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authority. The “authentic materials” that Ali Samadi Ahadi and his filmmaking team 

gathered on the internet proved crucial to making The Green Wave. In Germany when the 

election protests unfolded and unable to return to Iran, Ahadi could not collect any of his 

own images and footage so he relied on these images, blog posts, and Tweets they found 

on the internet to tell their story. With authentic materials to support its arguments, The 

Green Wave’s representation of technology, human rights, and popular movements for 

reform reflect popular discourses that have assumed that the citizen photojournalist image 

has a democratic authority. It does so by both emphasizing the mobile phone camera’s 

ability to bear witness and using the citizen journalist image to corroborate claims made 

by human rights lawyers. The Green Wave exemplifies how activists and political groups 

can use camera to advance their agendas.  

  Similar to Ari Folman’s 2008 film Waltz With Bashir, The Green Wave is an 

“innovative synthesis of documentary and animation.”12 The “voice of God” narrated 

statement at the beginning instructs the viewer against thinking of the animation as 

indicative of a fictional account. Instead, he or she should understand that what they will 

see in the rest of the film has a direct, transparent relationship to the events of the 2009 

election protests and the Green Movement.  Film scholar Daniel Miller has praised The 

Green Wave for exemplifying how new technologies allow for innovative methods of 

documentation. He also describes The Green Wave as a means of showing audiences of 

how close “Iranians came to more moderate leadership with a more democratic society” 

                                                
12 Kamran Rastegar. Surviving Images: Cinema, War, and Cultural Memory in the Middle East (New 
York: Oxford University Press), 187.  
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and informing them of the human rights violations that the Iranian authorities committed 

so they are not forgotten.”13 Even though the filmmakers do not reside in Iran, Miller also 

argues that The Green Wave represents several recent Iranian films that defy the regime’s 

efforts at silencing Iranian filmmakers.14 

 Although animation mediates the narratives of Keveh and Azadeh, Ahadi uses 

continuity editing and eye-line matching to make it seem as if the citizen journalist 

footage represent these characters’ gazes. In the first scene, for example, when Keveh 

rides in a taxi on the way to a rally in support of Mousavi, a shot of Keveh sitting in the 

taxi looking into off-screen space is followed by a cut to camera phone footage of Tehran 

and Mousavi supporters in the streets. Later in the film, when Keveh looks out of his 

apartment window at protesters in the streets of Tehran, the film cuts to citizen journalist 

footage of the same scene through his perspective. The technique of using citizen 

journalist footage to act as the animated character’s gaze suggests that camera phone 

images are eyewitness testimony. The use of this footage to act as the character’s gaze in 

this way also seems to equate the mobile phone camera’s lens with that of the human eye. 

This technique serves to reinforce popular notions of the camera phone image’s 

equivalence with eyewitness testimony and authentic evidence, especially given the fact 

that these images are assumed to have been taken by pro-democracy protesters.  

                                                
13 Daniel Miller “Transnational collaborations for art and impact in new documentary cinema.” Jump Cut: 
A Review of Contemporary Media. No. 54 fall 2012. 
http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc54.2012/DanMillerNewDocs/text.html 
14 Ibid.  
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 In addition to animated sequences and citizen journalist footage, the documentary 

weaves interviews with human rights lawyers and Green Movement activists into the 

animated narrative, a technique that works to situate the film within a discourse of human 

rights. Citizen journalist images that the filmmakers include in conjunction with the 

interviews act as visual evidence that substantiate the human rights lawyers’ and 

activists’ explanations of the events and descriptions of the regime’s violent suppression 

of protests. International law professor and former UN human rights lawyer Payam 

Akhavan provides one of these voices of authority. While describing the human rights 

violations that the Iranian authorities committed in suppressing the protesters, Akhavan 

states that the regime will have to answer to the human rights violations they have 

committed because citizen journalists actively documented and recorded them. As he 

speaks, we see footage of Basiji militiamen beating protesters in the streets. This strategy 

works to confirm the evidence-like quality of citizen journalist footage within a 

framework of international human rights law and the film’s larger argument about the 

2009 election protests and The Green Movement. 

 The film’s animation, which enjoys a certain “authenticity” given the presence of 

the even more truthful citizen journalist footage and human rights lawyers’ statements, 

proves troubling in its animated depictions of Iranians. The fictional characters that the 

filmmakers create using blog posts are palatable to viewers accustomed to particular 

representations of the Middle East in the international media. Similar to the way in which 

the filmmakers make the characters uncomplicated and likable, they demonize 

Ahmadinejad supporters and the Iranian authorities. Towards the end of the film, police 
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arrest Keveh when suppressing protests and take him to the Evin prison. In the animated 

sequences of the prison that follow, prison guards are represented in a way that recalls 

troubling representations of “Middle Easterners” that European and American films have 

a history of perpetuating. 15 As Edward Said reminds us, representations such as these 

create and exaggerate imagined differences between “Eastern” and “Western” cultures 

such as the irrationality and exotic-nature of the East. Throughout history, these imagined 

differences have provided evidence of the West’s supposed superiority over the East.16 In 

The Green Wave, these representations work to create a difference between the 

technologically savvy citizen journalists and the irrational, backward Iranian authorities.   

 In the way citizen journalist images serve to corroborate statements and represent 

“eyewitness” accounts, The Green Wave demonstrates the way in which filmmakers have 

contributed to popular discourse on the democratic authority of the camera phone image. 

Camera phone images are used to tell the narrative of democracy. The film also provides 

an example of how these materials can be deployed to tell authentic, “objective” accounts 

of political events. The “authentic” materials in the film are not in their original context 

and the filmmakers fail to provide any information as to who actually took these photos 

or wrote these blog posts, a technique that demonstrates the ease with which one can 

manipulate the “meaning” of camera phone images. This has dangerous political 

implications. In fact, the film was made in order to garner support for the Green 

Movement abroad; Ali Samadi Ahadi, as well as a number of the lawyers and activists in 

                                                
15 Jack Shaheen, Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a People (New York: Olive Branch Press, 2001) 
16 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1979) 
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the film are Green Movement supporters living in Europe. While never shown in Iran, 

The Green Wave has found enthusiasts among film audiences at international film 

festivals and was an official selection of the World Cinema Documentary Competition at 

the Sundance Film Festival in January 2011. Film critics and scholars such as Daniel 

Miller have largely overlooked the dangerous political implications of the film and have 

not acknowledged the uncritical way in which Ali Samadi Ahadi uses the camera phone 

footage. Although the Green Movement supports democratic reform in Iran, The Green 

Wave provides an example of how activists and political groups in general can use the 

assumed democratic authority of the camera phone image aesthetic to legitimize and 

advance their own agendas.    

 

Jehane Noujaim’s The Square  

In January 2011, Egyptian-American documentary filmmaker Jehane Noujaim was at the 

World Economic Forum in Davos Switzerland hoping to document Gamal Mubarak’s 

reaction to what were expected to be large protests in Cairo on January 25. When the 

protests escalated, Noujaim traveled to Egypt to document what was happening. The 

Egyptian authorities confiscated her filming equipment at the airport when she arrived, 

but with a handheld DSLR camera she bought at the airport on her way to Cairo she  

started the project that would become her Oscar-nominated documentary The Square.17 

For over two years, Noujaim documented Tahrir Square and the experiences of several 

                                                
17 Evan Hill “The Egypt Outside ‘The Square,’” Al Jazeera, 16 January 2014, accessed 23 February 2015. 
http://america.aljazeera.com/features/2014/1/oscars-film-
abouttahrirsquarenominatedforbestdocumentary0.html 
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characters, and three men in particular, as they participated in and navigated the 

dynamics of the uprising in Egypt. The Square weaves their stories together into a 

journalistic account of some of the major protests and street battles, sit-ins, elections, and 

other events of political importance of the Egyptian Revolution   

 In its non self-reflexive claims to objectivity, The Square like The Green Wave 

and other films of the documentary genre “invites our engagement with the construction 

of an argument, directed towards the historical world.”18 Despite documentary techniques 

that call attention to the filmmaking process and to the fact that the representation it 

presents provides an interpretation rather than direct correlation with the historic world, 

Noujaim’s approach claims to represent the narrative of ‘pro-democracy’ activists and 

participants in the Egyptian Revolution. Her film suggests a sense of completion and 

certainty to the constantly shifting, elusive revolution she documents, a technique that 

encourages viewers to “accept that what occurred in front of the camera… remains 

identical to the actual event that [he or she] could have ourselves witnessed in the 

historical world.”19 In order to establish her film as a real account of the Egyptian 

Revolution, moreover, Noujaim situates it as a product of citizen photojournalism. She 

achieves this by incorporating citizen photojournalist images into the film, as well as how 

she has discussed the film in interviews. Beyond taking advantage of the democratic 

authority with which camera phone images have been imbued to give a seemingly 

objective account, the importance of camera phone images in the uprising provides one of 

                                                
18 Bill Nichols, Representing Reality, 118. 
19 Ibid., 119 
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the most prominent themes within the film’s narrative itself; characters often discuss the 

importance of citizen media in protests, comment on the fact that camera phone images 

represent the truth, and use these images as evidence in arguments about what really 

happened in a protest. These techniques reflect and reinforce the democratic authority of 

camera phone images. The Square’s claim as a real account of the revolution has 

dangerous implications given the characters whose narratives it chooses to tell and the 

way the film positions the Muslim Brotherhood and represents the military coup of 2013.  

 Citizen photojournalism and its importance in the Egyptian Revolution are 

prominent themes throughout the film in several ways. One is established in Noujaim’s 

use of the citizen journalist aesthetic. Noujaim uses a range of camera shots in The 

Square; disembodied, high angle shots of Tahrir Square, on-the-ground footage of 

protests, and close-up, intimate footage of conversations between characters. The range 

of shots work to suggest a complete picture of Tahrir Square. Footage shot with the 

citizen photojournalist style, however, provides the key to the documentary’s claim to a 

real, complete representation of the revolution. Shaky, embodied, close to the ground 

shots in the citizen photojournalist aesthetic work to establish the film as a product of 

citizen journalists. Camera phone videos such as those catching riot police firing at 

protests that were widely circulated during the revolution are also incorporated into the 

film. In interviews when discussing the production of The Square, Noujaim says that the 

film would not have been possible without citizen camera phone footage. In an interview 

with her producer Karim Amer for The Huffington Post, Amer says, “The use of social 

media and citizen journalism is an attempt to show people that there is another narrative. 



 16 

History will not just be written by the victors. One person taking a photo can make an 

impact.”20  

 To further the film as a work of citizen photojournalism that represents a 

democratic narrative, the filmmakers draw attention to the film as a subversive account of 

the revolution and the Egyptian authorities’ fear of citizen photojournalist images. In 

several scenes, the film shows Egyptian authorities violently dispersing protestes in 

Tahrir Square. In these moments, the footage is shaky and often pointed at the ground 

since the camera-man is more concerned with finding a place to hide himself and his 

camera than giving the viewer a clear shot of the action. As he continues to film, we hear 

the camera-man insist to the person he’s standing with or the policemen who has caught 

him filming that his camera is not on and he is not filming. In highlighting this anxiety 

towards image-making, the film reminds the viewer that what they are seeing is 

subversive. But the camera-man takes this risk in order to show the viewer the “truth.” 

While discussing the The Square, Noujaim has emphasized the subversive nature of the 

film in explaining the fact that Egyptian authorities will not allow it to be screened 

publicly in Egypt. The Egyptian government’s anxiety over the film suggests that it must 

hold some sort of “truth” that they do not want Egyptians to see.21 Hence the importance 

of social media and international audiences; in an interview, Noujaim says that 

“authorities in Egypt are starting to get phone calls and questions about why the rest of 
                                                
20 ‘The Square’ Live: Jehane Noujaim & Karim Amer Join HuffPost Live The Huffington Pos, 24 January 
2014, accessed 20 March 2015. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/01/24/the-square-live-jehane-
no_n_4661564.html 
21 Katherine Brooks “The Square: The Oscar-Nominated Documentary Egypt Doesn’t Want You to See” 
The Huffington Post, 17 January 2014, accessed 20 March 2015. 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/01/17/the-square-documentary_n_4612677.html 
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the world is allowed to see this film about a crucially important chapter in Egyptian 

history and it’s not being shown to the Egyptian people.”22 Like a citizen journalist 

image, The Square has the assumed democratic authority to represent the Egyptian 

Revolution and those who participated. Titles of several articles in the Huffington Post 

suggest this authority, such as “The Square: The Oscar-Nominated Documentary Egypt 

Doesn’t Want You to See,” and “The Real Story of the Egyptian Revolution.” 

 Beyond cinematic techniques and the discourse surrounding the film, discussions 

of the importance of citizen journalist images within the film’s narrative, meanwhile, 

work in a self-referential way to emphasize The Square’s documentary authority. The 

characters’ revolutionary activities predominately revolve around camera phone images 

and footage; they take pictures, watch and discuss informal citizen journalist footage 

uploaded onto YouTube, and compare the accuracy of reports and images of major news 

outlets with what is actually happening on the ground. At the same citizen media 

collective meeting, Khaled Abdalla, an actor in the historical world as well as in the film, 

explains to attendees how “the battle is in the images and in the stories” and “as long as 

there’s a camera, the revolution will continue.” After the meeting, another main character 

says “if people are being fooled about what’s happening [in Egypt] we must film 

everything and show them the truth.” Later on in the film during protests in reaction to 

Morsi’s constitutional declaration, Khalid Abdalla sits with Magdy Ashour, the character 

who represents the Muslim Brotherhood, and his son and uses citizen photojournalist 

                                                
22 Larry Rohter “Jehane Noujaim on Filming History as It Happens” The New York Times 2 January 2014, 
accessed 20 March 2015. http://carpetbagger.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/02/jehane-noujaim-on-filming-
history-as-it-happens/?_r=0 
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images to show them what really happened in protests between Morsi supporters and 

people who oppose the declaration. Having already been trained to think of the film as a 

work of citizen journalism, the film implicitly implies to the viewer its own significance 

in these scenes. 

 The triumphant way in which Noujaim finished the filmmaking process echoes 

popular notions on the democratic importance of citizen photojournalism. Originally, The 

Square ended prior to Morsi’s ouster in late 2012. But Noujaim, observing what was 

going on in Egypt from afar while traveling to the Sundance film festival in January 

2013, decided that she needed to return because Morsi was “using the tools of democracy 

to create another dictatorship.”23 At that moment, Noujaim says that she and her 

characters realized the story that she needed to tell and which required them to continue 

filming was “about holding the government accountable, no matter who that government 

is.”24 Yet the way in which Noujaim tells the last few months of Morsi’s term in office 

and the military’s coup in June 2013 in the film serves to demonize the Muslim 

Brotherhood. In the lead up to the coup, other characters in the film continually attack 

Magdy Ashour for his support of Morsi. In the last few scenes of the film, Noujaim 

acknowledges the violent break-up of the sit-in at Rabaa in August 2013. But with the 

exception of a sentence of explanation within the ending credits, she fails to communicate 

to the viewer that the military killed 1,000 protesters, making it the it the bloodiest 

moment of its kind in recent history. She also fails to notice the emergence of a 
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dangerous campaign to other-ize the Muslim Brotherhood, a phenomenon that would 

later justify the military government’s arrest and imprisonment of thousands of members 

of the Muslim Brotherhood and Abdel Fattah El-Sisi’s passing of the protest law would 

allow him to quash any form of dissent, whether or not it was on the part of the Muslim 

Brotherhood. The way Noujaim positions the revolution and the Muslim Brotherhood has 

dangerous implications for international perceptions of the Egyptian military’s coup in 

2013. 

 Yet citizen photojournalist techniques work to give authority to the documentary 

film’s representations of the Egyptian Revolution, and its triumphant conclusion eclipses 

any reference to the tragedy of the events of summer 2013. In the last few moments of the 

film, camera in hand, Ahmed explains how “we are not looking for a ruler to rule us… 

because everyone who went to Tahrir is a ruler… we are looking for a conscience. ” In 

this way, Noujaim, similar to Morsi, participates in misusing a “tool of democracy. ’In 

taking advantage of the assumed democratic authority of the citizen journalist image, she 

creates a film that advances a representation of the Egyptian Revolution similar to that of 

the international media and participates in the dangerous “other-izing” of the Muslim 

Brotherhood.25  
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Scholarly discussions of the camera phone image’s democratic authority 
 
 
Scholarly discussions of citizen photojournalism echo the ways in which directors Ali 

Samadi Ahadi and Jehane Noujaim treat citizen journalist images in their documentaries. 

Theorizations of citizen photojournalism and citizen journalist images among scholars 

have occurred primarily through discussions of the democratization of news production 

and the “freeing” of information, as well as its role in political and social issues. Within 

these frameworks, scholars tend to focus on the citizen photojournalist image’s 

facilitation of greater transparency, its authenticity and truth-value, and how it signals a 

change in relations between image-maker and spectator. In political events such as 

protests, scholars have argued that citizen photojournalist images provide a means 

through which movements galvanize support and create communities, and can be 

understood as weapons against corrupt and repressive regimes. This section outlines how 

the ways in which scholars have considered citizen photojournalism have imbued citizen 

journalist images with a democratic authority.  

Scholars have described citizen journalism as a democratic practice in the way it 

operates independent of governments or corporations. With the emergence and wider 

accessibility of the internet and Web 2.0, scholars discussed the democratizing changes 

that could come from new media due to its potential to advance human development and 

provide a space for greater democratic participation.26 Citizen journalism and citizen 

photojournalism seem to exemplify the kind of media practice considered fundamental to 
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a democracy since free from government censorship or corporate influence, it renews a 

“commitment to fourth-estate priorities.” 27  In this sense, citizen journalism seems to 

provide a solution to concerns that media scholars such as Robert McChesney have 

expressed of increasing consolidation of media industries and the way in which corporate 

interests influence what is and what is not reported.28 Indeed, citizen journalist images 

disseminated on informal, accessible platforms outside the purview of the state or any 

sort of corporation addresses issues of censorship and freedom of the press, as well as the 

problematic influence of hegemonic interests over what is and what is not reported. This 

aspect of citizen journalism also points to a supposed absence of agenda or any sort of 

ideological underpinnings which lend it a distinct democratic, authority.  

 Scholars have attributed citizen journalism and new media with facilitating the 

kind of peer-to-peer, horizontal sharing of information and practice of participatory news 

production that seems to demonstrate its potential as a democratic practice.29 The 

horizontal, grassroots nature of citizen journalism works further to make it appear as if it 

is an open practice free of elite interests. As Fred Ritchin notes, “the media world now 

functions in a more conversational rather than hierarchical, top-down system.”30 Rather 
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than passive consumers, members of the public are more likely to be active participants.31 

The participatory, conversational nature of “participatory culture” contributes to online 

civic communities not defined by borders or nations, or constricted by distance or time. 

In the context of recent political events such as The Green Movement and The Egyptian 

Revolution, Philip Howard and Muzammil Hussain assert that the internet, social 

networking applications, and mobile phones have transformed politics in the Middle East, 

increasing the potential for democracy.32 While admitting that technology does not alone 

determine democratic outcomes, Larry Diamond says that “the internet, mobile phones, 

and other forms of “liberation technology” enable citizens to express opinions, mobilize 

protests, and expand the horizons of freedom.”33  

Discussing citizen photojournalism specifically, a recent shift in terms used to 

describe non-professional photographers reflects the upsurge and availability of mobile 

camera phones around the world. Stuart Allen notes that during Hurricane Katrina, 

journalists and others describing people who took photographs of scenes of destruction in 

the aftermath of the hurricane not as amateur photographers but as citizen journalists. 

This shift captures “something of the countervailing ethos of the ordinary person’s 

capacity to bear witness.”34 Scholars predominately use the term citizen journalism to 

describe the practice of citizens using the internet, photographs, blogs, and other means 
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of new media to disseminate information about political events. Especially in recent years 

as citizen journalists have increasingly contributed to news production, Mette Mortensen 

highlights the crucial difference between citizen journalism and citizen photojournalism. 

The contribution of citizen photojournalists, she argues, is more powerful and immediate 

given the fact that their images “cross national and regional borders and address 

spectators in a seemingly immediate and direct manner.”35 More than any other 

information that citizen journalists disseminate, images are faster, more direct, and have 

greater power to bring the spectator to the event.    

 Yet scholars have pushed the term “citizen photojournalism” farther, arguing that 

“witness” more accurately describes the work of people who document or “bear witness” 

to events with a mobile camera phone. In theorizing the practice of taking camera phone 

images in protests of one’s own oppression specifically, Kari Anden Papadapalous uses 

“citizen camera-witnessing,” a performance that she says has a “distinct claim to truth in 

the name of afflicted people who put their bodies on the line to record the injustice of 

oppression.”36 The ubiquity of cameras has meant that people who take pictures can now 

be understood as witnesses who are able to capture an event with their mobile camera as 

easily as they would by merely looking at a protest. Barbie Zelizer points out that “with 

private citizens now increasingly filling in as eyewitnesses, the proximity and immediacy 
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they provide qualify as grounds for eyewitnessing.”37 While arguing that we must 

delineate between the citizen journalist and the citizen photojournalist, Mette Mortensen 

notes that “eyewitness picture producer” more accurately describes the action of regular 

people who take pictures of what they see in everyday life. 38  The evolution of the term 

from “amateur” to “eyewitness” demonstrates the power that scholars have increasingly 

attributed to citizen photojournalism and the mobile phone camera itself; it suggests that 

the camera’s lens is just as credible as the human eye in providing eye-witness accounts, 

and that everyone who takes photos with their cameras are not amateurs, but “witnesses.”  

 In addition, it is no longer the case that eye-witness, photographic evidence from 

regular citizens is a matter of luck. Now, because of the ubiquity of camera phones and 

the fact that everyone can potentially provide eyewitness evidence, it is more likely that 

someone with a camera phone will be present to document an event that might otherwise 

have gone unnoticed or undocumented, thus preventing “gaps” in history. Whereas the 

representation of historical events such as the assassination of John F. Kennedy were 

largely determined by the official press, now everyone has the power to shape how 

historical events are remembered; political events are recorded “through the eyes and 

cameras of ordinary people documenting their own place in the flow of history. ”39 

Citizen journalist images provide a “window” into events that might otherwise not have 
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been documented. But more than illustrating events, these images have the “increasing 

power to enact and perform in the social field and shape the collective imaginary of 

global populations and structure relations of global power.”i 

 Citizen photojournalism or eyewitness picture producers challenge the hierarchy 

of the professional journalist-amateur photographer and the dynamics of spectator, 

image-taker, and subject. Photo gathering projects such as the “Here is New York” or 

“democracy of images” that were organized in the aftermath of 9/11 “flatten the 

hierarchy of photography,” putting the professional and amateur on an equal par.40 

Citizen photojournalists’ proximity to what they photograph and their own involvement 

in that event distinguishes their images from those that the professional photographer, 

adhering to professional standards, maintains. This highlights the different relationship 

between image-maker, viewer, and subject in the practice of citizen photojournalism. The 

citizen photojournalist is not a detached viewer, but actively participates in the event and 

a conversation with the viewer. As Fred Ritchin and other scholars argue, the boundary 

between photographer and viewer has collapsed and local has been rendered global (and 

vice versa). 41 In the context of the Green Movement and Egyptian Revolution and other 

political events, Lina Khatib argues that citizen photojournalist images have a distinct  

power to mobilize viewers. The citizen photojournalist’s images have the potential to 

eradicate former physical and social boundaries between viewers and subjects seen in the 
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media, a development that alters the kind of dynamic that Susan Sontag discussed at 

length in Regarding the Pain of Others.42  

 The citizen photojournalist’s participation in the event he or she documents, and 

the ensuing relationship with both the subject and viewer gives his or her photos an 

authority that images taken by professional photojournalists do not have. Anden 

Papadapalous notes how audiences and professional journalists value the “embodied” 

nature of citizen photojournalist images because of their proximity, authenticity, and 

immediacy, and because “they constitute first-hand recordings of an event as it was 

actually happening.”43 The embodied and subjective nature of the citizen journalist image 

does not detract from its representational power; on the contrary, it lends it a distinctive 

authority. As a viewer, the “embodied-ness” of these images “enables us to participate, as 

a way of being visually engaged with what is going on being able to retransmit our own 

ways of seeing, points of view and feelings.”44 In highlighting the differences between 

professional journalism and citizen photojournalism, scholars have tended to attribute the 

citizen journalist image with a certain truth-value and transparency. In discussing the 

relationship between professional journalism and amateur pictures, Karin Beckett 

describes the private picture (or amateur picture) as having an “aura of ‘truth’” due to its 
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apparent closeness and lack of control.”45 This aura of truth or transparency is usually 

marked by the citizen journalist image’s raw, “real” aesthetic.  

 Discussions of the camera phone image and the practice of citizen 

photojournalism have focused on its unprecedented ability to represent historical events, 

as well as the revolutionary impact camera phones and other technologies may have on 

the relationships between viewer, spectator, and subject. Yet images sometimes lie, and 

eyewitness accounts are not completely reliable. “Human perception is sloppy and 

uneven, albeit remarkably effective in serving our need to create structure out of 

experience,” Robert Buckhout writes.46 Moreover, despite the ubiquity of camera phone 

images and their assumed transparency, individuals who were in Iran and Egypt at the 

time of the 2009 election protests and 2011 uprising in Egypt have noted a gap between 

how protests appeared in images or as reported online on platforms like Twitter and what 

they actually experienced.47 Sociologist Kevan Harris made efforts to get a sense of who 

was protesting on days he went out to the streets to see what was happening while in Iran 

in June 2009. Harris notes the fact that not everyone he observed in the streets 

participated in protests; “brokered exuberance,” he writes, “is never universally 

compelling, nor does it resonate equally among all.”48 Yet observations such as Harris’s 

often did not come through in the Western media’s representations of the 2009 election 
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protests and descriptions of what was happening on Twitter or Facebook and their 

emphasis on how large and widespread they were. Harris notes an assumption of a 

correspondence between offline participation and online activist appeals which can be 

deceptive to social scientists and “demobilizing for social movements.”49 Although 

camera phone images appear to provide a transparent representation, and bring observers 

closer to the event, few have noted this critical gap between what was represented on the 

Internet and through camera phone images and how people experienced them “on the 

ground.”  

 
 
Return to the Index  
 
 
In celebrating the democratic potential of citizen journalism, scholars have largely 

overlooked critical issues that photography and film scholars have considered for years. 

The mobile camera phone, in the way that it allows ordinary people to take pictures easily 

and put them online, has changed how people interact with and understand images. In 

many ways, the camera phone image’s representational power seems unprecedented. Yet 

the camera phone does not differ from other types of cameras and image producing 

devices that people use to document. However, scholars have yet to include camera 

phone images and footage in discussions of the photograph and documentary film’s 

limitations and problematic claims to represent truth. Ann Kibbey notes how “the image 

is a cultural construction of the most fundamental kind, yet social and political critiques 
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continue to focus on the content of images without considering the importance of the 

image itself as an ideological construction.”50 Due to the “spectacle” that popular 

documentaries and the media create with these images, little attention has been paid to 

the context and process of image-making.  

  A lack of critical consideration among scholars reflects media historian Paul 

Duguid’s observation that it is common for scholars initially to celebrate the power of 

new technologies. There is a notion “that each new medium actually mediates less, that it 

successfully “frees” information from the constraints of previously inadequate or 

“unnatural” media forms that represented reality less perfectly.”51 Indeed, initial 

advancements in film technology may appear to shrink the distance between the footprint 

of the historic reality, or the “index” (the mv4 file, YouTube video, DVD) and the 

spectator, which seem to indicate steps towards a more equal relationship between the 

two and a more transparent image and truer representation. Media scholars’ claims that 

camera phone images bring viewers closer to and provide a means through which to 

witness the event that they document echo this trope.  

 Since the invention of the camera, photography and film scholars have drawn 

attention to the limitations of the image in representing a historical reality. In her 

discussions of photography, Susan Sontag has reminded us to keep in mind what the two-

dimensional photograph enframes and what it excludes.52 Bill Nichols challenges 
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documentary film’s ability to represent reality; he writes, “our access to historical reality 

may only be by means of representations.”53 There is and will always be a separation 

between an image and the historical reality it refers to.  

 Yet technology can prove useful in finding the limitations of the image despite its 

tendency to seduce. With the arrival of digital technology, Laura Mulvey re-considered 

her earlier thoughts on film, narrative, and spectatorship. As she notes, while technology 

is not the sole determiner of ideas and initiator of events like the Green Movement and 

the Egyptian Revolution, it “cannot but affect the context in which ideas are formed.”54 

Technology, she reminds us, gives viewers more control over the index – or the visible 

“footprint” of reality – and the power to enter into critical conversation with the image or 

footage. In this, she advocates a return to the image or “semiotic theory of the index.”55 

In the case of mobile camera phones, technology might make the medium seem more 

transparent. But it also gives us – the viewers of images – increasing power to return and 

come into closer contact with the DVD or mv4 file (what Mulvey describes as the index). 

With the ability to return to the still frame, films made to be seen in a linear progression 

and seen collectively can be found to contain information not otherwise noticed. 

 A return to the index asks us to reconsider Walter Benjamin’s understanding of 

the audience watching a film in a theater in comparison to the experience of seeing a 

play. Writing in 1936 when Adolf Hitler was the chancellor of Germany, and in an effort 

to describe a theory of art that would “be useful for the formulation of revolutionary 
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demands in the politics of art,” Benjamin was optimistic about the democratic potential of 

the cinema experience.56 In comparison to the theater and artwork typically viewed in 

galleries and other elite spaces, film was democratic; it was accessible to people of all 

classes, appeared to offer wider and more enhanced perspectives than other forms of art, 

as well as one’s own capabilities - zoomed in and out, and places and moments one 

would otherwise not experience. Film puts the public in the position of a critic.57 But with 

digital technology, platforms such as YouTube, Netflix, and other technologies that allow 

viewers to engage critically with the pictures and films (and return to the index), the 

movie theater experience seems less democratic than Benjamin had assumed. The movie 

theater only allows a passive viewing experience, permitting the state of distraction that 

Benjamin cautioned against. Viewers cannot pause, fast-forward, or rewind the film, and 

they are confined to their seats.  

 The Green Wave and The Square, like other films that use conventional film 

grammar in telling a story or developing an argument, promote a passive form of 

spectatorship by suturing the viewer into the film’s argument or diegetic world. Through 

editing and carefully arranged series of shots, viewers are made to enter the world of the 

film, identify with its characters, and feel as if no gap exists between him or herself, the 

characters, and the diegetic world of the film. Whereas in narrative film viewers enter a 

fictional world, in documentary viewers are “immersed in the process of constructing and 
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identifying an argument about the historical world.”58 The fact that documentaries draw 

on the democratic authority of camera phone images to legitimize their discourse of 

“fact” and “truth,” but at the same time only promote passive spectatorship among 

audiences, has dangerous implications. Benjamin was excited about the image’s 

revolutionary potential to alter how we understand time and space, but he also “foresaw 

the degree to which the image would be placed in the service of the dominant ideology as 

spectacle.”59 Audience members watching films that conform to conventional cinematic 

grammar and logic (often described as Hollywood “spectacle” cinema) do so uncritically 

and in a state of distraction. The authority of the camera phone image and the ways in 

which it has been incorporated into discourses of sobriety like those presented in popular 

documentary films only further permits uncritical practices of spectatorship. The age of 

the camera phone, like other “revolutions” in image-making technology, has necessitated 

a critical, democratic practice of viewership.  

 Laura Mulvey’s return to the index precedes recent developments in image 

technology and discussions of camera phone images. Yet filmmakers in Iran and Egypt, 

Jafar Panahi and Ahmad Abdalla, have created films that challenge how The Green 

Wave, The Square, and other popular documentaries have represented the 2009 election 

protests in Iran and 2011 Egyptian Revolution. In doing so, they have brought our 

attention to the intersection of the authority of representation in politics (specifically 

popular movements for democracy) and the authority of filmic representation that the 
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camera phone image appears to have achieved and the implications of the use of camera 

phones images in discourses of sobriety. In narrative films This Is Not A Film (2011) and 

Abdalla’s Rags and Tatters (2013), Panahi and Abdalla theorize a practice of critical 

viewership or “citizen viewership,” a praxis that addresses and acknowledges the “gap” 

that separates the index and the historical reality to which it refers. The practices that 

Panahi and Abdalla suggest challenge how documentary filmmakers, journalists, media 

scholars and policy-makers have addressed social media and technologies, and the 

representational authority with which the camera phone image has been imbued.  

 
This is Not a Film – then what is it? 
 
 
At a film festival in August 2009, Iranian filmmaker Jafar Panahi waved a green scarf in 

front of crowds to show his support of the Green Movement. To punish the “image 

maker” for his visual show of dissent for the regime and support of the Green Movement, 

the Iranian government sentenced him to six years in prison and a 20 year ban on 

filmmaking, writing scripts, traveling abroad, and speaking with the media. The Iranian 

government’s decision provoked international outcry; famous filmmakers such as Martin 

Scorsese, Steven Spielberg, and Frances Ford Coppola publicly expressed their support 

for Panahi, and Amnesty International mobilized an online petition.  

 Despite the filmmaking ban and impending jail sentence, however, Panahi made a 

“non-film” This is Not a Film in late 2010 and early 2011 and submitted it to Cannes by 

putting it on a USB stick and having it smuggled out of the country in a cake. This “non-

film” or “behind the scenes documentary about Iranian filmmakers not making films,” 
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appears to be a full day in Panahi’s life at his apartment in Tehran. He talks with friends 

and family on his mobile phone, he watches several of his old films, and he muses about 

filmmaking. Critics have lauded Panahi and praised This Is Not A Film as a visual act of 

protest and defiance in the face of tyranny. Writing for The Guardian, film critic Peter 

Bradshaw says, “confined to his apartment under effective house arrest, Panahi managed 

to make this gripping, zero-budget film about a day in his life, shot entirely within his 

flat, partly on a simple DV camera, and on his iPhone.”60 Scholar Lina Khatib describes 

This Is Not a Film as “a statement of presence, both of Panahi himself as an opposition 

figure” and as an example how important it is that “cameras stay on.”61  

 Critics and scholars have described and discussed Panahi’s film as a documentary. 

However, in an interview, Panahi’s friend and collaborator on the film, Mojtaba 

Mirtahmasb, has explained that the making of This Is Not A Film took place over four 

days, not the one day that many film critics and scholars have assumed.62 The fact that 

Panahi was not placed under house arrest further unravels the illusion that the film is a 

day in Panahi’s life. In the film itself, Panahi includes several other clues that bring into 

question his objectives in making the film. At one point, he speaks on the phone with 

filmmaker Rakhshan Bani-Et’emad, a friend and fellow filmmaker who has similarly 

questioned the documentary genre and the boundary between fiction and reality in her 
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films.63 Yet because of the casual, “raw” feeling of the film, Panahi  and Mirtahmasb 

tricked the viewer into thinking that new technology has eliminated the space between 

the viewer, the filmmaker, and the historical world. This is Not A Film seems like a 

product of amateur filmmaking and citizen journalists; the film arrived at Cannes on a 

USB stick, it’s partially shot on an iPhone, several times throughout the film something 

that sounds very much like the Dropbox notification plays in the background, and Panahi 

converses with the viewer as if the film were some sort of uncut, behind the scenes look 

into his life.  

 The trick that Panahi plays on the viewer puts the film and Panahi’s motives in 

making it into question. If This is Not a Film is not a film then what is it?  Over the past 

several decades, Panahi,  Rakhsan Bani-Et’emad, Panahi’s mentor Abbas Kiarostami, and 

other filmmakers in Iran, have used and developed a self-reflexive style of filmmaking to 

grapple with and pose questions about the purpose of cinema. These filmmakers are 

limited by tight budgets that do not allow Hollywood-like productions as well as the 

state’s rigid control over what filmmakers are allowed to represent. Facing these 

restrictions, the self-reflexive style helps them show viewers the inherent artificiality of 

film and engage them in such a way as to reveal the strange logic of conventional 

narrative and documentary cinema grammar and style.64 Given the entwined relationship 

between censorship and cinema, moreover, filmmakers have explored the intersection of 

                                                
63 Blake Atwood (PhD diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 2011), 90. 
64 Bill Nichols “Discovering Form, Inferring Meaning: New Cinemas and the Film Festival Circuit” Film 
Quarterly, Vol. 47, No. 3 (1994): 26. Accessed 25 April 2015. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1212956 



 36 

representation on screen and political representation in their films.65 As Laura Mulvey 

writes, films such as these raise questions about “the relationship between revolution and 

revolutionary cinemas which, in turn, lead to questioning the place of cinema as a site for 

the construction of subjectivity and identification and, thus, its crucial role at a time of 

ideological rupture.”66  

 This is Not a Film builds off this legacy of self-reflexivity and the intersection of 

political representation and cinematic representation in Iranian cinema. Within Panahi’s 

work specifically, This is Not a Film echoes several of his previous films such as The 

Mirror (1997) and Offside (2006) that highlight individuals who push boundaries 

imposed on them by the state or who are restricted by societal codes.67 This time, the film 

shows a film director who been so confined by limits the state has placed on him that he 

has been forced inside his apartment and is no longer a director, but the subject of the 

film itself. Directors Jehane Noujaim and Ali Samadi Ahadi also represent people who 

push political boundaries in The Square and The Green Wave. Yet they take advantage of 

the democratic authority with which camera phone images have been imbued to 

emphasize the legitimacy of their documentaries’ representation of protesters who push 

boundaries. In so doing, they conform to conventional modes of documentary that present 

sobering, objective representations of the world. Panahi, meanwhile, does not treat the 

camera phone image as a democratic medium that allows him to somehow miraculously 
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represent his narrative and the way he resists boundaries in an unprecedented way. 

Instead, he challenges the special power of the camera phone image and how popular 

documentaries shown at film festivals like Cannes take advantage of this authority to 

present uncritical representations of events like The Green Movement and The Egyptian 

Revolution. In doing so, Panahi does not allow viewers to watch his film uncritically. 

Instead, he engages them in a more “democratic” conversation: he encourages a practice 

of citizen viewership.  

 This is Not a Film begins like a conventional narrative or documentary film. It 

shows Panahi eating breakfast and starting his day and listening to answering machine 

messages from family members. Yet the scene in which Panahi sits down to drink tea and 

call his lawyer about the status of his legal case changes the course of the rest of the film. 

When his lawyer tells him that he will probably have to spend time in jail, Panahi breaks 

down – he breaks the fourth wall; Panahi’s reaction to what he has just learned cannot 

stay within the boundaries of cinematic conventions and language. At this point he looks 

into the camera and tells the viewer he wishes he could throw off his cast and stop acting. 

In saying this, Panahi references his previous film The Mirror. The Mirror, a film that 

seems like a “normal” film about a girl trying to get home from school by herself but then 

surprises viewers half-way through when she looks directly into the camera and declares 

she does not want to act anymore. This short exchange between the actress and Panahi, 

who as director has to step from behind the camera into the diegetic world of the film to 

ask the girl what’s wrong, throws the scenes that came before this self-reflexive moment 

and the ones that follow into question. Panahi’s move in This is Not a Film similarly 
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startles the viewer and alters how he or she has been watching the film until this point. 

From this point on, Panahi converses with the viewer, preventing a passive form of 

spectatorship and requiring his or her attention and active participation.  

 After declaring he wants to throw his cast off in reference to The Mirror, Panahi 

addresses the man behind the camera – Mirtahmasb –  and makes the viewer aware of his 

presence. Panahi tells him, “I reviewed the footage I’d taken this morning and it’s not me 

in a sense, it’s turning out to be a lie.” He continues, “I remember you were going to 

make a film…” at which point the cameraman says “behind the scenes of Iranian 

filmmakers not making films.” In the scenes that follow, Panahi discusses how to make a 

film; he decides to read a script that the government has just rejected after he submitted it 

for approval out loud to the viewer, hoping they can get some sort of image of what he 

had envisioned but will never implement. Later, he puts on several of his earlier films for 

us to watch together, including The Circle (2000) and Crimson Gold (2003). Similar to 

Laura Mulvey in her return to the index, Panahi rewinds, fast-forwards and pauses on 

certain scenes in which he discusses the ways in which what had happened in front of the 

camera was not because of his directing, but because of the location or the actor’s own 

improvisation. During one moment in Crimson Gold in particular, the main character 

Hossein “acted in such a way that was beyond my control… when you are telling, you 

must tell a bunch of details.” In reflecting on the filmmaking process, Panahi describes 

how a film has to be made first in order to explain it later. He pauses and then turns to the 

camera and Mirtahmasb and says “I feel like I’m marking time somehow… I feel like 
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what we’re doing here also is a lie… like the first sequence somehow.” Is Panahi, similar 

to Hossein, acting in a way that is beyond Mirtahmasb’s control? 

 This moment and other aspects of Panahi’s discussions of his previous films and 

his attempts to “tell” his film draws attention to the filmmaking process and what goes 

into making the index. To emphasize the difference between conventional cinematic time 

and “real” time in their films, Panahi and other filmmakers have used the technique of 

long takes of people or animals moving at their natural pace.68 Given the fact that Panahi 

has been forced inside to make a film, Mirtahmasb uses Panahi’s daughter’s pet iguana to 

highlight “real” time. While Panahi sits in his living room trying to access websites on his 

laptop that the government has blocked, or watches the news, Mirtahmasb follows the 

iguana as it slowly moves around Panahi’s apartment. What might appear to be a random 

decision to follow the iguana around is actually a carefully made decision. To further 

highlight the selective process of filmmaking, Panahi draws the viewer’s attention to the 

limits of the camera’s frame. Panahi literally enframes the viewer in his apartment; when 

Panahi steps outside his apartment onto the balcony, we remain trapped through 

Mirtahmasb’s camera behind the sliding glass door. We become aware that Panahi and 

Mirtahmasb are employing these techniques and that This is Not a Film itself is a 

carefully constructed series of images when, towards the end of the film where 

Mirtahmasb has decided to go home for the day, Mirtahmasb tells Panahi that he will 

come back the next day to continue the project and “perhaps we can look at these 

footages later and edit them and see how it looks.” Like Dziga Vertov’s Man with a 
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Movie Camera (1929), This Is Not a Film is a crafted succession of images that creates 

the illusion of showing a day in Panahi’s life. 

 The mobile camera phone and camera phone images are part of the “behind the 

scenes story of Iranian filmmakers not making films.” Yet Panahi and Mirtahmasb do not 

give the camera phone image or the camera phone special attention. While Panahi 

seemingly whiles away the afternoon in his apartment, the viewer hears what he or she 

might think are explosions going off outside. Panahi starts filming these explosions with 

his iPhone, an idea that might seem logical to a viewer at an international film festival 

given the fact that the camera phone seems to have become the medium of explosions, 

protests, unrest, and chaos. Yet we later realize that these are just fireworks for Nouruz or 

the Iranian New Year when Panahi is casually watching the news and the newscaster 

discusses the state’s views on “Fireworks Wednesday.” At another moment, Mirtahmasb 

films Panahi filming what he sees around him on his balcony because, as Panahi says, he 

got bored so decided to make a film. While reading aloud the script that the government 

rejected, Panahi shows the viewer pictures and shots he took on his camera phone of the 

house and street where he had wanted to shoot the film. Later on in the evening, Panahi 

picks up his camera phone and again starts filming fireworks that have been going off all 

day because of Nouruz. Mirtahmasb asks him what he is doing and Panahi replies “I 

wanted to see if I can do anything with this cell phone, but what good can it do the 

quality is too low.” When Panahi runs into the young Master’s student who has to work 

odd jobs including building trash collector in order to support himself, the student asks 

Panahi why he is filming with the camera phone when he could use the nicer film 



 41 

camera. Everyone has a mobile phone camera and can make a film he says, pulling out 

his own phone.  

 As Slavoj Zizek mentions, screens within screens – or the presence of cameras or 

film in the diegetic world of the film – draws the viewer out of the sutured world that the 

film creates and brings their attention to the fact that they are watching a film and its 

constructed reality.69 The camera phone’s role in This is Not a Film does not differ from 

that of the other cameras and it does not have the power to make a representation more 

real; what differentiates it is its poor quality and the fact that, as the Master’s student 

says, everyone has one. Unlike other filmmakers who use the camera phone image to 

help construct an argument about and create a totalized representation of the world, 

Panahi puts the camera phone on the same level as all other image-making devices and 

does not give it attention. Like all cameras, the camera phone produces footprints or 

indexes of the historical reality to which it refers that can be arranged in particular 

successions to create meaning and the illusion of reality. Rather than use the camera 

phone image to represent the narrative of someone who pushes boundaries, Panahi goes 

beyond those boundaries himself by breaking cinematic conventions and requiring the 

viewer to question their assumed logic.  

 Through these techniques, Panahi is “less concerned with images than the 

meaning-making process suspended between us, the viewers, and the succession of 
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moving images.”70  Panahi shows us that despite the seemingly logical, linear progression 

of events that the viewer sees, film is a carefully constructed series of images – including 

This is Not a Film. In discussing the filmmaking process, Panahi brings the viewer’s 

attention to the illusive nature of film and, in turn, what the viewer is currently watching. 

In interviews, Panahi has said “there isn’t such thing as reality in cinema. How can we 

find the limits of reality? We are arranging everything from the beginning. Even by 

choosing the lenses we are manipulating reality.”71 This is Not a Film is a conversation 

with the viewer on the carefully constructed nature of film and that any claims to 

“reality” in cinema is questionable. Self-reflexive techniques such as breaking the fourth 

wall further destabilize the conventions of cinematic realism. In preventing the viewer 

from losing his or herself in the sutured world of film that classic cinema attempts to 

create, Panahi asks them to engage with the film as citizen viewers; he draws the viewer’s 

attention to the gap that separates the image and the historical moment to which it refers 

and the arbitrary meaning or authority of any image.   

 
 
Rags and Tatters – an eyewitness without a camera 
 
 
The opening scene of Ahmad Abdalla’s Rags and Tatters is chaotic and hard to follow; 

the first sequence shows a video that was widely circulated during the revolution. This 

subsequently transitions into HD film footage of people running in the dark. Yet the 
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scene is still shaky, unfocused, and unclear; the viewer sees what looks like the desert 

and hears gunshots, after which several men who had been running fall dead. The camera 

falls on one man in particular who staggers to his feet and helps another man up as they 

run away. They reach some sort of hut where they turn on the light and the viewer can 

see them clearly for the first time. One of them is seriously wounded. The other turns on 

a small television, at which point the voice of a reporter explains what’s happening. In 

Cairo, there’s a curfew and there are large protests demanding the fall of Mubarak.   

 The first scene of Rags and Tatters reflects the uncertainty of the revolution and 

recalls how it was largely mediated – through shaky, difficult to decipher camera phone 

images. Broadly, Rags and Tatters follows one of these men who escaped from prison the 

day the prisons were opened. He returns to Cairo, finds his family, and, during an 

indefinite period of time in the 18-day uprising that ultimately ousted Hosni Mubarak, 

looks for the family of the second prisoner who was wounded when they escaped. This 

man entrusted the main character with delivering the video he shot on his mobile phone 

to someone or somewhere that would ensure its wide dissemination. The main character’s 

search for someone or some place to bring the video somewhat guides the film’s linear 

narrative and the main character’s journey. While the viewer does not see the footage 

until the end of the film, we can hear “I recorded this so people could know what really 

happened” as the main character plays it for other people he encounters. Beyond the 

camera phone and the main character’s adamancy that other people see this footage, 

however, the film has no definitive structure or story. And, just like the first scene of the 

film, Rags and Tatters is not easy to follow, something exacerbated by its lack of 
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dialogue. The main character never speaks, and, with the exception of monologues that 

Abdalla includes, no understandable conversation occurs throughout the film.  

 With its lack of dialogue in combination with its blending of narrative and 

documentary styles, Rags and Tatters departs from representations of the Egyptian 

Revolution in the media and popular documentaries such as The Square. Film critics have 

not necessarily celebrated Abdalla’s decision to limit dialogue in his film, but instead 

have described the technique as a bold move that risks alienating audiences.72 In 

interviews, Abdalla has said that several directors told him that his combination of 

documentary and narrative failed.73 While limited dialogue and the pseudo-documentary 

style does leave the viewer confused, Abdalla’s decision to limit conversations that 

would serve to clarify the narrative and the characters’ actions succeeds in promoting the 

type of viewership that films like The Square do not. Like Noujaim, Abdalla highlights 

the impact that citizen photojournalism had on the uprising – the statement at the 

beginning providing one example. But he does not use the camera phone image as a 

source of authority. Instead, through unconventional camera angles, shot lengths, and the 

absence of dialogue, Rags and Tatters challenges cinematic techniques that work to hide 

aspects of the filmmaking process and the context that led to its creation. In drawing 

attention to its presence, the camera makes the viewer aware that a cinematographic 

language exists. And in turn, he or she realizes that “over and beyond what is happening 
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to the fictional character, there is always someone else who is narrating the story.”74 In 

the context of a pseudo-documentary, moreover, reflexive-elements such as these inform 

the viewer that what they see does not represent an objective record of reality, but rather 

an interpretation of the real world. Abdalla challenges representations that conform to the 

conventional, uncritical documentary style that international filmmakers and the media 

have used in portraying the “democratic” narrative of the revolution and requires the 

viewer to engage in an active rather than passive form of viewership.  

 With dialogue absent from Rags and Tatters, it is difficult to understand 

interactions between characters and much of the film’s plot in general. This technique has 

an alienating effect on the viewer. While both conventional narrative and documentary 

films are structured using techniques that help the viewer immerse him or herself in the 

narrative film’s plot or understand the documentary film’s argument, the absence of 

dialogue in Abdalla’s film creates a gap between the viewer from the action. Body 

language helps us to a certain extent – for example when the main character arrives at his 

family’s apartment and he and his mother embrace. Yet when the main character’s friend 

arrives at the apartment a few moments later with a stick and a rag tired around his arm, 

we can only guess as to what they say to each other. During another moment in a 

different neighborhood, the main character and one of the men he meets sit on the bank 

of the Nile looking toward what we realize is downtown Cairo. Large buildings obscure 

their – and our – view. But we realize from the two large plumes of smoke that Tahrir 

Square must lie behind these buildings. With no dialogue, we have no idea what they 
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think of the revolution or about the menacing smoke coming from downtown Cairo. 

Excluded from these characters’ conversations, we are forced to rely on the images for 

clues. Yet the images do not offer definite answers.   

 Camera angles and shot lengths serve the same purpose as the technique of not 

including dialogue in distancing the viewer and requiring him or her to pay close 

attention. Since the camera angle that Abdalla provides does not always offer a complete 

view, or is too close to the action of the film, the viewer often has to “lean in” to get a 

better look or lean away from the overwhelming images. The opening sequence of the 

film, for example, provides a view that causes confusion given the shaky camera and the 

unfocused perspective. When the main character first arrives in his neighborhood in 

Cairo after escaping from prison, he is stopped and then attacked by men at the 

checkpoint of a neighborhood watch group.75 The camera, however, is almost a block 

away from the scuffle and the viewer cannot see the details of what is happening. In the 

scene in which two characters look at Tahrir Square, camera angles as well as dialogue 

distance the viewer from the interaction. The perspective that the viewer is given of 

downtown and the smoke rising from Tahrir Square is one that defers to the characters’ 

view. These cinematic techniques set Rags and Tatters apart from traditional 

documentary films like The Square that emphasize verisimilitude.76 Similar to Noujaime 

Abdalla uses a range of different footage styles, but he does so not to present a totalized 
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understanding and complete picture of the revolution. Instead, Abdalla shows the degrees 

to which the revolution was complicated, confusing, unpredictable, and “meaningless.” 

 Abdalla’s complete avoidance of the “center” and Tahrir Square and decision to 

focus solely on the margins - three of Cairo’s most infamous slums – provides another 

example of how Abdalla’s film departs from popular representations and understandings 

of The Egyptian Revolution. Popular documentaries such as The Square and the 

international media excluded or overlooked these areas in representing the Egyptian 

Revolution even though they experienced the worst looting and violence and suffered 

from issues that lie at the core of the uprising in Egypt – police abuse, limited or no 

running water or electricity, and sectarian violence. The main character’s journey gives 

Abdalla the opportunity to show both a side of the Egyptian Revolution and marginalized 

narrative that the cameras of other filmmakers, photojournalists, and citizen 

photojournalists have excluded by enframing Tahrir Square. To do so, Abdalla employs 

techniques that echo those that Iranian filmmaker Abbas Kiarostami used in his film Life 

and Nothing More to bear witness cinematically to the destruction that a village in Iran 

experienced during an earthquake in 1990. During the scenes in which the main character 

in Rags and Tatters enters the three neighborhoods where the film largely takes place - 

The City of the Dead, Hay al Zabaleen, and Al Sayeda Aisha - he looks from the taxi or 

minibus at the neighborhood’s crumbling buildings and other characteristics that point to 

the difficult living conditions of these places. In doing so, he bears witness to these 

people’s problems, something that is achieved through elongated long shots and 

cinematographer Tarek Hefny’s pensive camera. As Gilles Deleuze says, as well as Laura 
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Mulvey when describing Kiarostami’s use of this technique, this cinema of record, delay, 

and observation emphasizes the impossibility of representing adequately a traumatic 

event.77 In several of these scenes, Abdalla includes news broadcasts playing in the 

background on television or the radio that report on events in Tahrir Square. The 

difference between what is being reported and what the viewer sees emphasizes the gap 

and the impossibility of “authentic” representation.  

 Rather than objectifying these neighborhoods’ experiences, the main character 

acts as a witness or listener. Laura Mulvey, drawing on Deleuze, notes that a cinema of 

delay and record requires a character who stands aside from the narrative and sees events 

to which he or she does not necessarily know how to respond. This observer has the 

“ability to see what he has lost in action or in reaction: he SEES so that the viewer’s 

problem becomes ‘What is there to see in the image?’ (and not now ‘What are we going 

to see in the next image?’).78 The main character of Rags and Tatters is the kind of 

observer or seer that Deleuze describes, something that the film emphasizes in bringing 

attention to the character’s large eyes, intense gaze, and solemn expressions. Like a 

citizen photojournalist, the main character is a “witness” but one without a mobile camera 

phone. This draws attention to the historical experience that the photos a citizen 

photojournalist or “eyewitness picture producer” takes can never fully capture. More than 

just an eyewitness, however, the main character also listens to several people who live in 

these neighborhoods as they tell him their problems. These monologues also require the 
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viewer to pay attention and question why Abdalla decided to include then in the film. As 

these monologues are the only moments when anyone speaks in the film, Abdalla draws 

the viewer’s attention to narratives that are usually drowned out in sound-bites and news 

reports.  

 As Abdalla has said in an earlier interview, “the audience needs the space to feel 

that they’re not idiots, that everything has to be spelt out for them [as if they were] 

children.”79 Rags and Tatters reflects his thoughts on viewership in the way it does not 

allow viewing in a state of distraction and exposes the way in which other films and the 

media have allowed and promoted such a form of spectatorship. Cinematic techniques 

such as limited dialogue and pseudo-documentary break down cinematic narrative 

convention and its conventional transparency.80 This, in turn, carves out a space for the 

viewer “to reflect on cinematic language [and] on his or her expectations and habits of 

seeing.”81 In doing this, Abdalla draws the viewer’s attention to the image, but not in a 

way that echoes popular discourse on the authority of camera phone images. Instead, by 

highlighting the gap between a representation and the experience to which it refers, the 

film points to the illusive nature even of the mobile camera phone image. 
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Conclusion – The Citizen Viewer 
 
Initial developments in technology may appear to close the gap between the image and 

the historical world. But as Panahi and Abdalla demonstrate, a gap always exists between 

an image and its referenced historical reality, highlighting an impossibility of 

representation. While new technologies may initially lead us to ascribe them with utopic 

powers, they can facilitate critical engagement with images and the critical practice of 

spectatorship that Abdalla and Panahi theorize.  

 Rags and Tatters can be found on YouTube and This Is Not a Film is on Netflix. 

The Square and The Green Wave are also available online for instant viewing. Due to 

their accessibility, film viewing platforms such as these facilitate the critical interaction 

with images that Panahi and Abdalla intend. We can watch these films wherever and 

whenever we want and do not have to consume them as a linear, continual progression of 

images. In comparison to the movie theater or TV news broadcast, platforms such as 

YouTube and Netflix facilitate contemplation, in a way echoing WJT Mitchell’s call for 

“close readings” of photographs in order to slow down the reception of the image.82 A 

practice of citizen viewership does not happen in a state of distraction.   

 The image’s fraught relationship with truth has in part developed from a practice 

of sensing that the Enlightenment inaugurated and western, northern conceptions of an 

objective reality that privileges sight above all other senses. Considering this, several 

scholars have suggested our own personal reactions to images as an alternative to an 
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understanding based on sight. Photography scholar Susie Linfield, for example, expresses 

her frustration with several scholars of photography such as Sontag and encourages 

viewers to enter into a dialogue with photography and “integrate emotion into the 

experience of looking.”83 While her approach suggests a form of contemplation, what she 

proposes comes dangerously close to encouraging the emotive reactions and type of 

catharsis that activist documentaries such as The Green Wave and popular documentaries 

such as The Square evoke in allowing a passive form of spectatorship. The practice of 

viewership that Panahi and Abdalla require of their viewers does not necessarily make for 

an easy viewing experience. Nor do their films draw conclusions or provide particularly 

clear answers. Yet the filmmakers complicate the viewer’s understanding of complex 

moments such as those they address in their films and, in turn, potentially provoke more 

thoughtful and critical action. While the gap between the citizen journalist image and the 

image-maker will never be able to be fully closed, a practice of active viewership 

encourages the kind of interactions with images that is more conducive to the democratic 

function of film that Benjamin envisioned; it is only as citizen viewers that we may 

become critics.  
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