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Introduction

This book provides a cultural analysis of everyday life in Iran as a rich domain of social existence and cultural production. Regular patterns of everyday practice in Iran are imbued with multiple forms of expressivity that have remarkable critical value for a cultural study of contemporary society. Blended into the rhythms of everyday life, ordinary modes of being and doing usually do not stand out as exceptionally noteworthy but remain unmarked and unobtrusive. They join the flow of daily life and go along with it, functioning within the overall power system that shapes and sustains certain social structures and ways of life. But everyday practices also create nonconformities to be lived in public in subtle ways and suggest non-confrontational modes of resistance to the established societal norms and structures. The Iranian everyday urban condition is worthy of analysis, I argue, particularly because it embodies modes of everyday presence that entail elements of nonconformity to the overarching societal and political regimes of signification and conduct. This book is about such creative forces of everyday life in Iran as they are lived in space, visualized in cultural forms and communicated through media.

In analysing familiar everyday experiences, I consider some of the recurrent elements that shape a significant, and commonly shared, part of everyday lived experience in Iranian cities, patterns that are shaped over time, influenced by social and political developments in the country. More specifically, I focus on particular ordinary practices – walking, driving, shopping and doing or watching sports – and spatial conditions – streets, cars, rooftops, leftover spaces, shopping centres, stadiums and geographies of sport. To do so, I employ a variety of cultural formations for analysis: films, photography, architecture, literature, visual arts, television programmes, YouTube videos and other online platforms. Constituting everyday life as analysed in this book are not only spatial conditions and the performances and ways of behaviour common to them, but also media forms (cultural formations of visual and narrative substance) and cultural practices that give shape to an understanding of the everyday and create orientations towards the experiences and imaginaries of everyday living. At the centre of my investigation of everyday life in Iran are therefore conditions of space and regimes of visuality.

Everyday life in this sense is not only about what we do ordinarily and how we manage them, but how imaginaries are created based on those doings and beings: how everyday life presents itself and how urban cultures shape and affect certain modes of cultural production in entanglement with certain forms of mediation. How do we visualize everyday forms of spatial inhabitation and communicative interaction? How do we make use of them in writing, image-making and other forms of cultural production and dissemination? Collective imaginaries make use of certain spatial conditions and patterns of behaviour to particular effects. The effects they produce are varied, depending on the spatial condition they deal with and the visual culture they function within. The point I wish to argue for in this book is that I see a point of convergence in collective imaginaries of Iranian ordinary citizens and cultural practitioners in that they all tend to enhance certain forms of non-visibility. What I am referring to is how a strong aspiration persists in the Iranian urban and visual culture as to not highlight the strange and extraordinary in the everyday and not to bring into light that which stands out. This culture is instead crucially concerned with those unpretentious and embodied modes of spatial inhabitation that are so enmeshed in the habitual routines of the everyday that they ordinarily escape notice and remain unmarked and unexceptional – hence, non-visible.

This book gestures towards a description and analysis of modes of everyday presence in Iran that, although do not stand out as extraordinarily special, embody elements of nonconformity to the overarching societal and political, spatial or visual, regimes of signification. In analysing spatial modes of everyday engagement and cultures of urban living in contemporary Iran in this book, I do not intend to define certain ways of living as the Iranian type of urban life, nor do I intend to capture the history of the transformations of ways of life in Iran or give a detailed ethnographic account of it. My intension is to analyse the spatial and visual components of modes of everyday presence that embody elements of nonconformity to the overarching regimes of signification, for which I build upon previous research on the anthropology and sociology of urban living in Iran. Among many other important sources of inspiration and insight, the invaluable works of Shahram Khosravi and Asef Bayat have left tremendous effects on my work on this book from its inception as an idea to completion, the traces of which are left throughout the following pages.

In his engaging ethnographic account of urban youth culture in Iran, Young and Defiant in Tehran, Khosravi argues that everyday life in Iran is inevitably political.1 He suggests that within the trivialities of everyday activities of younger generations of Iranians lie delicate disobedient practices and forms of conduct, cultures of defiance that resist the patriarchal hegemony and political authority in various forms. Khosravi posits everyday performances of the youth in space and identifies their modes of mobility in, and negotiation with, space as ‘practices of defiance’ – ways of being and doing that challenge the dominant social orders, albeit in spontaneous and unexaggerated ways. His ethnographic study explores how certain spaces are used by the youth for their self-expression. Khosravi’s treatment of space and ordinary ways of being in it has been most influential for my work. I too in this book identify similar practices of defiance, ordinary and subtle ways of doing things differently. However, slightly diverging from Khosravi’s work on a conceptual level, in place of ‘defiant’ I use the term ‘nonconformist’ which conveys less of a sense of confrontation. In this book I seek to tease out nonconformist ways of being present in the tightly ordered regime of publicness in Iran.

Asef Bayat’s body of work, especially his seminal Life as Politics: How Ordinary People Change the Middle East, is celebrated for, among other issues, its assertion that there is profound social and political significance to be found in the ways in which the ordinary people in Iran (and Egypt) make sense of their world through daily interactions.2 Bayat’s thesis concerns the ordinary citizens at large, who are mostly dispossessed of institutional means for enforcing significant social change. Bayat’s book is about how ordinary people in their day-to-day actions strive to make their lives liveable and, with the use of tactics of informality, transcend various forms of state-imposed rules and orders. He advocates the notion of ‘art of presence’ as the multiplicity of cunning yet quotidian methods by which ordinary people strive to assert their physical, social and cultural presence despite all sorts of constraints. The art of presence entails creative ways of circumventing constraints by making use of every possibility available in one’s immediate domain, discovering new spaces and generating new conditions within which to make oneself ‘heard, seen, felt, and realized’.3 Rather than confronting the system by demanding immediate change, the art of presence entails covertly deflecting the attention of the disciplinary apparatuses so as to appropriate the everyday circumstances for slightly different ways of being and doing.

The art of presence in Bayat’s rendition involves a certain sense of actively participating in the making of personalized segments of time and space in everyday circumstances that are otherwise carefully outlined and policed. Such nonconformist positions require the citizens’ active conviction, aptitude and audacity in their creation and upholding. But to function on the level of the everyday they also presuppose humbleness, modesty and ordinariness of attitude and modes of presence. Bayat’s concept functions on the level of the ordinary and the familiar, and concerns the immediate domains in which people live, work and perform in their daily lives. Rather than receding into exterior domains of counterculture or oppositional politics, the art of presence is crucially about ‘refusing to exit from the social and political stage controlled by authoritarian states, moral authority, and neoliberal economies’.4 The power of such nonconformist modes of everyday presence lies in the way that, over time, they ‘may recondition the established political elites and refashion state institutions into their sensibilities’.5 Among the examples of the art of presence that Bayat studies are: the urban poor’s politics of informality (squatting and the use of pavements for commerce), women’s increasing participation in the traditionally masculine public domains (studying in universities, doing sports, establishing NGOs and public centres) and the urban youth’s determination in keeping alternative appearances in public (with deviant hairstyles, clothing and bodily attributes).

Throughout its development, my project has gained a lot of valuable insight and inspiration from Bayat’s work. More specifically, Bayat’s work has provided me with a strong conceptual framework for analysing urban and visual culture that pays attention to the ordinary and highlights the interrelation between everyday modes of presence and creative ways of circumventing constraints and creating new forms of agency in nonconformity. Rather than focusing on grand narratives – of history or politics – Bayat’s study has put emphasis on, and shows pathways for, an analysis of the mundane and unexceptional in everyday life. This focus on the everyday for Bayat is not a random scholarly choice but responds to the very conditions and structures of life in Iran. For Bayat, the critical and subversive force of everyday practices are not backlashes but the very conditions of being and living in a society that is structured rigidly within a history of top-down governance and control. Under such a system, the material and corporeal details of everyday conduct carry critical force. Bayat writes: ‘A mode of government that devotes so much attention to the corporeal disciplining of its citizens is bound to be susceptible to the undermining influence of their everyday actions and attitudes’.6

The undermining effects of everyday actions and attitudes carry elements of creativity and are integral to everyday life; Bayat’s notion of ‘art of presence’ in this sense has affinities with what Henri Lefebvre calls ‘the art of living’.7 Everyday creativity in this sense is about finding ways to adapt and survive in everyday circumstances, and it is also about resisting subjugation under the dominant structures of power that regulate everyday modes of behaviour and interaction. The art of everyday is about appropriation and a ceaseless ‘struggle against the forces that oppose appropriation’.8 Resistance in this sense emerges not only from creative uses of everyday times and spaces, but also simply from excessive energies and affects that emanate from bodies and embodied lived experiences.9 In this book I pay particular attention to delineating nonconformist ways of everyday engagement and teasing out the creative and transformative forces contained in them. My intention is to show how the ordinary functioning of the everyday does not form an innocuous field of social action but is indeed imbued with the extraordinarily subversive potential of numerous forms and moments of nonconformity and criticality.

In the following I wish to employ the notion of the everyday as a theoretical and conceptual lens for the analysis of urban and visual cultures, and in so doing question the role and function of visibility in the formation of everyday experiences. The analysis of the urban, I have suggested elsewhere, is intrinsically linked to the analysis of visuality.10 The visual and spatial are inextricably entangled, and in order to understand practices of everyday life, which take place in and are conducive to the creation of associations with space (as forms of place-making), one needs to pay attention to practices of visualization that assist the creation and dissemination of feelings and understandings of spaces. The fields of the visual and spatial are equally important in the creation of orientations towards everyday ways of living.

The interrelation between the spatial and the visual is doubly complex when looked at with the lens of everyday life. A conflict exists in everyday practices between concerns over anonymity and unmarkedness on the one hand – to run daily errands without being noticed or bothered by strangers or the police – and aspirations for visibility and display on the other hand – to connect to others by making oneself seen, heard and felt. If invisibility is celebrated as a tactic on the basis of which everyday forms of creativity and resistance escape the totalizing eyes of the power;11 it is the visibility of nonconformist ways of being and doing that is commonly thought to be necessary for the creation of collective sentiments and the formation of social and political action. This project is therefore concerned with the conjunction of unobtrusiveness and conspicuousness, anonymity and discernibility, visibility and invisibility in everyday life.

Such a paradox of visibility runs deep in the ideas about urban cultures. The city, on the one hand, is an agglomeration of people who are not known to each other but live next to one another and pass by each other on a daily basis. In this sense, city life is fundamentally about ‘the being together of strangers’.12 It entails a certain level of non-disclosure of strangers to one another, of people remaining anonymous to each other and making associations only with the groups and people of their choice – where the conditions of being exposed to one another are controlled and mutually agreed upon. To live next to strangers also requires a certain level of downplaying the visible
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