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 Cross-Dressing and Gender (Tres)Passing:
 The Transgender Move as a Site of
 Agential Potential in the New Iranian
 Cinema

 ROSHANAK KHESHTI

 This article traces the historical becoming of the contemporary supersaturation of im

 ages of queer and transgendered Iran through the narrative and tropic devices
 introduced by filmmakers in the past twenty years. I argue that the censorship code

 enforced by the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance is partly responsible for
 the formation of what has come to be a ubiquitous figure in the New Iranian cinema:

 the "cross-dressing" or "passing" figure. By performing close readings of Baran and
 Dokhtaraneh Khorshid-two films that are exemplary of a subgenre organized
 around the "cross-dressing" or "passing" figure-I identify a "transgender move": a
 temporary space of political and agential potential that many spectators-both do

 mestic and diasporic-seek in the post 1990s New Iranian cinema.

 To some, sexuality may seem to be an unimportant topic, a friv
 olous diversion from the more critical problems of poverty, war,
 disease, racism, famine, or nuclear annihilation. But it is pre
 cisely at times such as these, when we live with the possibility of
 unthinkable destruction, that people are likely to become dan
 gerously crazy about sexuality.
 -Gayle S. Rubin (1993, 3)

 POLITICS OF GENDER TRANSGRESSION IN IRANIAN CINEMA

 When then Iranian President Khatami (1997-2005) eased restrictions placed
 on filmmakers by the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance (MCIG),

 Hypatia vol. 24, no. 3 (Summer, 2009) ( by Hypatia, Inc.
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 Adam Barfi (The Snowman) was permitted domestic distribution, three years
 after its worldwide release. The film, which went on to be the highest grossing
 of 1997, raised the ire of some conservatives who believed Khatami had gone
 too far in loosening the film censorship code, thus enabling immoral represen

 tations of gender and sexuality. Right-wing audiences read Adam Barfi as
 inappropriate in its representation of sexuality and gender because of its depic
 tion of a cross-dressing man. In response to its release, members of the
 conservative group Ansar-e Hizbollah attacked theaters in various regional
 capital cities, threatening to set fire to them if the showings were not ceased
 (Naficy 2001, 151).
 The attacks on cinema-goers and movie theaters in response to the reading

 of Adam Barfi by some as "immoral" illustrates that the film's representations of
 gender transgression are more than allegorical; instead, as I illustrate in the fol

 lowing pages, films like Adam Barfi not only represent but help construct sites
 of gender and sexual transgression that resonate beyond the screen, creating
 spaces of queer and transgender potential within the Iranian mediascape.
 First published in 1984, Rubin's insightful reflection on the links between

 geopolitics and sexuality could not be more appropriate for the case of con
 temporary Iran. Representations of gender "passing" and "cross-dressing" in
 recent Iranian cinema and the widespread media blitz on trans and homosex
 ualities in Iran create an unprecedented scene for Iranian LGBTIQ politics.
 But is this a new consciousness for Iranians, or for the Iranian nation-state?
 How can we make sense of this recent global obsession with Iranian sexuality
 when the historical record documents Iranians having homosexual sex for at
 least several hundred years and undergoing sexual reassignment surgery since
 the middle of the twentieth century?1

 In what follows, I examine the emergence of the New Iranian cinema on the
 world stage in the 1990s, arguing that the contemporary geopolitical moment,
 replete with the supersaturation of images of queer Iran, has processually been
 arrived at through the narrative and tropic devices introduced by filmmakers in
 the past twenty years, and more importantly, sanctioned by censors in the
 MCIG through the censorship of representations of femininity and women's
 bodies. Some Iranian filmmakers sidestepped censors by deploying the trope of
 the cross-dressing protagonist. The emergence of this popular trope coincides
 with U.S. imperial expansion in the Middle East, the spectacular framing of
 Iran as "transsexual capital of the world," and the increased scrutiny of Iran's
 human-rights violations against homosexuals (Mangez 2005). This paper at
 tempts to map these seemingly disparate formations in a cultural geography
 that links their emergence.

 Adam Barfi is one of a number of Iranian films that feature the trope of the
 cross-dressing or passing protagonist popular within the New Iranian cinema. I
 argue that the prevalence of this protagonist in post-1990s Iranian cinema is
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 exemplary of the centrality of queerness to this burgeoning and highly cele
 brated new film movement. Queerness, as I will argue, does not "come out" as
 such but exists as the residue of narrative devices that enable and exhibit
 movement and survival for various kinds of protagonists.2 Read together, these
 films reveal the centrality of queer and trans figures, moments, and spaces
 within the New Iranian cinema, while they also create an alternative archive of
 queer subjective possibility for spectators.

 QUEER/TRANS INTERSECTIONS

 Trans studies scholar Viviane Namaste has criticized queer theory's construc
 tion of transsexuality as a trope, arguing that this has reduced people to figures
 and substituted narrative for lived experience (Namaste 2000, 9-23). As
 Namaste explains, queer theory's rooting in poststructuralist theory has pro
 duced a body of work that privileges discursive texts, what she calls "literary
 and cultural objects," and ignores the "social and institutional relations in
 which these objects are located and embedded" (22). In contrast to the largely
 U.S.-centric and predominantly white body of work Namaste engages in her
 critique of queer theory, the case of Iran presents a set of cultural, historical,
 discursive, and political challenges that neither she nor the queer theory she
 cites have adequately addressed.
 The New Iranian cinema of the 1990s has emerged as a premier institution

 for the construction of notions of Iranianness and national belonging and is a
 privileged site for the contestation of Hollywood's hegemony and the repressive
 tactics of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Often compared to Italian neo-realism
 for its dependence on non-professional actors and its practice of filming on
 location (suggesting that this national cinema portrays a reality that is some
 how more real than other national cinemas), the highly varied genres that
 comprise the New Iranian cinema can collectively be understood to construct
 and not simply represent new sites of subjective and imaginary possibility.
 The New Iranian cinema, paraphrasing Arjun Appadurai, impels the work of
 the imagination and sets into motion a dynamic function that links the work
 historically performed by ritual with the constructive work performed by rep
 resentation (Appadurai 1996, 4). It is within this cinema-institution that
 forms of subjective transgression that are otherwise policed and managed by the
 state are made possible. The New Iranian cinema creates discursive
 openings offering up sites of imaginary occupation for citizen-subjects whose
 worldly performance of identity is carefully managed by the state. Iran has a
 complex and highly variegated history regarding the management of sexuality
 for its citizen-subjects that, due to space constraints, I cannot explore here.3
 However, it is worth mentioning that the explosion of both domestic and
 external interest in Iran's relationships to homo and trans identities is
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 fairly recent, appearing largely in the past ten years. The lived reality of gay,
 lesbian, and trans Iranians is the subject of endless reportage, which has re
 sulted in a kind of overrepresentation of various subjects' lives. But how did we
 arrive at this peculiar juncture in which the lives of trans people and homo
 sexuals are suddenly of interest to so many both within and outside of Iran?
 In what follows I argue that what Minoo Moallem has called the ever-present
 tropes of passing and cross-dressing in Iranian cinema are constitutive of this
 contemporary moment of overrepresentation of Iranian trans identities and
 homosexualities. While I am not claiming a causal link between these
 formations, I am arguing for a discursive link in which this originary site
 of representation has opened up sites of cultural and discursive possibility in
 daily life.

 If originally conceived as a vehicle for the representation of "unveiled" fe
 male agency, I argue that the trope of the cross-dressing protagonist figures
 additionally as a queer trope. Through this reading I identify the coproduction
 of both Third-cinematic4 and queer narrative forms in the context of the New
 Iranian cinema. I read the transgendered narrative trope of the cross-dressing
 figure in Iranian cinema as one with the potential for polyvalent meanings of
 resistance and transgression that get read differently through various routes of
 intra and transnational circulation. I read trans and queer as presences within
 the aesthetics of resistance in the New Iranian cinema that simultaneously re
 sist the post-revolutionary nation-state and various Euro-American imperial
 forces (for example, Hollywood). I aim to map the instances where queer and
 transgender spaces enable moments of subjective transcendence within these
 films. These are not openings that will necessarily be occupied by queer and
 transgender subjects, be they spectators or characters; instead these openings
 are available, even momentarily, as spaces of queer and transgender ontology
 that, as I will argue later, have also come to be manifested in social life thanks
 in part to the spaces established within these filmic sites.

 As scholars like Minoo Moallem, Hamid Dabashi, Michael Fischer, and
 Hamid Naficy have argued, post-revolutionary Iranian cinema is a space of
 conflict and negotiation where Iranians-both domestic and diasporic-con
 test and reinscribe notions of Iranian subjectivity and national belonging.

 Moallem in particular has emphasized the centrality of gender to this process of
 renegotiation; in her view it is through cinema that national and transnational
 notions of Iranianness combine to construct Iranian postmodernity.
 Of the films that I have reviewed, it is not transgender subjectivity that is rep
 resented; rather, transgender figures as a move-one of many moves performed
 by characters that embody various forms of liminality (gendered, ethnic,
 agential, and economic). A character occupies the space of transgender poten
 tial in order to move through or survive a circumstance that s/he presumably
 could not otherwise. Transgender, then, figures as a space of possibility and
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 potential; what I am calling the "transgender move," traceable throughout
 these films, differs considerably from the way in which transgender has been
 treated as a trope in feminist and gender studies. This transgender move
 presents a temporary space of political and agential potential that many spec
 tators-domestic, diasporic, and foreign-seek in the post-1990s New Iranian
 cinema. This transgender move enables me to theorize "passing" and "cross
 dressing" as ontological, as spaces and temporalities that can be moved through
 and occupied by all sorts of actors (both social and filmic) without major
 emphasis being placed on the subjectivities and identities of these subjects
 as stable.

 How this means, or makes meaning, in the Iranian context is quite different
 from how it circulates. For example, films featuring the transgender move cir
 culate and win prizes at first-world gay and lesbian film festivals, thereby
 framing these films as being "about" queerness or LGBT subjectivity as it is
 understood in the West. However, these films are neither reducible as "queer
 films" in Iran nor in circulation throughout the diaspora.

 THIRD CINEMA AND NEW IRANIAN CINEMA

 Hamid Naficy reminds us of Teshome Gabriel's claim that Third cinema high
 lights contexts and not individuals; Iranian cinema, then, as Third cinema,
 portrays a cultural context that grapples with various repressive presences and
 utilizes cinematic devices to expunge, interrogate, and elaborate upon these
 (Naficy 2003, 183). As is the case with other Third-cinematic traditions, these
 intersecting presences can be imagined as forms of cultural, social, aesthetic,
 and political censorship and oppression that are at various levels both local and
 global. I agree with Naficy's characterization of Iranian cinema as, like other
 Third cinema traditions, an aesthetics of resistance against the post-Revolu
 tionary nation-state and various Euro-American imperial forces (183-201). Of
 the scholarship on Iranian cinema that touches upon the trope of cross-dressing
 and passing, Minoo Moallem's work is the most significant for noting the con
 nection between this trope and transgenderism.5 I pick up where Moallem
 leaves off, attempting to map the discursive spaces opened up by these tropic
 devices in order to illuminate the path of historical becoming for emerging
 trans and queer subjectivities.

 THIRD CINEMA, NEW IRANIAN CINEMA, AND QUEER THEORY

 The 1990s ushered in a number of films that in various ways portray non-nor
 mative forms of sexuality and gender in Iranian cinema, and this trend has
 continued into the twenty-first century.6 To various degrees, Davoud Mirbag
 heri's Adam Barfi (1999), Maryam Shahriar's Dokhtaraneh Khorshid (2000),
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 Hamaya Petracian's Dokhtar-e Tondar (2000), Majid Majidi's Baran (2001),
 Nahid Rezaie's Khab-e Abrisham (2003), Jafar Panahi's Offside (2006), and An
 gelina Maccarone's Unveiled (2006) incorporate the passing or cross-dressing
 figure. These figures are legible and knowable to different audiences under
 varying circumstances. In some cases, the passing/cross-dressing component is
 understated, while in other cases, it is the film's privileged signifier, as in the
 case of Adam Barfi. I aim here to reflect on the work that queer and transgender
 performance plays in Iranian cinema by examining the spaces of subjective po
 tential and trespass made possible by gender ambiguity, gender play, and gender
 transgression.

 As Ella Shohat has argued, early Third cinema told through the eyes of male
 filmmakers, critics, and academics rarely offered feminist critiques of nationalist

 discourses (Shohat 2003, 51-78). Often favoring what she calls the "generic
 and gendered space of heroic confrontations," this emergent period in the his
 tory of Third cinema was deaf and blind to, and illiterate about, feminist,
 counter-hegemonic, and anti-colonial practices of resistance, failing both to
 represent and to read these representations where and when they were present
 (59). However, as queer diaspora scholars like Gayatri Gopinath have argued,
 sexual minorities employ reading practices that bring to the fore subtextual,
 sublime, and fantastic presences within even the most seemingly "generic"
 narrative, seeking to find their own images represented in the post-national and
 post-colonial mirrors of Third cinema (Gopinath 2005). Additionally, as the
 Ansar-e Hizbollah response to Adam Barfi can attest, right-wing legibility of
 queer signifiers signals the foregroundedness of these tropic and narrative de
 vices, suggesting that they are central to the plot and can be read as such by
 differently situated spectators.

 Helen Hok-sze Leung is one of few scholars to have "queered" Third
 cinema. Leung, borrowing from Gordon Brent Ingram, reads queerness in
 Hong Kong cinema through the analytical device of the "queerscape,"
 stating,

 Queerscapes refer to the contingent and tangential uses of pub
 lic space by sexual minorities and to public acts and expressions
 of desire, eroticism, and sexuality that momentarily disrupt
 what heterocentric ideology assumed to be an immutable, co
 herent relation between biological sex, gender, and sexual
 desire. (Leung 2001, 426)

 While the notion of the "queerscape" is convincingly deployed in an inter
 pretation of Hong Kong cinema, heterosexuality in Iran is not imagined to be
 immutable or coherent but is an unstable site of ongoing anxiety that has to be
 constantly policed and monitored for trespass. The codes and regulations im
 posed by the MCIG anxiously police heterosexual intimacy, often unaware of
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 homoerotic or transgender presences. This results in a paradoxical outcome in
 which heterosexuality gets policed because it is intelligible to the codified reg
 ulations imposed by the state, while gender trespass and homoeroticism remain
 unintelligible and below the censors' radar. This is certainly not to say that
 homosexuality or overt homoeroticism is permitted, but rather that the ambi
 guities that result from state-imposed, homosocial public and private spheres
 can be and are exploited and reinscribed.
 Homosocial spaces have historically been spaces of queer trespass in the

 West, as exemplified by the locker room, the bathroom, the fraternity house,
 the all-girl Catholic school, the prison, and the military. While it is not the
 case that these spaces are outright queer, they have and do enable queer mo
 ments and articulations that emerge in fantasy, in chance erotic encounters
 between subjects who otherwise do not claim to be queer, and in the relaxed
 regulations around degrees of undress. Homosociality in the Middle East has
 long been conflated with homoeroticism by orientalists like Sir Richard Francis
 Burton, whose "sotadic zone" in many ways demarcates a geography for homo
 social publics. The reactionary double consciousness that emerged among those
 citizens of the "sotadic zone" who protested the conflation of homosociality
 with homosexuality resulted in the homophobic criminalization of sodomy and
 the resignification of notions of beauty from homosocial and homo-erotic to
 heterosexual and heteronormative (Najmabadi 2005). Post-revolutionary Iran
 has shifted yet again in response to the "westoxification" of the Pahlavi era and
 the various media infiltrations that continue to pipe "immoral" representations
 of desire into Iran's privates through satellite television, the internet, pirated
 cds, dvds, videos, and cassettes.
 What has come to further complicate this recent history is the contemporary
 overrepresentation of Iran as a rogue, nuclear-proliferating nation, "sex-change
 capital of the world," and repressive denier of human rights for figures like
 feminists, religious and ethnic minorities, and homosexuals (Mangez 2005).
 These paradoxical representations coexist within the media frenzy feeding the
 insatiable appetite the "West" has developed for Iran and that Iran has devel
 oped for trans and homosexualities (see Najmabadi 2008). Add to this that
 transsexuals (and intersex subjects) are granted civil rights and protections
 (thanks to several fatwas declared by Ayatollah Khomeini), while homosexu
 ality (when interpreted by the courts as sodomy) is punishable by death,
 according to shari'a law and, according to President Ahmadinejad, homosex
 uals do not exist in Iran anyway.7
 The cross-dressing/passing figure exemplifies what Robert Stain refers to as

 the "polyphonic potentialities of cinema," which, as he puts it, "stage[s] tem
 poralized cultural contradictions" within the narrative, mise en scene,
 soundtrack, and the interplay among these (Stam 2003, 38). It is precisely
 this polyphony that leads to the simultaneous and contradictory reading prac
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 tices that attract wide audiences with various investments and spectatorial
 ambitions.

 Within Iranian cinema, the cross-dressing or passing figure is a gender/sexual
 trespasser, and it is within the space of trespass that various and contradictory
 readings are enabled and applied. This space of ambiguity is exploited by differ
 ent parties for disparate reasons: by filmmakers who may use this tropic device
 as the means for the representation of female actresses unencumbered by the
 adornments of the Islamic dress code; by feminist spectators who may seek rep
 resentations of female agency that transgress the codes of appropriate public
 conduct; by gay, lesbian, and transgendered spectators who might recognize
 sexual minorities like themselves written into the narratives of nation, Islam,
 and culture; by members of Ansar-e Hizbollah who identify gender transgres
 sions as contrary to stable gender categories that are to be found within an
 Islamic Republic's public sphere. Additionally, and somewhat contrary to what
 Leung has argued for Hong Kong, these films are created for wide international,
 rather than domestic, distribution with hopes for domestic screening. Although

 Adam Barfi was eventually granted domestic distribution rights, none of the
 other films I have analyzed have enjoyed this, but they have circulated in less
 formal networks for film festival or private screening. Sometimes, as in the case

 of Adam Barfi, these films are box office successes, which is perhaps partially due
 to the broad and disparate ambitions that audiences can and do bring as spec
 tators. Finally, the "polyphonic potentialities" layer and can also be read
 palimpsestically, further contributing to the copresence of cultural contradic
 tions within these films.

 FROM QUEERSCAPES TO TRANS SUBJECTS

 In her piece "Unsung Heroes: Reading Transgender Subjectivities in Hong
 Kong Action Cinema," Leung explores transgendered subjectivities in Hong
 Kong action cinema, a genre focused on masculinity, gangsters, and martial
 arts (Leung 2006, 685-97). Leung incorporates the transgender theories of
 scholars like Leslie Feinberg who theorize transgender subjectivity rather gen
 erally, without active consideration of cultural specificity.8 Establishing at the
 outset her interest in moving away from transgender as a signifier of "subver
 sion" and "disruption," Leung attempts to chart the formation of "transgender
 subjectivity" and the conditions that produce transgender subjects on screen as
 "agents of his or her specific narrative of transgender embodiment" (Leung
 2006, 686).

 Unlike the case that Leung attempts to make for Hong Kong cinema, within
 the New Iranian cinema the tropes of cross-dressing and passing do not repre
 sent stable subjectivities on screen, nor, I would argue, do they imagine a stable
 transgender subject as spectator. While it is beyond the scope of this article to
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 examine the formation of transgender subjectivity in contemporary Iran, and
 while the stability of subjectivity in general has been questioned by many, it
 must be noted that subject-formation within Iran is a highly unstable process
 that is multiply inflected with contradictory interpellative forces. Gender, the
 market, Islam, ethnic and linguistic distinction, family, popular culture, law,
 economics, and geopolitics are just a few of the myriad forces impacting this
 process. I would argue that one reason for the durability of the trope of the
 cross-dressing or passing figure is its capacity to represent the instability of the
 subject in Iran. As these figures move between and through differently coded
 spaces they shift their allegiances, appearances, and claims on identity. I would
 not call these transgender subjects any more than I would call them male, fe
 male, or homosexual subjects.
 Building upon what Moallem has called the "erotically ambivalent situa

 tion" enabled by passing and cross-dressing, I examine these moments as queer
 spaces in which political and social constraints open up the potential for cer
 tain subjective possibilities to manifest without necessarily ossifying into
 coherent subjectivities (Moallem 2005, 149).9 I examine passing as ontology,
 as spatial and temporal manifestations that give rise to possibilities that we in
 the West would call "transgender." But to limit my analysis to what would be
 referred to in the West as transgendered subjectivity would be to reduce and
 translate the ambivalence of these ontological spaces to legible forms. Rather
 than reducing and naming them as such, I want to hold onto the ambivalent
 potential of these spaces in order to analyze the productive capacity they
 have in allowing various spectators opportunities for transgression. In these
 films, cross-dressing and passing are temporary and strategic; they are perfor
 mative maneuvers that enable survival and movement through a set of
 obstacles. Moreover, these obstacles are not singular, as one may find in a tra
 ditional narrative in which the ultimate hurdle is experienced in the climax
 and traversed in the final resolution. Instead, passing and cross-dressing repre
 sent one strategic form for shifting and transformation, and this is what
 connects the films I will analyze, but this is only one in a myriad of ways that
 this subjective shape-shifting and transformation takes place. For example,
 passing as a Farsi Persian is a strategy employed by various other ethnic minor
 ities (Azeris, Baluchis, Turkmen) in an effort to access various cultural and
 political resources granted within Iranian society only to ethnic Farsi Per
 sians,10 or passing as economically well positioned is a social networking
 strategy practiced by many Iranians in their business and social dealings.
 Memar, the foreman in Baran, exemplifies both of these strategies throughout
 the film. Neither of these examples, however, indicates subjectivity. For
 this reason, I analyze the work performed by gender trespassing in the
 New Iranian cinema without constructing this movement as indicative of
 transgender subjectivity.
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 INNOVATION FROM LIMITATION

 Scarcity, as Ismail Xavier has put it, is translated "into a signifier" in Third
 cinema (Xavier 1997). The resource limitations experienced by many third
 world filmmakers has resulted in stylistic, narrative, and production innova
 tions that mitigate limited budgets, limited access to filmmaking technologies,
 and actors with little to no previous acting experience. These innovative prac
 tices can also be found in the New Iranian cinema with additional limits placed
 on filmmakers by the Iranian film code, which has enabled the innovation of
 narrative devices, filmic techniques, and spaces of potential that would likely
 not have emerged without these pressures. This, in part, has contributed to
 the recurring tropic device of the cross-dressing/passing figure within Iranian
 cinema.

 In an article published in 1994, Naficy outlines the codification of what he
 calls "modesty," which he argues has resulted in the formation of three different

 phases that have emerged for Iranian film production since the 1979 revolu
 tion. Due to the regulations imposed by the High Council of the MCIG
 established in 1982, filmmakers active just before and after the revolution had
 to radically alter their production and narrative practices in order to remain in
 compliance and to be granted clearance for domestic distribution. These codes,
 according to Naficy, are based on four presumptions employed by the post-rev
 olutionary nation-state: (1) eyes are not passive organs and the gaze is an
 aggressive action; (2) women's "excessive" sexuality must be controlled so as
 not to result in moral corruption of desirous men and, hence, society; (3) men
 are vulnerable to women's sexual powers and the gaze or look is the first catalyst
 in setting into motion improper or immoral relations between men and

 women; (4) women are "inherently exhibitionistic," a trait that the Islamic
 dress code is designed to curtail and suppress (Naficy 1994, 141-42). The code,
 as outlined by Naficy, helps illustrate precisely how the Iranian case differs from
 that described by Leung for Hong Kong. The code and its enforcers are preoc
 cupied with the management and policing of heterosexual desire, and are less
 rigid and more ambiguous about the rules of conduct around homoerotic and
 trans representations.

 These regulations have had aesthetic consequences most prominently man
 ifested in the representation of gender and desire. The first phase, which,
 according to Naficy, emerged soon after the codes were implemented in the
 early 1980s, involved self-censorship on the part of filmmakers to the point that
 women were marginal to the narrative. Phase two consisted of minor, mostly
 domestic roles that confined women to the role of housewife and mother. The
 strict regulations that limited the representation of women, down to the con
 tours of their bodies, resulted in static and confined representations.
 Furthermore, physical contact between men and women was strictly forbid
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 den, which placed significant burden on filmmakers who sought to make "re
 alistic" representations in their films. In phase three (the final phase described
 as of the article's publication in 1994), filmmakers made more gutsy attempts to
 subvert film regulations and, additionally, began to encode their films with
 meanings that audiences, rather than deputies in the MCIG, could decode. As
 Naficy has stated,

 Mere close-ups of women or two-shots showing a man and a
 woman alone together engaged in simple conversation may be
 coded by the director and decoded by spectators as intimate
 love scenes even though the contents of the shot itself do not
 show such intimacy in any obvious way. In this manner, an "in
 nocent" shot becomes charged with intimacy and sexuality.
 (Naficy 1994, 149)

 Here Naficy describes how filmmakers were able to subvert the rigid limita
 tions of the film code and how spectators developed the ability to read subtle
 signifiers of desire by the third phase. Queerness and transgenderism have sim
 ilarly worked their way into these films, most prominently in the New Iranian
 cinema, a period that was just beginning after the third phase outlined by Naficy.

 As Naficy has argued, the restrictions placed on filmmakers and actors
 through these codes had aesthetic and narrative consequences, some of which
 have had unintended results. He notes that the constraints of representation
 imposed through the film code regulations have impacted the representation of
 men's relationships with each other. Noting Mohammad Reza A'lami's 1983
 film Noqteh-e Za'f (The Weak Point), Naficy argues that the relationship be
 tween two men-a political prisoner and his captor-displays "strong but
 deeply ambiguous and incommensurate sexual undercurrents in an Islamic so
 ciety, which severely punishes homosexuality or gender crossover" (Naficy
 1994, 139). The ambiguous space of homosocial contact, as Naficy describes
 above, opens up spaces of the multichronotopic, to use Ella Shohat and Robert
 Stam's concept, available for vast interpretive variation while technically ad
 hering to the regulations of the film code and thus granting the filmmakers
 clearance for domestic distribution.' It is precisely this fissure-the aesthetic
 and narrative innovations and the reconfigurations and reinscriptions of gen
 der adopted to maintain compliance with the code-that has resulted in the
 recurrence of trans spaces and queer moments and presences within the New
 Iranian cinema.

 CLOSE READINGS: BARAN AND DOKHTARANEH KHORSHID (DAUGHTERS OF THE SUN)

 In what follows, I offer close analytical readings of two films of the New Iranian
 cinema that centrally include the trope of the passing/cross-dressing figure.
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 Both of the films were produced in Iran with first-time actors using neo-realist
 techniques, and both films depict the ethnic, economic, and cultural multi
 plicity of Iran, which, I argue, contributes to the polyvalent production of post
 nation common within the New Iranian cinema.12 Both films have also gone
 on to collect awards at international film festivals and have enjoyed wide in
 ternational circulation through contracts with major distribution companies.

 BARAN

 Majid Majidi's Baran represents a multilingual, multicultural Iran dependent
 upon the labor of undocumented Afghani refugees who are managed by an
 Azeri-Iranian underclass of contractors whose own marginality within the na
 tion positions them as important sympathizers to the Afghani laborers' status.
 The cultural, linguistic, economic, and subjective varieties represented in the
 film (the script employs Farsi, Azeri, Pashto, and Dari languages) establish at
 the outset that Iran is a multilingual, polyvalent, power-laden place in which
 ethnicity and class are articulated through gender, resulting in various and
 conflicting subjective possibilities.

 Set primarily in a frost-bitten construction site on the outskirts of Tehran,
 Baran follows Azeri-Iranian Lateef as he drudges through each workday serving
 tea and feeding the majority Afghan work crew while his earnings are withheld
 by foreman and countryman Memar, to whom Lateef s family have entrusted
 him. Like the Latin America first described by so many early Third cinema
 scholars, that hybrid collection of racial, ethnic, indigenous, colonial, cultural,
 and temporal investments and formations, Iran is a complex, often paradoxical
 multichronotope in which questions of power and politics are always nego
 tiated through various prisms of difference. The polyvalent multiplicity
 represented in Baran most obviously pronounces itself in the yearning Lateef
 feels for Rahmat/Baran. Lateef is shaken out of the slumber of his alienation by
 a desire that boils up for Rahmat/Baran when he sees hir13 brushing her hair.
 Rahmat is the name given to Baran when (s)he is forced to work as a boy at the
 construction site in place of hir father, who is immobilized by an injury. Certain
 essentialist attributes are written onto Rahmat's character to emasculate hir:
 (s)he is physically weak and unable to carry bags of cement up the various lev
 els of the construction site and thrives when given the opportunity to work in
 the domestic sphere. Lateef grows resentful of Rahmat and begins to bully hir
 after losing to hir his role as cook, forcing him to labor like the others on the
 construction site. The resentment Lateef harbors for Rahmat, for claiming his
 seemingly less labor-intensive role in the kitchen, is affectively cleansed by the
 curious longing that Lateef develops for hir.

 In a scene entitled "The Secret" the central plot-point is established. Time
 slows down and the events of a few seconds are drawn out in a dream-like se
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 quence that incorporates dust, windy whistles, and the ghostly sounds of a
 woman singing. Beckoned to the kitchen door by a billowing curtain, Lateef is
 transfixed by the silhouetted image of Rahmat combing hir long, flowing hair.
 Confused and excited, he seems not entirely convinced that Rahmat is biolog
 ically female and proceeds to stalk hir voyeuristically, following hir every move,
 studying hir gender performance and expression. Throughout this period of
 ambivalence and beyond, Lateef refers to Baran as Rahmat and continues to do
 this, even after hearing others refer to hir as Baran. Other than Soltan, the
 family friend who facilitates Rahmat's passing at the job site, few people pub
 licly know Baran as such; (s)he is understood by Memar and Soltan as Najaf s
 son Rahmat and is even targeted by Iranian labor inspectors as an illegal male
 Afghani laborer.
 Thus emerges the centrally important tension of the film dialectically en

 gendered through a dynamic among the mise en scene, soundtrack, score, and
 narrative. Gender trespass figures as the true protagonist in this film: as the site
 of potential that enables a daughter to work and collect income for the family
 at the wages of a son; as the space of narrative potential for Majidi, who creates
 a complex role for a female actress (Zahra Bahrami) in which she never utters
 one word, yet around whom the entire narrative unfolds; as the life force that
 resuscitates Lateef, offering an object of affective investment where previously
 there seemed only ennui and apathy. It is gender trespass that is invested as a
 space of hope, as it is only while Baran passes as Rahmat that hir character is
 able to achieve this narrative potential, which subsides upon the revelation
 that Baran, hir father Najaf, and hir younger siblings are returning to war-tom
 Afghanistan where they will likely face their demise.
 Baran's multichronotopic capacity is in the fact that there is potential for

 queer and trans moments and spaces without the film necessarily announcing
 itself as a queer film. Thus the film is available for, but not reducible to, queer
 readings. Celebrated by North American and European film critics as exem
 plary of the brilliance of Iranian cinema, I argue that Baran instead qualifies as

 what Shohat has called "post-nationalist" in that it "call[s] attention to the
 fault lines of gender, class, ethnicity, region, partition, migration, and exile"
 (Shohat 2003, 62). Where there are queer and trans moments and spaces, they
 also trespass along various other linguistic, cultural, ethnic, and migratory lines.

 That Lateef continues to refer to Baran as Rahmat, even after learning hir
 given name, signals that the love affair exists within the ambivalent space of
 passing, that Lateef is in fact in love with Rahmat, not Baran.

 DAUGHTERS OF THE SUN

 Shorn of hir hair by hir father, long black tufts fall to the ground as hir five
 sisters witness Amangol's gender reassignment rite. Dokhtaraneh Khorshid
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 (Daughters of the Sun) opens to a windy, voiceless, dusty, treeless landscape, a
 narrative propelled by rich visual poetics. Sent to another village to work as a
 boy, a simple song accompanies Aman as (s)he walks the long distance to the
 rug-weaving workshop where (s)he is awaited by a cruel and heartless overseer.
 Aman sits weaving, hir newly shaven head exposed while hir female coworkers
 are adorned in appropriate hejab.14 So begins Maryam Shahriar's Dokhtaraneh
 Khorshid, a film that received many awards and accolades at international cin
 ema and gay and lesbian film festivals and was marketed by North American
 distributor Facets as "the Iranian Boys Don't Cry-a shocking drama of forbid
 den love.",15

 Locked in a sweatshop with three other female workers, Aman develops a
 relationship with one, Belghies, who daily bemoans her merciless fate. She lost
 her parents and siblings in the Tiva earthquake, and her uncle, who has in
 dentured her to serve as a weaver for the abusive rug-maker, wants to marry her

 off to a wealthy old man in the village. Belghies gazes longingly at Aman, who
 develops a yearning for her affections.

 In a scene that opens with birds flying in a whirling, circular dance, Belghies
 glancing longingly at Aman and two female weavers wearing mustaches made
 of black yarn, the centrality of sensuous yearning in Dokhtaraneh Khorshid
 comes through. Feeling helpless, Aman tries to console Belghies, who has just
 been tossed out and battered by the overseer. Without uttering any dialogue,
 Aman's desires are expressed in the sounds of tar strumming that accompany
 hir movements. While walking with the overseer, one of the few scenes in
 which Aman is outdoors, (sWhe is drawn to the sounds of the itinerant musician
 whose tar playing echoes through the mist-cloaked, sepia-toned valley, beck
 oning hir into a dream-state.16 Be that a dream of home or escape, Aman is
 awakened by the overseer's calls, but continues to carry the echoes of the
 pecked and plucked tar, the vibrating lambskin resonating the insides of the
 mulberry wood shell. Carved into the shape of a voluptuous woman, the tar's
 sounds convey an embodiment that awakens Aman's senses. Having returned
 alone to the prison of hir overseer's workshop, tar still resonating through hir
 body, Aman begins to caress her cheeks, stubbly head and chin, as if ritually
 bathing in sound. (S)he pulls a floral skirt up over her pants, one perhaps left by
 a coworker. Fastening it around her waist, Aman whirls around in a dervish
 like trance, skirt held wide like a folkloric dancer, the tar's pluck-strummed
 sounds resonating through the cavities of hir body. Then suddenly, a thud jolts
 Aman out of the trance, and the scene ends with the image of a tar slowly
 falling to the ground, tuning knobs popping out onto the dry, gritty earth. This
 scene constructs a fantasy space of gender play accompanied by a soundtrack
 that enables a moment of sensual transcendence for Aman. The music fills
 Aman's senses, allowing hir to embody the gender complexity that has become
 her fate. (S)he caresses forehead, cheeks, chin, and stubbly head that, under
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 the rules of Islamic hejab, are parts of the body and style of hair only men can
 expose. Aman finds pleasure in this exposure and, especially, the impact of the
 music against flesh that, as a female, s(he) could not openly enjoy. Then, pulling
 on and buttoning the skirt around hir panted waist, Aman relishes in the joys of
 flowing fabric, billowing around legs that twirl like a little girl or a meditating
 Sufi, whirling around in a trance-like state to the sounds of mystical music.
 The multichronotopic, polymorphously perverse copresence of gendered,

 cultural, and musical signifiers creates a space of transgendered sensual pleasure
 and intersectional transcendence. The source of the trauma that jolts Aman,
 and hence the spectator, out of this space of pleasure could be the abusive
 overseer allegorically representing the nation-state, whose regulations are de
 signed to keep pleasures of all kinds in check. Whether the tar-player was in
 fact outside of Aman's window, making him vulnerable to the overseer's abuse,
 or whether he was in Aman's imagination, the sensual pleasure and musical
 transcendence are fleeting, momentary, and articulated through a gendered
 trespass that is abruptly halted by the repressive powers of the overseer working
 both through Aman and the spectator.
 In another scene, entitled "marriage," Belghies and Aman are drawn closer

 together when the overseer lashes out at Aman for not monitoring the shoddy
 work of hir female coworkers. Belghies steps in to defend Aman, but the over
 seer slaps them both, telling them to get out of his sight. While outside,
 Belghies begs for Aman's forgiveness then takes a leap of faith outside of the
 mores of her own gendered behavior, telling Aman they should run away to
 Tiva, Belghies's home village. Although flattened by the earthquake, she de
 scribes beautiful fruit trees, peonies, and sweetbriars, telling her it is the most
 beautiful place in the world. Belghies says they can build a home together, one
 with a balcony from which they can watch the world go by. "Marry me," con
 tinues Belghies, "I'll make you happy." After a brief pause, birds chirping all
 around, Aman replies in a hushed, pensive voice "Alright." Several scenes la
 ter, Belghies prepares to leave the weaving workshop after a long day's work,
 glancing at Aman as if they had avoided speaking the entire day. Belghies
 opens the door and, at the last minute, pivots toward Aman, whose back is
 turned, hir attention directed at weaving, and says, "My uncle is waiting for you
 to come and ask for my hand. If you don't hurry, he'll give me to that old man."
 Aman seems exasperated as (s)he hurriedly weaves, breathing heavily, mind
 wandering to and fro.
 In her online interactive article "Nation on the Move," Moallem tracks the

 gendered commodity form of the Persian carpet, noting the double meaning of
 tar, as both the musical instrument and the cotton strings in a rug. Moallem
 describes the tar as "the threads stretched between the two sides of the loom.",17
 The pood, or weft, as she explains, "is run through the threads that are located
 between one line of knots and the next. Its function is to keep the knots in
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 parallel lines and to firm up the fabric of the carpet. The weft threads are
 pressed in against each row of knots with a comb beater. The weft could be
 wool, cotton, or silk." 18 Combining these, Moallem points out that "Weaving
 takes place at the intersection of the tar, the pood, and the body. In Farsi, "tar
 o-pood" is used to depict one's lived material body."19

 Literally meaning "string," tar denotes many things in this film: Aman's
 "lived material body" is animated in a dialectic between the musical tar and the
 pood of hir workaday existence, the strings of the instrument resonating
 through hir while the psychic burden of hir mother's illness and the overseer's
 panoptic gaze muffles its musicality; or, as a master weaver, the choreography
 (s)he daily enacts with the tar, the pood and hir hands is a reiterative perfor
 mance that continuously weaves hir into the narrative of nation in the creation
 of the quintessential "Persian" object.20

 The narrative takes several tragic turns: Aman learns of hir mother's passing
 weeks after hir family had written requesting hir return; the abusive overseer
 hangs Aman by hir feet, punishing hir with lashes to the soles for failing to
 control the female workers; Belghies commits suicide inside the workshop; and
 Aman sets fire to the workshop and leaves the village singing the same song
 (s)he sang when (s)he first arrived.1 As in Baran, gender trespass is a protag
 onist in this film and figures as a space of complex transgendered transcendence
 for a subject confined to a life of servitude. Walking toward the horizon
 through a landscape now covered in the green fuzz of early spring, Aman breaks
 free of the various chains that confined hir and thus propelled the narrative.
 However, within the confines of these metaphorical chains, it was gender tres
 pass that momentarily opened up a space of transcendence.

 CONCLUSION

 Dokhtaraneh Khorshid and Baran are just two of many examples within the New
 Iranian cinema in which gender trespass is the means to survival and mobility.
 The transgender move enables the manifestation of complex and contradictory
 openings in which gender and sexual transgression take place alongside other
 forms of social transgression, projecting onto the screen a space of polymor
 phous transformative potential. As evident in both of these films, Iran as
 nation-state is fragmented, multiple, and contradictory, organized around a
 loosely hinged set of signifiers that produce myriad others. Passing and cross
 dressing figure as the modalities through which these subjects reintroduce
 themselves into the narrative of nation, if only for a moment, in order to realize

 and achieve spiritual, psychic, and/or physical survival.
 The importance of trans characters and the transgender move to the New

 Iranian cinema must be considered alongside the more recent development of
 increased trans and queer representation and visibility in documentary films
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 made by lay and professional journalists and filmmakers both within and out
 side of Iran. Has the transgender move informed the spectators and media
 makers of this developing documentary genre? How have the discursive open
 ings made possible by this recurring trope impacted the lives of trans and queer
 Iranians living domestically and in diaspora? Additionally, why is there a grow
 ing desire for these representations in North America and Europe, a fact
 exemplified by the sheer increase in productions of these representations by
 Western media outlets?
 These questions just scratch the surface of the larger one implied by Rubin's

 keen observation that "it is precisely at times such as these, when we live with
 the possibility of unthinkable destruction, that people are likely to become
 dangerously crazy about sexuality" (Rubin 1993, 3). There is a dearth of schol
 arship on Iran (and the Western obsession with Iran) that maps the sexualities
 and genders of our geopolitical moment. We need more work that connects
 how notions of national belonging (for example, Iranianness, Canadianness)
 and transnational belonging (for example, membership in the Queer Nation,
 Iranian-Americanness) are contested and/or shored up by these representa
 tions; work that pursues the implied message in some of these films: that Iran is
 somehow more sexually modem for granting its trans citizens civil rights and
 social-welfare benefits. It is also worth considering how this developing genre
 may or may not serve to drive traffic to Iran in what may be called its budding
 trans tourism industry. But in order to get to these larger questions it is impor
 tant to take seriously the media texts that both represent and construct these
 sites and spaces, for, as Appadurai has insisted, "electronic mediation and mass
 migration mark the world of the present not as technically new forces but
 as ones that seem to impel (and sometimes compel) the work of the imagina
 tion ... . Ordinary people have begun to deploy their imaginations in the
 practice of their everyday lives" (Appadurai 1996, 4).

 Notes

 Thanks to Talia Bettcher, Ann Garry, Adeline Koh, Frieda Ekotto, Rita Alfonso, Re
 bekah Edwards, Huma Dar, and Fouzieyha Towghi for feedback on various drafts.
 Special thanks to my research assistant Sara Perryman. Thanks also to Afsaneh Najma
 badi and Minoo Moallem for consultation on the central themes ofthe article and to the

 two anonymous reviewers for their valuable feedback.

 1. On the history of same-sex desire in Iran, see Najmabadi (2005). On the his
 tory of sexual reassignment surgery in Iran, see Najmabadi (2008).

 2. According to Najmabadi, Iranians in Iran generally use the terms gay, lesbian,
 or trans to mark non-heterosexual and non-normative gender identities. I use the term
 queer, which functions here as a reference to the odd space of possibility that is made
 available for subjective transcendence, when not directly referring to these identities.
 I'm generally working with the definition o? queer as Siobhan Somerville has defined it:
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 "a term that calls into question the stability of any categories of identity based on sexual
 orientation" (Somerville 2007, 187).

 3. See Najmabadi (2005, 2008). See also Moallem( 2005).

 4. Coined in the 1960s by Argentine filmmakers Fernando Solanas and Octavio
 Getino, "Third Cinema" refers to the transnational cinematic movement that emerged
 as a response to Hollywood, neo-colonialism, and the spread of capitalism.

 5. Minoo Moallem examines passing, cross-dressing, and transgender moments in
 Iranian cinema (Moallem 2005, 142-49). Also, Hamid Reza Sadr briefly discusses cross
 dressing (Sadr 2006, 241).

 6. Leung has made a similar case for Hong Kong cinema (Leung 2001).

 7. President Ahmadinejad made this now infamous claim in response to a ques
 tion about Iran's human-rights record regarding homosexuals, on September 24, 2007 in
 a controversial speech at Columbia University.

 8. In Leslie Feinberg's Transgender Warriors, temporal and cultural variations are
 flattened in an effort to create an "it's a small world after all" narrative for transgendered

 subjectivity (Feinberg 1996, 39-48). For a critical reading of Feinberg's use ofthe trans
 gender native figure, see Towle and Morgan (2002).

 9. Thanks to Rita Alfonso for her insights about this point.

 10. Farsi peoples are an ethnic group distinct from other Iranian ethnic groups like
 the Azerbaijani (sometimes called Turks), Baluchi, Arab, Kurdish, and Turkmen,
 among others.

 11. Shohat and Stam build upon Mikhail Bakhtin's chronotope, adding the prefix
 "mufti" to signify the coexistence of multiple time-spaces (Shohat and Stam 2003, 4).
 See also Stam (2003, 37).

 12. For another reading of these films, see Moallem (2005).

 13. Some trans studies and gender studies scholars utilize the pronoun "hir" to
 describe persons who embody gender configurations not representable by the terms
 "him" or "her." In particular, I use this pronoun to draw attention to the transformation
 these characters undergo as they move through a state of transpassing.

 14. Islamic attire.

 15. Thanks to Sara Perryman for pointing this out.

 16. A tar is a type of lute found throughout the Caucasus and the former Persian
 Empire. It is said to be the root of the guitar and sitar, which represent regional and sonic
 variations on the originary tar.

 17. See http://vectors.usc.edU/issues/05_issue/nationonthemove/prjindex/#site86
 (accessed February 9, 2009).

 18. See http://vectors.usc.edu/issues/05_issue/nationonthemove/prjindex/#site62
 (accessed February 9, 2009).

 19. See http://vectors.usc.edU/issues/05_issue/nationonthemove/prjindex/#site87
 (accessed February 9, 2009).

 20. For more on gender, nation, and the Persian rug, see Moallem's "Nation on the
 Move" http://vectors.usc.edu/index.php?page=7&projectId=83 (accessed February 9, 2009).
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 21. See Moallem's insightful analysis of Aman's transition to Amangol after (s)he
 sets fire to the rug-weaving workshop, passing once again in order to conceal her identity
 from the overseer who knew her to be Aman, the male weaver (Moallem 2005, 148).
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