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With the victory of the Islamic Revolution in Iran, a regime was established
that, based on its nature and the roots of its emergence, perceives culture as a
structured framework and the driving force of socio-political life. This form of
government is defined as an ideological state, which, by its nature, arises from
ideological revolutions and enforces non-negotiable directives in the cultural
domain. In this study, the statistical population was first determined to include
the plays of Bahram Beyzaie and Mahmoud Dowlatabadi. This research
initially designs categories, and their face validity is established through expert
consultation. Subsequently, composite reliability is used to assess reliability.
The data collection method in this research includes note-taking from books
and library resources, interviews, as well as articles from journals and online
sources. The findings of this study indicate that due to the lack of appropriate
policymaking and the absence of a suitable cultural strategy—particularly
concerning drama and theater—cultural planners and policymakers in Iran, by
prioritizing "economic development” over cultural issues, have inflicted
irreparable damage on society. What is labeled as "cultural development" in
national development programs is, in reality, nothing more than the expansion
of Western development culture. Overall, policymaking in this field appears
more performative than profound and foundational. Furthermore, the concept
of soft warfare, which is employed as an alternative to hard warfare, entails the
imposition of one group’s will on another without resorting to military means.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The cultural policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran have undergone significant transformations
since the 1979 Revolution, shaped by ideological, political, and social imperatives. These policies have
influenced various domains, including literature, theater, and cinema. The ideological nature of the Islamic
Republic has led to a top-down approach in cultural policymaking, wherein the state actively engages in
the regulation and supervision of artistic productions. This study examines the impact of these policies on
the works of Bahram Beyzaie and Mahmoud Dowlatabadi, two prominent Iranian writers and playwrights
whose works have engaged with social and political themes. The analysis is framed within the broader
context of cultural governance, where the state’s approach to cultural development often reflects tensions
between ideological imperatives and artistic autonomy. Research on cultural policy in Iran suggests that
the government’s prioritization of economic development over cultural issues has led to a performative
rather than substantive approach to cultural policymaking (Jalali Rad & Sepehrnia, 2017). In this framework,
policies related to theater and literature often serve as mechanisms of state control rather than as means of
fostering genuine cultural enrichment. The research employs a qualitative methodology, analyzing
selected plays and novels by Beyzaie and Dowlatabadi to determine the extent to which state cultural
policies have shaped their creative output. Through content analysis, the study explores themes of
censorship, ideological conflict, and artistic resistance, highlighting the ways in which these authors
navigate restrictions while still engaging in political and social critique.

The evolution of cultural policies in Iran has been influenced by shifts in governance and
ideological priorities. During the early years of the Revolution, cultural policies were largely shaped by
revolutionary fervor and the necessity of consolidating power. The 1980s witnessed a strict cultural
atmosphere, with heavy censorship imposed on literary and artistic works deemed incompatible with the
revolutionary ideology. However, in later decades, particularly during the reformist era, there was a
relative relaxation in cultural restrictions, allowing for a more diverse range of artistic expressions.
Nonetheless, this relaxation has not translated into absolute freedom for writers and playwrights. Instead,
cultural policies have fluctuated depending on the political climate, reflecting broader ideological battles
within the state apparatus. Scholars argue that these oscillations in cultural policies have created an
environment where artists must constantly negotiate the boundaries of permissible expression
(Derakhshesh & Ismaili Kelishami, 2017). Beyzaie’s works, for instance, often incorporate historical allegory
and mythological references to circumvent direct confrontation with censorship. His play Death of
Yazdgerd can be interpreted as a critique of authoritarianism, while Four Boxes presents an allegorical
representation of political oppression (Kamali Baniyani, 2005). On the other hand, Dowlatabadi’s novels,
particularly Kelidar, engage with themes of social justice and marginalization, reflecting the struggles of
rural communities in Iran. The varying degrees of state intervention in their works demonstrate the broader
cultural struggles within Iranian society.

The impact of cultural policies on the artistic production of Beyzaie and Dowlatabadi also extends
to the reception and dissemination of their works. While both authors have gained international
recognition, their presence within Iran’s official cultural sphere has been subject to limitations. Beyzaie,
in particular, has faced difficulties in staging his plays, often resorting to alternative platforms such as
academic institutions or private gatherings. His departure from Iran in 2010 further underscores the
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challenges faced by Iranian playwrights in navigating state-imposed restrictions. Dowlatabadi, despite
enjoying a relatively higher degree of official recognition, has also encountered obstacles in publishing
some of his works. His novel The Colonel, for instance, remains banned in Iran despite its critical acclaim
abroad (Hosseini & Vahabi Daryakani, 2017). The contrast between state-controlled cultural production and
the organic literary movements led by figures like Beyzaie and Dowlatabadi highlights the persistent
tensions in Iran’s cultural landscape. Scholars have argued that Iranian cultural policies often function as
mechanisms of social engineering rather than as genuine efforts to promote artistic creativity (Kamyabi
Mask & Daemi, 2019). This study supports this claim by demonstrating how state interventions have shaped
the production, circulation, and reception of literary and theatrical works.

One of the key findings of this study is the performative nature of Iran’s cultural policies, where
the rhetoric of cultural development does not align with substantive support for artistic production. The
official discourse on cultural development often emphasizes the promotion of indigenous values and
resistance to Western cultural influences. However, in practice, cultural policymakers have largely
adopted a restrictive approach that prioritizes ideological conformity over creative expression. This
contradiction is particularly evident in the state’s approach to theater, where public funding and
institutional support are often contingent on adherence to ideological guidelines. The notion of "soft
warfare,” which is frequently invoked in state discourse, reflects the government’s perception of culture
as a battleground for ideological contestation (Dehghan Pisheh & Ismaili, 2010). This has led to a situation
where artistic works that challenge dominant narratives are either censored or relegated to the margins of
cultural production. At the same time, certain forms of state-sanctioned theater and literature are promoted
as part of a broader strategy to shape public consciousness. The findings suggest that the gap between
policy rhetoric and artistic realities has contributed to an environment of uncertainty and self-censorship
among Iranian artists.

The study also explores the broader implications of Iran’s cultural policies on the global
recognition of Iranian literature and theater. Despite domestic restrictions, Iranian authors and playwrights
have managed to garner international acclaim, often using global platforms to circumvent censorship. The
exile of several prominent Iranian artists, including Beyzaie, illustrates the transnational dimensions of
cultural production in the Iranian context. Scholars argue that the Iranian diaspora plays a crucial role in
preserving and disseminating works that may otherwise remain inaccessible within Iran (Derakhshesh &
Ismaili Kelishami, 2017). Dowlatabadi’s engagement with international literary festivals and the translation
of his works into multiple languages demonstrate the ways in which Iranian literature continues to thrive
despite domestic constraints. However, this transnational visibility also raises questions about the role of
cultural diplomacy and the extent to which Iranian cultural policies engage with global literary and artistic
movements. The findings of this study indicate that while state policies may seek to regulate cultural
production within national borders, the increasingly interconnected nature of the literary and theatrical
world allows for alternative avenues of expression.

In conclusion, this study highlights the complex interplay between state cultural policies and
artistic production in Iran. By examining the works of Bahram Beyzaie and Mahmoud Dowlatabadi, it
becomes evident that cultural policies in the Islamic Republic operate within a framework of ideological
control, where artistic expression is both regulated and contested. The findings underscore the
performative nature of Iran’s cultural policies, where official rhetoric on cultural development often masks
underlying restrictions on artistic freedom. The experiences of Beyzaie and Dowlatabadi illustrate the
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broader challenges faced by Iranian writers and playwrights in navigating state-imposed limitations while
striving to maintain artistic integrity. Despite these challenges, the continued resilience of Iranian literature
and theater suggests that cultural expression remains a dynamic and evolving domain, shaped by both
internal constraints and external opportunities.
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