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Abstract

Introduction

This study examines the administrative legal challenges surrounding the
revocation of screening permits for two Iranian films, "Santouri" (2009) and
"Rastakhiz" (2012), despite prior official approval from the Ministry of
Culture. Both cases highlight systemic conflicts within Iran’s cinema
regulatory framework, particularly the tension between artistic expression
and state-imposed "cultural and political necessities." The analysis focuses
on the role of the Administrative Justice Court as the primary judicial body
addressing such disputes and explores the legal concepts of "legitimate
expectation" and "vested rights" within Iranian administrative law.
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Methods

This research employs a case study approach, analyzing the legal texts of the
Administrative Justice Court’s rulings for "Santouri" and "Rastakhiz,"
alongside relevant regulatory frameworks, including the 1982 Film
Screening Supervision Regulations and its 1985 amendment (Article 4). The
methodology includes comparative legal analysis of the two cases under
different versions of the Court’s procedural laws (2005 vs. 2012 statutes).
The study also considers the socio-political context of artistic censorship in
Iran and its impact on judicial outcomes.

Findings

The findings reveal critical flaws in Iran’s cinema law, particularly the
arbitrary power granted to the Head of the Cinema Organization under
Article 4 to revoke screening permits based on vague "cultural and political
necessities." This provision violates core administrative law principles,
including legality, procedural transparency, and the requirement for reasoned
decisions.

The Court’s rulings diverged significantly:

e For Santouri, the Court rejected the challenge to the revocation but
acknowledged the claim for damages, implicitly recognizing a "vested
right” under the 2005 statute.

o For Rastakhiz, the Court only confirmed the occurrence of a violation
by the administration (under the 2012 statute) but did not award
damages.

Despite these rulings, neither film was fully restored to public screening. The
study also notes the judiciary’s reluctance to fully embrace "legitimate
expectation" as a legal principle, opting instead for narrower interpretations
of "vested rights." The research further highlights the chilling effect of
regulatory ambiguity on filmmakers, who often avoid litigation due to fears
of bureaucratic retaliation and prolonged delays. Furthermore, the analysis
demonstrates that the current legal interpretation fails to adequately
distinguish between the 'suspension' and 'permanent revocation' of permits,
leaving producers in a state of perpetual uncertainty. While the Ministry’s
issuance of a production license should theoretically generate a legitimate
expectation of screening, the invocation of Article 4 effectively nullifies this
security. The study argues that by awarding damages in the Santouri case
rather than enforcing the permit's validity, the judiciary inadvertently
validated the executive branch's overreach. This approach transforms the
fundamental right of free expression into a transactional liability, effectively
allowing the state to pay for the suppression of artistic content and
discouraging private investment due to unmitigated regulatory risks.
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Conclusion

The cases of Santouri and Rastakhiz underscore the systemic vulnerabilities
in Iran’s cinema law, where broad discretionary powers enable arbitrary
censorship. While the Administrative Justice Court provided partial relief by
acknowledging violations and, in one case, damages, its rulings failed to
fully uphold filmmakers' "legitimate expectations” or challenge the
constitutionality of Article 4. The study concludes that without substantive
legal reforms—including clearer criteria for permit revocation and stronger
judicial protection of creative rights—administrative arbitrariness will
continue to stifle artistic expression. Ultimately, the fate of these films
reflects broader tensions between law, state power, and art in Iran.

Keywords: Cinema Law, Legitimate Expectation, Administrative Justice
Court, Vested Right, Santouri Film, Rastakhiz Film.
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