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PRODUCT CONTEXT 

• This product is one of the documentary options 
studied at A Level for Section A: Television in the 
Global Age alongside the documentary The Jinx.  

• No Burqas Behind Bars is a Swedish documentary 
about life in the women’s section of Takhar prison 
in Afghanistan. 

• The series was first broadcast on HRK on March 
5th, 2013. 

• It was produced by NimaFilm and was part of a 
co-production between Swedish broadcaster 
Sverges Television, Japanese broadcasting 
organisation NHK, Dutch broadcaster Ikon and 
Danish broadcaster DR in collaboration with The 
Norwegian broadcasting company NRK.  

• No Burqas Behind Bars has also been broadcast 
globally on the BBC World News channel. 

 
PART 1: STARTING POINTS – Media Language 
The codes and conventions of media forms and 
products, including the processes through which 
media language develops as a genre. 

• In its simplest terms a genre is a type of media 
product, but it is more complex than that; genre 
provides a way for producers to communicate 
messages to audiences. Audiences need to be 
able to recognise genre codes and conventions 
which are established over time and they have 
expectations that need to be fulfilled.  

• Genre has an influence on the production and 
distribution of television programmes and affects 
the way in which they are marketed and 
scheduled. Establishing the genre is key to the 
effective marketing of the product. 

• The documentary genre has a well-established 
cultural history and has a recognisable repertoire 
of elements. These conventions have evolved over 

time and have developed to reflect social and 
cultural change and the needs and expectations of 
audiences. Technological advances in filming 
equipment have also allowed documentaries to 
be more ambitious in their production strategies. 

• Documentary is a non-fiction genre depicting real 
life events, but programmes in this genre, 
although purporting to present the truth, are not 
‘windows on the world’ as the events are 
constructed and mediated. The documentary 
filmmaker Grierson referred to this as the’ 
creative treatment of actuality’. 
(https://documentarydiscussions.blog/attempting
-to-define-documentary-film/) 

• As in fictional genres, the documentary maker 
uses a process of selection to re-present the world 
and has an influence upon the way in which the 
events are portrayed. This selective process may 
differ according to the aim of the documentary 
maker. In No Burqas Behind Bars, in contrast to 
The Jinx, the aim is to raise awareness of the 
plight of women in Afghanistan who are 
imprisoned for moral crimes through a 
combination of fly-on-the-wall filming and 
exposition through the women telling their own 
stories to camera. There is no obvious evidence of 
the documentary maker/interviewer/ omniscient 
narrator. 

• However, all programmes within this genre do 
share similarities which place them in the 
documentary genre including: 

o A narrative with a central focus which 
may change depending on the form. For 
example, the documentary may have an 
investigative focus, or detail a ‘day in the 
life’ of a person or institution. As 
documentaries are non-fiction texts, they 
can be said to have a structure, rather 
than a narrative or story. No Burqas 
Behind Bars focuses on exposing the 
women’s situation through 
personalisation and the construction of 
individual women’s narratives.  

o The narrative of No Burqas Behind Bars 
has a sociological focus, the aim is to 
show the plight of the women in 
Afghanistan, imprisoned for their moral 
crimes. The structure gives an insight into 
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their daily lives and raises questions 
through the way in which the narrative in 
constructed and mediated. 

o Documentaries may use a range of 
different structures. The programme may 
conform to Todorov’s theory where the 
structure is linear from the initial 
disruption through to a resolution, or non-
linear where time and space is 
manipulated through for example, 
flashbacks or flashforwards. No Burqas 
Behind Bars follows an essentially 
straightforward linear narrative structure 
from the arrival of the prisoners to the 
departure of Sara.  

o Interviews are a common convention of 
documentaries and may contribute to 
establishing an unrestricted narrative 
whereby it appears that the audience is 
hearing information at the same time as 
the interviewer. In No Burqas Behind Bars, 
there is no obvious interviewer, the 
women speak directly to the camera, 
telling their story and so advancing the 
narrative. The audience must decide 
whether they trust their account and their 
version of the narrative. 

o Although the characters and their stories 
are complex, the narrative structure of No 
Burqas Behind Bars is simple and realistic, 
which is its aim. The quest of the narrative 
is to reveal the truth through the 
observation of daily life in the prison. 

o Story arcs and narrative strands occur in 
documentaries as in fictional texts. In the 
set product, there are several complex, 
enigmatic narrative strands, which are 
interwoven across the programme, 
including: 

▪ Sara and Javid – the classic Romeo 
and Juliet love story told from 
Sara’s perspective  

▪ Nadjibeh and her husband and 
baby son 

▪ Sima and her abusive husband, 
the backstory with her stepson 
and the husband’s threats to kill 
him 

▪ The Director and the guards 
controlling the camp and the 
inmates. 

o Narrative disruptions occur that change 
the course of the story, these can be 
events that happen, or revelations that 
are made by people in the documentary. 
Enigmas are constructed throughout the 

narrative to create tension and hold the 
attention of the audience, for example: 

▪ Will Sara and Javid’s story have a 
happy ending? 

▪ Will Nadjibeh be able to find 
enough money to survive in the 
prison? 

▪ What will happen to Sima and her 
stepson? 

▪ Will any of the women be 
pardoned and released?  

• Setting and iconography. This will become 
synonymous with the topic or theme of the 
programme and will relate to the people who are 
the focus and to the sub-genre. For example, No 
Burqas Behind Bars, as in other examples of 
observational documentaries, creates 
verisimilitude by filming real locations where the 
narrative unfolds. Meanings are communicated 
through signs (Barthes), for example the shots of 
bars, barbed wire and closed frames signify 
entrapment, whilst the inclusion of images of the 
kite and birds connote freedom. The iconography 
of the burqa itself is ambiguous, without it the 
women are less oppressed and feel freer, but 
wearing it keeps them safe and anonymous.  

 
Theoretical Approach: Structuralism – Levi-Strauss 

• Binary oppositions function as a way of producing 
meaning through pairs of oppositions. In No 
Burqas Behind Bars the binary oppositions 
incorporate viewpoints and ideologies, contribute 
to the tensions within the programme and 
encourage the audience to identify with the 
characters and their situation. Some of the 
examples of binary oppositions include: 

o male/female  
o freedom/imprisonment 
o honour/dishonour 
o the documentary maker/the subject 
o reality/mediated truth 
o inside/outside 
o male/female 
o dominance/oppression 
o rebellion/acceptance.  

• The resolving of some of these binary oppositions 
within the story world may have an ideological 
significance, for example the discourse around 
gender equality, patriarchy, and cultural practices.  

 
Theoretical Approach: Narratology - Todorov 

• All narratives share a basic structure involving 
movement from one state of equilibrium to 
another, separated by a disequilibrium. However, 
it can be more difficult to apply Todorov’s theory 
to some examples from the documentary genre, 
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as non-fiction products tend to have more 
fragmented narratives.  

• No Burqas Behind Bars does follow a linear 
narrative following the stories of some of the 
women from their arrival to the departure of one 
of the group. 

• The programme is contained and not part of a 
serial, the story and the significant players and 
contributors are established from the start. The 
equilibrium could be said to be the lives of the 
women before their arrest and incarceration. 
Flashbacks to these previous lives are not shown, 
instead the audience is given some information by 
the women themselves and the visiting husbands.  

• The disruption to this equilibrium could be said to 
be their ‘moral crimes’, for example fleeing an 
arranged marriage or an abusive husband. These 
are the reasons they are in jail. 

• The recognition that the equilibrium has been 
disrupted is their arrival at the prison and the 
obvious signs of their lack of literal freedom, for 
example the high walls, barbed wire, and prison 
guards. 

• There is some sort of a resolution at the end with 
the departure of Sara and the continued 
imprisonment of the other women detailed for 
the audience in the final on-screen graphics.  

 
The dynamic and historically relative nature of 
genre: 

• Although genres have never been stagnant, it is 
increasingly the case that they are more dynamic 
and seek to challenge audience expectations. 
Genre is now used as a starting point to target the 
audience and then surprise them through 
hybridity and intertextuality.  

• Bill Nichols, an American theorist who is an expert 
on documentary filmmaking, identified six 
different modes of the documentary genre, each 
mode addresses the changing social context of the 
form. In this way it highlights the dynamic and 
historically relevant nature of the genre. The 
mode most relevant to No Burqas Behind Bars is: 

o The observational mode: this gives the 
impression that the documentary is 
capturing real life as the audience would 
see it if they were there. The audience are 
required to believe that there has been 
only minimal intervention by the 
documentary maker and that they have 
captured a version of reality. The camera 
and crew are unobtrusive and do not 
appear to have had an effect on the 
women who tell their stories directly to 
camera. Long takes are used to create 
verisimilitude and ‘fly-on-the-wall’ 

footage is used to further create realism. 
However, there is evidence of mediation 
through the inclusion of, for example the 
soundtrack, which is culturally specific but 
is also used to create and heighten 
emotion.  

 
How genre conventions are socially and historically 
relative, dynamic and can be used in a hybrid way: 

• The documentary genre changes in order to 
reflect changes in society, this may be in relation 
to form and/or context. Whilst No Burqas Behind 
Bars employs similar conventions to historical 
examples of observational documentaries, the 
themes and subject matter address contemporary 
cultural issues. 

• The documentary reflects contemporary 
ideologies and concerns in its representation of 
post 9/11 Afghanistan, constructed from a 
Western perspective. These concerns include the 
roles of women in this society, the context of the 
war on terror and the Afghan war, and the 
tensions between the liberal West and 
fundamentalist Islam. 

• This documentary also combines conventions 
from different genres including texts about prison 
life, themes of imprisonment and 
institutionalisation and traditional fictional 
narratives, for example the Romeo and Juliet story 
as seen in the story of Sara and Javid.  

 
Theoretical Approach: Genre – Steve Neale 

• Neale asserts that genres may be dominated by 
repetition, but they are also marked by difference, 
variation, and change. The documentary genre 
has a recognisable repertoire of elements, but to 
appeal to audiences, new programmes need to 
display something different to set them apart 
from other examples. Difference is essential to 
sustain a genre, to simply repeat the codes and 
conventions of the form would not appeal to an 
audience.  

• Whilst No Burqas Behind Bars demonstrates 
recognisable codes and conventions of the 
observational documentary, it is different in terms 
of its subject matter and the way it deals with a 
culturally relevant topic. 

 
How the combination of elements of media language 
influence meaning 
 
Visual codes: 

• Codes of clothing: The connotations of characters’ 
clothing and appearance create meanings. 
Clothing is a rapid way of communicating 
messages in No Burqas Behind Bars, particularly in 
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defining the different roles of the contributors, for 
example the uniforms worn by those in control. 
The burqa is an important item of clothing as 
reflected in the programme’s title and is symbolic 
of the lives of the women. It is a polysemic 
cultural code, the women wear it outside for 
safety and to conform to cultural rules, for 
example the women are often seen shouting for 
their burqas if they are summoned outside of the 
women’s compound. Inside the women’s prison 
many of the inmates do not wear the burqa, 
symbolising control over their own lives and their 
freedom from patriarchal oppression. 

• Gesture and expression: non-verbal 
communicators are quick ways of constructing 
meaning. Much of the documentary is taken up 
with close-up shots of the women showing both 
their impassive faces and their emotional 
reactions. The camera remains focused on the 
women, even when they are at their most 
distressed and vulnerable, for example when 
Nadjibeh describes why she had to sell her baby, 
emphasising the plight of the women and their 
situations. 

• Iconography and Setting: the props, backgrounds, 
and settings work to construct meaning within the 
genre. The binary oppositions of images of 
freedom and imprisonment, for example the 
barbed wire and the kite, create tensions and 
enigmas. The domestic iconography including the 
washing lines, the women drawing water from the 
well and Sara washing Javid’s clothes, serve to 
establish the sense of community and sisterhood 
within the prison and the fact that the women are 
less oppressed here than in their lives outside. 
The holes in the wall are significant in creating the 
love story narrative between Sara and Javid. The 
flowers that are shown in the Director’s office 
signify his more understanding manner when he 
appears to listen to the women. 

 
Technical codes 
Camera shots, movement and angles work together to 
communicate messages and ‘show’ the narrative.  

• Close-ups are used effectively when the women 
speak directly to camera to establish a bond 
between the subject and the audience.  

• Establishing shots are quick ways of 
communicating information. The establishing shot 
of the prison and the women’s living quarters with 
the domestic scenes including the washing lines 
and the well, serve to create a sense of 
verisimilitude establishing real locations which the 
women inhabit, so reinforcing their believability. 
The establishing shots in the opening sequence on 
the way to the prison establish the isolated 

situation and the open desert road and the 
donkey suggest a more primitive culture as seen 
from a Western perspective foreshadowing the 
narrative. 

• The editing of sections of the documentary is 
carefully constructed to create a sense of 
verisimilitude. Long takes contribute to the 
realism and encourage the audience to feel part 
of the women’s narrative. The opening sequence 
is carefully edited to involve the audience from 
the start. The point of view shot through the 
burqa positions the audience as the female 
prisoner, the shot cuts to her chains and then to 
the guard with the gun, the tracking shot then 
follows the woman as she enters the prison. 

• Fly-on-the-wall filming, a convention of the 
documentary drama, is used throughout the 
programme to construct realism. In the opening 
sequence the hand-held camera is unstable and 
moves with the jerky movement of the vehicle, 
creating verisimilitude. At times in the programme 
this style of filming positions the audience as 
helpless onlookers of the action taking place, for 
example when the women are fighting or when 
Sima’s husband threatens his stepson. 

 
Audio codes 
Sound and music are effective in communicating 
meaning in this programme:  

• Music: whilst the aim of this documentary is to 
capture reality, music is used to communicate 
messages and to create an atmosphere. It is 
culturally specific creating authenticity, but is also 
at times ominous, reflecting the women’s 
situations. 

• Diegetic sound: sound effects contribute to the 
construction of realism, for example, the clanging 
of the outside door. The crying of a baby and the 
voices of the children emphasise the questionable 
situation of the women in the prison with their 
children. The reading out of the ‘crimes’ of the 
women and their seemingly inhumane sentences 
is set against shots of the women and their 
domesticity. 

• Non-diegetic sound. In the opening sequence this 
is culturally specific and also disconcerting, 
foreshadowing the narrative. Music is used 
throughout to create an emotional impact. 

• Dialogue: this serves to establish the genre and 
construct the people involved in the investigation. 
The words of the women have ideological 
significance as they tell their own stories. In 
particular, the words of Sara, who is the most 
educated, are poignant in her expression of the 
place of women in Afghanistan, ‘this law does not 
understand women’, ‘I am tired of seeing how 
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men oppress women’. Her statement ‘if he 
doesn’t marry me, I will be killed’, emphasises her 
awareness of her vulnerable situation within that 
culture and creates tension within the narrative. 

 
PART 2: STARTING POINTS – Representation 
Consider how representations are constructed 
through a process of selection and combination. 

• All representations are constructed and are not 
‘windows on the world’. Representations are 
constructed through media language, the 
information in the previous section will therefore 
be relevant when exploring representation in No 
Burqas Behind Bars.  

• Observational documentaries like No Burqas 
Behind Bars conceal the fact that they have an 
ideological function by purporting to present 
actual life. The programme does this through the 
use of cultural verisimilitude whereby the 
programme conforms to what is known about the 
cultural world of Afghanistan outside of the 
documentary story world. 

• Media products are mediated to communicate 
meanings using elements of media language 
including: 

o Technical codes: Camera shots, angles, 
movements, lighting and editing combine 
to construct representations and to 
position audiences in relation to those 
representations.  

o Audio codes: diegetic and non-diegetic 
sound including a soundtrack, mood 
music and dialogue contribute to the 
construction of representations.  

o Iconography: clothing, settings, and 
props, particularly in relation to the 
cultural context, contributes to the 
construction of representations and will 
have been a key consideration of the 
producers in representing the people and 
places in the programme.  

 
The effect of social and cultural context on 
representations. 
 

 

Representations of gender: Women/ Femininity 

• The construction of female representations in No 
Burqas Behind Bars creates a discourse around 
gender politics, the role and importance of 
women within the narrative and how the 
audience is positioned in relation to the female 
characters. The discourse in this programme 
communicates ideas and values seen from a 
Western perspective. 

• One representation of women in No Burqas 
Behind Bars is as victims in a patriarchal society 
and the programme highlights what it means to 
be a woman in this particular cultural context. The 
women are represented through their actions and 
dialogue as both strong and vulnerable.  

• With regard to their vulnerability, in the 
programme they are represented as domestic and 
maternal, filmed caring for their children and 
performing domestic chores. They are also 
defined by their culture in a strongly Islamic 
country. They are in marriages with partners they 
did not choose and if they rebel, for example Sara, 
they are in fear of their lives.  

• They are also repressed by their social and 
financial status, Nadjibeh tragically has to sell her 
son and her tearful explanation to camera 
exemplifies her trapped situation both in the 
prison and in the outside world, she states ‘we 
have no power’. The women are seen as the 
property of men to be disposed of at will, ‘he 
killed one of his wives’. They are beaten by their 
husbands, even in jail. 

• However, the women are also represented as 
strong and brave within the documentary. The 
very fact that they are in the prison shows that 
they have rebelled against a culture with which 
they are unhappy. They are at times presented as 
strong women who are proud of what they have 
done. Together they have created a mutually 
supportive community shown through the shots 
of the women together. As Sara is packing, unsure 
of her future, one of the women says, ‘Go and live 
like a lion’. 

• Sara, in particular is represented as a strong 
character, she has been educated and has an 
ambition for her life outside of the prison. She 
takes risks sending letters to her lover and her 
Romeo and Juliet narrative is central to the 
documentary. She sees the importance of 
education and marrying for love, she says of 
Afghan women, ‘they should have their rights in 
their hands’. However, she is also defined by the 
fact that the only hope she has is her relationship 
with Javid and she is shown happily washing his 
clothes, assuming a domestic role. Sadly, the 
person with the greatest hope is let down by a 
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man and one of the last shots of the programme 
is Sara, in her burqa, walking away from the 
prison, without Javid. ‘Oh god! He won’t marry 
me. I will be killed’. 

 

 
 
Representations of gender: Men/ Masculinity 

• The men in No Burqas Behind Bars are largely 
seen to be in control conforming to stereotypical 
representations of dominant males. The examples 
of authority including the prison guards and the 
Director, are all in positions of power and their 
representations are constructed by their uniforms 
and their mis-en-scène. From the beginning the 
Director asserts to his troops that the women will 
be more difficult to control than the men even 
though there are fewer of them. 

• Sima’s husband is seen to still be controlling her 
even when she is in prison and she tells of how he 
beats her and threatens her when he visits. These 
examples of male domination are reasons why the 
women feel safer in the prison. 

• The Director and the guards, whilst in obvious 
positions of power, also establish a mutually 
respectful relationship with the women. In one 
scene, the Director speaks to Sima’s husband 
about how he should respect his wife and warns 
him what will happen if he abuses her. However, 
his control only extends to within the prison.  

 
Theoretical Approaches: Feminist theory - bell hooks 
and Van Zoonen 
bell hooks’ assertions can be explored in relation to 
No Burqas Behind Bars:  

• The idea that feminism is a struggle to end 
sexist/patriarchal oppression and the ideology of 
domination, and that race and class also 
determine the extent to which individuals are 
oppressed. Consider:  

o Despite women being the focus of the 
narrative, men are seen to be in dominant 
positions in the programme and women 
are seen to be subservient to, and 
oppressed by, males. They are controlled 
through their lack of social and financial 
status and are reliant on their husbands, 

Nadjibeh is forced to sell her child as she 
has no financial support. The women have 
no voice within the law of the country, 
they are imprisoned socially and culturally 
as well as by the prison bars. Hence their 
assertion that in prison away from their 
male oppressors, they feel free. Nadjibeh 
expresses this: ‘When I was free, I had no 
life. I don’t care if I stay here longer’ 

o Another element of the women’s 
oppression is their culture and class 
within Islamic society, they are denied 
education and are forced to marry and 
have children. 

 
Van Zoonen’s assertions can be explored in relation to 
No Burqas Behind Bars: 

• The idea that gender is constructed through 
discourse, and that its meaning varies according 
to cultural and historical context. Consider: 
o The women are not absent, their plight is 

central to the narrative, but they are 
marginalised by the culture of Afghanistan. 
Neither are they sexualised, their costumes 
are the burqa, the veil and dresses that cover 
their bodies. They are shown using nail 
varnish and make-up as escapist activities. 
There is humour created around the idea of 
Nadjibeh as a ‘magnet’ for men. They are free 
to express this within the confines of the 
prison. 

o The socialist feminist viewpoint that wealth is 
focused in the hands of the male  
characters in the text. The cultural structure 
places men in economic power, the role of 
women as domestic labourers is unnoticed, 
and their lack of financial security is part of 
their oppression. They are uneducated and 
financially dependent so have no way out 
other than to flee. The patriarchal culture 
upholds this social inequality. 

o The radical feminism viewpoint that women 
are mostly subservient to males and are 
victims of patriarchy. Patriarchal values are 
evident within the programme through the 
men in positions of power signified by 
uniforms. Men control the women through 
violence and fear, the majority of the women 
featured fear that their husbands or male 
relatives may kill them and so feel safer in the 
prison. Sara says, ‘Here you can be yourself. 
When you are out... They just try to control 
you’.  

o The liberal feminist concept suggests that the 
representation of women has improved as 
ideologies have changed. The documentary 
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actively positions the audience to empathise 
with the women from an enlightened 
Western perspective and the narratives 
purposely draw attention to social inequalities 
in Afghan society. Women are represented as 
central to the narrative. The three main 
protagonists demonstrate strength in 
adversity, Sara is educated and articulate, she 
has hope and optimism. Sima attempts to 
protect her stepson, telling the Director of the 
death threat from her husband despite the 
threat to her own safety. Nadjibeh continues 
to fight back, she has a strong will and is 
stubborn. 

 
PART 3: STARTING POINTS – Media Industries 
Processes of production, distribution and circulation 
by organisations, groups, and individuals in a global 
context 
Television is now a global industry and this 
globalisation has had a significant impact evident in: 

• The global distribution of television products. 
There are the means in place now in the television 
industry to distribute products worldwide. 

• No Burqas Behind Bars is a Swedish documentary 
made by an  
Iranian-Swedish filmmaker focusing on the 
treatment of women in an  
Afghan prison.  

• No Burqas Behind Bars is as an international co-
production, having  
been co-financed by a range of national 
broadcasters including Sweden’s SVT,  
Denmark’s DR TV, Norwegian broadcaster NRK, 
Dutch company IKON and  
Japanese broadcaster NHK.  

• The international distribution of No Burqas Behind 
Bars, for example it has been  
broadcast internationally via the BBC World News 
channel, which is available in  
over 200 countries and territories worldwide. 

• The programme was shown in Norway, Sweden, 
Denmark, Japan, and the Netherlands by the 
various public service broadcasters that co-
produced the documentary.  

• The international recognition that No Burqas 
Behind Bars has received, for example  
winning the 2014 International Emmy for Best 
Documentary and the 2014 Prix  
Europa for Best European Documentary. 

• It was screened as part of the United Nations’ 
Cine-ONU program to mark the International Day 
for the Elimination of Violence Against Women in 
2013. 
 

The significance of economic factors, including 
commercial and not-for-profit public funding to 
media industries and their products 

• Alongside the increasingly global nature of 
television there has been a rise in the number of 
international co-productions. These are attractive 
as the collaboration means that economic 
responsibility can be shared. Without this 
collaborative approach many programmes would 
not have the finances required to fund 
production.  

• The way in which a programme is funded can 
influence production, for example to qualify for 
funding production companies usually have to 
guarantee that they will film in a particular 
location, employ crew members from a particular 
country and work in collaboration with other 
international companies. 

• The directors and producers Nima Sarvestani and 
Maryam Ebrahimi were initially supported in the 
project by the Greenhouse Film Centre which 
promotes peace. Other financial support came 
from companies that were concerned with the 
issues raised by the programme and the message, 
rather than what they may gain financially from 
being part of the production, all the broadcasters 
were public service rather than commercial. 

• The public service context of the production and 
its distribution via BBC World News and other 
PSBs gave the producers greater freedom to 
inform and educate and to produce a 
documentary that is not profit-driven. 

• No Burqas Behind Bars also received financial 
support from other agencies including The 
Swedish Film Institute and the Nordisk Film and 
TV Fund. 

 
How media organisations maintain, through 
marketing, varieties of audience nationally and 
globally 

• No Burqas Behind Bars, as a completely new 
programme, had to target and appeal to a range 
of audiences. However, as part of the limited 
marketing campaign, the typical codes and 
conventions of observational documentaries were 
used to establish the programme within a sub-
genre popular with audiences. 

• The marketing campaign consisted of:  
o Establishing a brand for the programme 

throughout the marketing material based 
on the aesthetic of authenticity and 
reality. The subject matter created a 
sense of moral obligation to watch the 
programme. 
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o Testimonials and marks of quality 
including reference to awards and 
festivals were part of the campaign. 

o A trailer which created a narrative 
enigma, very little information is given to 
the audience. The aesthetic of the 
documentary style is evident from the 
beginning with the point of view shot 
through the burqa and the unsteady 
camera. The culturally specific soundtrack 
signifies the setting, and the subtitles 
introduce the narrative of women 
imprisoned for moral crimes. The 
iconography of the chains, prison walls 
and barbed wires selected for the trailer 
further emphasise the themes of the 
documentary. The initial screen graphic of 
Nima Films suggests the independent 
production for a more alternative 
audience. 

o The poster further reinforces the enigma 
featuring a single woman with her back 
facing the camera, at the prison gates. 
The poster includes testimonials and high 
ratings and the information ‘In 
Afghanistan today some women find 
more freedom and safety in prison that 
outside’. This construction serves to sell 
the film to a liberal, politicised audience 
with an interest in human rights. 

 
Theoretical Approaches  
Regulation: Livingston and Lunt 

• The fact that television companies now operate in 
a global market has introduced challenges with 
regard to regulation of content. In addition, the 
ways in which television content is distributed to 
audiences across a range of digital platforms 
means that regulation is more complex.  

• Where programmes, for example No Burqas 
Behind Bars, are co-produced by different multi-
national companies, then this makes traditional 
approaches to regulation more complicated.  

• Where different countries have different 
regulatory frameworks, this can have an impact 
on international distribution. The Scandinavian 
ideology is traditionally liberal, and this is 
reflected in the programme and its unbiased 
coverage of issues in Afghanistan. More restrictive 
countries may have a different response to the 
regulation of this programme according to social 
and cultural context. 

• The BBC World News channel will have to comply 
with the regulatory code of the BBC regarding 
content. 
 

Cultural Industries: Hesmondhalgh  

• Whilst public service broadcasters are not under 
the same pressure as commercial broadcasters in 
terms of ratings and competition, they still need 
to use a range of strategies to minimise risk and 
maximise audiences. One of these as indicated by 
Hesmondhalgh, is vertical integration. No Burqas 
Behind Bars was a co-production and received 
funding from several production companies and 
was distributed globally by NHK and various other 
public service broadcasters. 

• Cultural industry companies also minimise risk 
through internationalisation which involves 
engaging in partnership with other global 
companies enabling access to international 
markets. International co-productions, as with No 
Burqas Behind Bars, also help to minimise risk by 
spreading financial costs. 

• Another key strategy used is formatting their 
cultural products. Where audiences can anticipate 
what to expect from new products through, for 
example familiarity with genre conventions, then 
the risk in minimised. Audiences would be familiar 
with the observational documentary mode and 
have expectations from the programme. 

 
PART 4: STARTING POINTS – Audiences  
How media industries target audiences through the 
content and appeal of media products and through 
the ways in which they are marketed, distributed, 
and circulated. 
 
Consider who is the target audience for No Burqas 
Behind Bars: 

• Fans of observational documentaries who engage 
with the cinema verité aesthetic. This may be a 
more educated, niche audience with an interest in 
the issues raised.  

• The programme has a cross-gender and age 
appeal due to the interest in the situation in 
Afghanistan but may appeal more to a female 
audience who may identify with the women and 
empathise with their stories.  

• Western, educated, politically aware, liberal 
audiences who are happy to watch a programme 
with subtitles. 

• Audiences with an interest in Middle Eastern 
cultures and who have cultural capital in relation 
to the situation in Afghanistan. 

• Those who have heard of the programme through 
its awards and an inherited fanbase from other 
Storyville episodes. 
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Consider the ways in which the programme appeals 
to these audiences: 

• Through the way in which the audiences are 
positioned. From the beginning with the point of 
view shot of the woman prisoner through the 
burqa, the audience is placed in the life of the 
women. The audience is positioned to view the 
women’s plight and their personal stories from a 
Western viewpoint and to empathise with them. 
The powerful images of the babies in makeshift 
cots, children playing in the dirt and the direct and 
emotional mode of address of the women further 
positions the audience to engage with the women 
and their community. 

• Traditional marketing strategies would target 
audiences including the trailer, posters, and digital 
marketing.  

• The appeal of the narrative – the fact that it is a 
linear narrative offering insight into the women’s 
situation. The individual narratives are followed 
through the programme and enigmas are 
constructed to hold attention, for example, the 
Romeo and Juliet narrative of Sara and Javid. 

• Audiences may also be engaged by the issues 
raised by the programme and the moral 
discussions around the incarceration of the 
women for their crimes. 

• The aesthetic appeal – the way in which the 
programme is constructed employing cultural 
verisimilitude through fly-on-the wall filming and 
the observational mode constructs the idea that 
the audience is being shown the real lives of these 
women without the interference of an obvious 
narrator figure.  
 

How audiences use the media in different ways, 
reflecting demographic factors as well as aspects of 
identity and cultural capital. 

• Audiences with cultural capital may view the 
programme differently if the cultural context is 
understood. Those audiences who are aware of 
social inequality and the situation of women in 
Afghanistan will interpret No Burqas Behind Bars 
differently than those without that additional 
awareness. 

• Demographic factors, for example ethnicity and 
religion, will influence responses to the 
programme. For example, the documentary 
positions audiences to view the burqa as a symbol 
of control and oppression, not everyone will 
accept this ideological message seen from a 
Western perspective. Some Muslim women 
choose to wear the burqa as protection from the 
male gaze. 

• Modern audiences may identify with the people 
featured. Although elements of the programme 

are culturally specific, universal themes including 
community, love and betrayal are explored and 
will resonate with a range of audiences. The 
personalisation of the women’s stories and their 
direct mode of address will also encourage 
identification. 

• The programme may be used for surveillance and 
to gain information. Through the fly-on-the-wall 
filming the audience are given an actual insight 
into the culture and situation in Afghanistan. The 
women’s testimonies allow audiences to gain 
inside information about what it means to be a 
woman living in that country and to compare this 
with their own more privileged situation. 

• Audiences may engage in social interaction; the 
programme resulted in a social media response 
with audiences expressing their shock and 
outrage. Some audiences may have consequently 
responded actively to what they witnessed in the 
documentary.  

 
Theoretical Approaches: Reception Theory – Stuart 
Hall 
Consider Hall’s assertion that there are three 
hypothetical positions from which messages and 
meanings may be decoded, in relation to No Burqas 
Behind Bars: 

• An audience may understand and accept the 
producers’ intended meaning, to reveal the truth 
to the audience through the construction of a 
programme that appeals to audiences by 
including some typical conventions of the 
observational documentary genre, whilst offering 
something different in the topic and themes. This 
audience will accept the viewpoint that the 
women are imprisoned both inside and out of the 
prison by an unfair and unjust society which 
controls them through fear and patriarchal 
oppression. 

• Some audiences may assume a negotiated 
position. They may respond positively to elements 
of the programme and the issues raised though 
the narrative but may be more critical of the 
mediation and construction presented as reality. 

• Some audiences may adopt an oppositional 
position, they may be unhappy with the editing 
and mediation intended to manipulate the 
emotions of the audience. This audience may find 
some of the women more difficult to empathise 
with, for example Nadjibeh and her anger and 
aggression. Some audiences may take issue with 
the suggestions that the burqa is a means of 
controlling women and may respond negatively to 
the women who have run away from their 
husbands or arranged marriages. 
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PART 5: STARTING POINTS – Media Contexts 
Social and Cultural contexts, consider: 

• No Burqas Behind Bars is an observational 
documentary, exploring issues around gender 
politics and the treatment of women in 
Afghanistan and is culturally specific. However, 
the themes and discourse are universal reflecting 
concerns of contemporary society. 

• The programme illustrates that what is means to 
be a woman varies according to social and cultural 
contexts. 

• The programme uses a culturally specific location 
for the entire documentary, the Takhar prison, 
Afghanistan. The narrative encompasses a 
discourse around the laws of a particular culture 
seen through a Western lens. 

• The programme’s cultural influences include 
historical documentary traditions of cinema verité 
and the aesthetics of the observational 
documentary mode. 

• The way in which audiences respond to No Burqas 
Behind Bars and its subject matter may reflect 
social and cultural circumstances. 

 
Historical context, consider: 

• No Burqas Behind Bars demonstrates that genre 
conventions are historically relative and dynamic. 
The conventions of the observational 
documentary and cinema verité are long 
established. 

• The representations constructed in the 
programme are affected by the historical context 
and reflect the society of the time. 

• Different audience interpretations of No Burqas 
Behind Bars may reflect historical circumstances. 

 
Economic contexts, consider: 

• No Burqas Behind Bars demonstrates the 
economic advantages of international co-
productions. 

• The importance of financial backing from public 
service broadcasters for non-commercial 
documentaries allowing for creative freedom 
regarding the subject matter of the documentary. 
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