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Abstract:

This study seeks to explore how Iranian cinema in the 2010s reflects the social harms
experienced by women. Using a qualitative content analysis method, eight selected
films were analyzed to identify thematic and symbolic patterns related to women's
issues. The findings suggest that most films of this decade portray women as victims
of structural violence, with sexual assault and gender-based oppression as prominent
themes. In contrast to previous decades where domestic violence was central, in the
2010s, sexual violence and honor-related oppression became dominant. These
representations reflect broader shifts in social discourse and expose the deep
entrenchment of patriarchal norms. The study emphasizes the need to read
cinematic texts as cultural artifacts that both mirror and shape the gender order
within society.
Keywords: Women in Cinema, Iranian Cinema of the 2010s, Social Harms, Gender

Roles, Feminist Analysis, Representation.

Introduction

Iranian cinema, particularly during the 2010s, portrayals of women became
increasingly focused on their experiences of social harm, including poverty, violence,
sexual abuse, and patriarchal suppression. These portrayals coincide with broader
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sociocultural shifts in post-revolutionary Iran, which have seen growing tensions
between tradition and modernity, particularly with regard to gender roles and
women’s rights.

This study aims to examine how Iranian cinema of the 2010s has transformed in
its depiction of women exposed to various forms of social harm. It addresses the
question of whether women continue to be portrayed predominantly as passive
victims, or whether more active, resistant, or autonomous representations have
emerged. The 2010s, marked by increasing visibility of women in public and

intellectual spaces, provide a fertile ground for such an analysis.

Theoretical Framework

This research is grounded in feminist media theory, particularly those strands that

analyze the cinematic representation of women through the lens of "the male gaze"

(Mulvey, 2006). Feminist theorists such as Butler (1990), Van Zoonen (2003), and

Kaplan (1983) argue that patriarchal systems tend to objectify women, reducing

them to passive figures within dominant narratives. Feminist critiques often

underscore the invisibility or misrepresentation of women’s agency in male-
dominated cinematic traditions.
Key concepts applied in this study include:

e Patriarchy as a structural force shaping both narrative and visual representation.

o Gender as a cultural and discursive construct, rather than a biological constant
(Giddens, 2003).

e Symbolic violence and cultural reproduction, which perpetuate inequality
through repeated stereotypes and cinematic conventions (Strinati, 2003).
Moreover, this study integrates sociological insights about intersectionality—

how class, tradition, and cultural norms intertwine with gender to shape the lived

experiences of women. These frameworks allow the. research to interpret not just
what is represented, but how and why certain narratives dominate

Methodology

The study adopts a qualitative content analysis approach, focusing on semiotic and
narrative structures within selected films. A purposive sampling strategy was used
to select eight influential Iranian films from the 2010s that centrally feature women
and themes of social harm. The films selected are:

1. Hush! Girls Don't Scream (2013) - dir. Pouran Derakhshandeh

2. A Minor Leap Down (2014) - dir. Hamed Rajabi
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Life and a Day (2015) - dir. Saced Roustace

The Salesman (2016) - dir. Asghar Farhadi

Cold Sweat (2017) - dir. Soheil Beiraghi

When the Moon Was Full (2018) - dir. Narges Abyar

Butterfly Swimming (2019) - dir. Mohammad Kart

The Locust (2020) - dir. Narges Abyar

Each film was analyzed with attention to:

Character construction (e.g., agency, speech, appearance)

Visual symbolism (e.g., domestic space, costume, lighting)

Narrative function (e.g., centrality of female characters, plot resolution)

Data coding focused on recurrent themes such as victimization, agency, trauma,

and resistance. Analysis was informed by both textual and contextual interpretation,

including social background, director ideology, and genre conventions.

Findings

The analysis reveals a recurring thematic pattern: women are overwhelmingly

portrayed as victims of systemic and interpersonal harm. However, there is

variation in how this victimhood is framed:

Sexual and domestic violence are central themes in Hush! Girls Don’t Scream,
The Salesman, and The Locust. In these films, women’s trauma is silenced by
cultural taboos and institutional negligence.

Economic and class-based oppression emerge in Life and a Day and Butterfly
Swimming, where women from lower socioeconomic backgrounds face
compounded harms due to poverty and addiction within their families.
Middle-class anxiety and emotional isolation are central to A Minor Leap
Down, where a woman conceals her miscarriage as an existential form of silent
rebellion.

Systemic gender discrimination is most explicit in Cold Sweat, where the female
protagonist is legally denied the right to travel due to her husband’s veto.

When the Moon Was Full represents women as casualties of extremism and
tribalism, dramatizing the tragic consequences of marrying into ideological
violence.

In all eight films, women's fates are heavily influenced—if not determined—by

male authority figures (fathers, brothers, husbands, legal systems). Even when female

characters resist, their resistance is often contained, marginalized, or rendered tragic.

A cross-film analysis shows the evolution of home as a symbolic site:
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e Previously, home was a place of emotional imprisonment.
e In the 2010s, it becomes a site of sexual violence, surveillance, and collapse of
safety.
Female characters like Shirin (in Hush!) and Afrooz (in Cold Sweat) may exhibit
resistance, but their agency is ultimately constrained by larger patriarchal and legal
systems. These representations underscore a tension between cultural critique and

narrative fatalism

Conclusion

This study concludes that while Iranian cinema of the 2010s has increasingly
acknowledged women’s suffering and complexity, it remains bound by dominant
patriarchal frameworks. Women are still largely depicted through passive,
victimized, or tragic lenses, with limited space for sustained empowerment or
systemic transformation.

The representations serve as cultural mirrors—exposing the deep entrenchment
of structural sexism, class conflict, and cultural taboos within Iranian society. Even
female directors (e.g., Abyar, Derakhshandeh) often reproduce conventional tropes,
perhaps reflecting the constraints of production, censorship, or audience
expectation.

What is needed is a paradigmatic shift: from representing harm to reimagining
agency. Iranian cinema, while evolving, has yet to consistently depict women as
active subjects of social change rather than symbolic vessels of societal pain.

This research contributes to both gender studies and film studies by offering a
nuanced, discourse-oriented reading of contemporary Iranian cinema and its gender

politics.
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