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Abstract
Throughout history, societies have faced challenges that deviate from established
standards, norms, and values, leading to social issues. Therefore, continuous
understanding and analysis of these issues from different perspectives are crucial for
maintaining the dynamism and cohesion of society. In this regard, cinema, with its
unique capacity to represent social realities, can depict and present various social
and civil issues in new and dynamic forms. This study aims to investigate how social
issues have been represented and shaped in Iranian cinema over the past four
decades, focusing on selected and popular films from this period. The research
method is qualitative, based on thematic analysis of five popular films selected from
different presidential terms: "Kani Manga," "Viper," "The Snowman," "The Exiles 2,"
and "Centipede". The research findings indicate the presence of 25 core themes and
solidarity,"

"o "o

five prominent recurring categories, namely "war," "enemy," "homeland,
and "hypocrisy" across the five selected films.

Additionally, the main categories reflect a consistent and recurring perspective
on "war" in the films "Viper," "Kani Manga" and "The Exiles 2," "enemy" in "Viper"

"o

and "The Exiles 2;" "homeland" in "Kani Manga" and "The Snowman;" "solidarity and

unity" in "Kani Manga" and "The Exiles 2;" and "hypocrisy" in "Centipede"” and "The
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Exiles 2". This representation and shaping of reality also occur under four
discourses: "the sanctity of war," "femininity,” "sanctity avoidance," and "socially
critical discourse,” which have emerged over the past four decades, respectively. In
sum, filmmakers' efforts to maintain balance in society have ranged from neglecting
social issues to giving them special attention through various genres.

Keywords: Social issues, Iranian cinema, representation and shaping, popular films

Introduction

From a sociological standpoint, every society evolves according to its inherent
norms, values, and structural logic. When behavioral or institutional changes disrupt
this natural progression, they constitute social problems, which are widely
recognized as undesirable and demanding collective attention and action. As Apollo
Romeyer asserts, a social problem is an intolerable condition that necessitates
collective intervention for reform.

Addressing such issues requires a critical understanding of their underlying
causes and systemic foundations. Within this analytical framework, cinema emerges
as a powerful medium for both representing and interpreting social realities. It
functions simultaneously as a mirror of cultural conditions and a tool of social
reflection, articulating the tensions, values, and transformations of its time (often
revealing, consciously or unconsciously, the ethos of the social classes it depicts).

Given this dual function, the systematic study of cinematic works is essential for
tracing the dynamics of social change. Through close examination of films,
researchers can identify how shifts in collective consciousness and social structures
are manifested across historical periods.

This study focuses on the interrelationship between Iranian cinema and social
problems, adopting an event-based analytical framework aligned with presidential
eras. It seeks to uncover how social issues have been portrayed and problematized in
Iranian cinema over the past four decades, and how representational patterns vary
among popular and influential films. By mapping thematic and social motifs across
different political and cultural contexts, the research aims to reveal the evolving

contours of social transformation in contemporary Iran.

Purpose
The primary aim of this study is to explore and understand the social and cultural
issues of Iranian society through the lens of cinema. As one of the most influential

media for representing social realities, cinema reflects the prevailing attitudes,



183 Society Culture Media/Volume 14, Issue 55, Summer 2025

values, and cultural challenges of each era. Accordingly, this research seeks to
identify and examine the central themes and motifs of the most popular Iranian
films over the past four decades, analyzing how these works portray social and
cultural concerns and societal transformations. In essence, analyzing popular film
themes serves as a means to understand public perceptions and cultural preferences
within a historical context following the Islamic Revolution. These films, shaped by
the political, social, and cultural structures of their time, provide valuable indicators

of societal change and evolving discourses within Iranian society.

Methodology

This study employs thematic analysis, a widely used qualitative method in which
semantic patterns are identified, coded, analyzed, and interpreted (Zakaei, 2023).
The method transforms diverse data into rich insights, with themes ranging from
broad overarching patterns to specific, nuanced elements (Sheikhzadeh & Bani-
Asadi, 2023).

Theme selection followed three criteria: alignment with research questions,
recurrence in the data, and distinctiveness to avoid overlap (Zakaei, 2023). An
inductive coding approach was applied in three stages—initial, intermediate, and
theoretical—tracing indicators, concepts, and categories. The analysis proceeded
through description, focusing on screenplays and visual elements; analysis,
identifying central themes; and cross-comparison, examining intra- and inter-
textual similarities to generate final interpretations (Esterberg, 2002).

Temporal divisions were based on presidential terms, reflecting dominant socio-
political discourses. Films were selected according to audience numbers as an

indicator of popularity and societal resonance (Alexander, 2011)

Findings
Iranian cinema has explored the impact of war, social change, and cultural values
through diverse narrative strategies. "Kani-Manga" (1988) premiered alongside the
acceptance of UN Resolution 598, depicting the heroism of special forces and the air
force. Through symbolic elements such as the lost brother and the mountainous
terrain, the film emphasizes sacrifice, unity, and masculinity.

"Viper" (1993), emerging after the decline of state-supported cinema, shifted
Iranian film toward commercial, action-oriented narratives akin to 1980s Hollywood
films. By depicting a forest-based hero and survival tactics, and employing symbolic

objects like the model viper, it reflects perseverance and strategic resistance.
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"The Snowman" (1994) critiques migration and the illusory allure of the West,
celebrating the choice to remain in one's homeland despite restrictions. The film
portrays lower-class migrants' struggles and impulsive decisions, ultimately
highlighting patriotism, moral integrity, and the reclamation of personal identity.

"The Exiles 2" (2009) blends humor with war narratives, subverting sacred
national symbols to connect wartime experiences to everyday life. Characters range
from loyal soldiers to opportunists and traitors, underscoring patience, unity, and
devotion to the nation. The climax, featuring the destruction of refugee forms and
the national anthem, reinforces communal solidarity.

"Centipede” (2009) juxtaposes the war era with contemporary society,
highlighting veterans' disconnection from past values and the consequences of
materialism and superficial religiosity. Characters like Reza and Mansour evolve
through moral reckoning, guided by the influence of the female character Elham,
illustrating redemption, accountability, and ethical restoration.

Collectively, these films employ heroism, symbolism, humor, and contemporary
settings to interrogate war, migration, and social transformation. They examine the
interplay between masculinity, patriotism, moral responsibility, and personal
identity, offering audiences critical reflections on Iran's historical and contemporary

sociocultural landscape.

Conclusion

Cinema in Iran, particularly popular films, plays a dual role in legitimizing and
challenging social norms, serving as a lens to examine societal issues. Across five key
films from 1981 to 2021, recurring themes such as war, homeland, enemy, hypocrisy,
and solidarity emerge, reflecting the interplay between historical values and
contemporary social tensions. Early films like Kani-Manga and Viper emphasize
wartime heroism and male-centered narratives, while later productions such as The
Snowman, The Exiles 2, and Centipede foreground social critique, including
migration, deceit, and moral hypocrisy.

The portrayal of women evolves from near invisibility to more prominent yet
vulnerable roles, illustrating shifting societal attitudes. Humor is strategically used to
convey critique indirectly and engage audiences. In general, these films reveal a
negotiation between tradition and modernity, individualism and collective
responsibility. By integrating narrative creativity, symbolism, and social

commentary, Iranian cinema functions as both a mirror and a mediator of cultural
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anxieties, offering insight into moral, gendered, and socio-political dynamics while

fostering reflective discourse among diverse viewers.

Novelty

This study is grounded in the potential of cinema as a dynamic andinfluential
medium. Its distinguishing features, compared to prior research, lie in both the
scope of the sample and the depth of analysis. Previous studies on Iranian cinema
have typically been limited either to a short period of one or two decades or to a
focus on a specific social issue.

In contrast, the present research adopts a broader temporal and analytical
framework. Notably, in selecting films as the study sample, this research introduces,
for the first time, a distinction between box office revenue and audience size,
determining the sample based on the number of viewers rather than commercial
performance.

Moreover, the study offers a dual-layered reading of political-cinematic
discourses across different presidential terms over forty years. By examining both
the commonalities and divergences among the five selected films, this approach
substantially enriches the conceptual structure and methodological framework of the

research.
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