Journal of Journal of Cultural Studies and Communication, Serial 80, Volume 21, Issue 3, Autumn 2025
Culturel Studies and  Hosseinnazar,Faezeh; Kavousi, Lida; Mehdizadeh Talesh, Seyed Mohammad; An Analysis of
Communication Selected Banned Films in Iranian Cinema ...; Cultural Studies ¢ Communication, 21(3), 11-46.

doi: 10.22034/jcsc.2025.2069778.2852

DOl:http/dx. doi. org https:/doi.org/10.22034/jcsc.2025.2069778.2852  https://www.jcsc.ir/article_731066.html ISSN: 2287-2717

© Authors / Access to the full text of the article is free under the Creative Commons BY 4.0 CC license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).

Research Paper
An Analysis of Selected Banned Films in Iranian Cinema
(1981-2021) from the Perspective of Social Issues
Faezeh Hosseinnazar', Lida Kavousi’,Seyed Mohammad Mahdizadeh Taleshi®

Received: Augu. 23,2025; Accepted:Oct. 26,2025

Abstract

Cinema and social issues have long shared a deep and intertwined relationship that
has attracted the attention of interdisciplinary researchers and artists alike. The
purpose of this study is to explore the social dimensions of five selected banned films
from the past four decades of Iranian cinema through the lens of the sociology of art.
This research adopts a qualitative approach, employing thematic analysis of the films
“Barzakhiha” (The Ones in Limbo), “Banoo” (The Lady), “Marmoolak” (The Lizard),
“Santoori” (The Santoor Player), and “Asabani Nistam” (I'm Not Angry)—films that
have been banned and relatively underexplored in previous studies. The study
examines the interrelation between social issues and their reflection in the cultural-
cinematic discourse of these works by theories of representation and shaping.
Findings indicate that, collectively, the films encompass twenty-two key thematic
categories related to major social, familial, economic, cultural, political, and urban
issues. Among them, Barzakhiha and Marmoolak exhibit distinct thematic structures
compared with the other three films. The identified themes display a higher degree of
diversity, and the articulation of social problems tends to be more explicit and critical,
a feature not unrelated to the temporary or permanent bans imposed on these films.
From a sociological perspective, the findings suggest that Iranian cinema is not merely
a reflection of reality but also an active constructor and re-creator of meaning within
the frameworks of power and discourse. This process demonstrates that, in every
period, Iranian cinema—while influenced by dominant discourses—has provided a
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space for cultural objectification and the redefinition of meaning. Accordingly,
cinematic transformations can be viewed as the outcome of the interaction between
power, culture, and society within the regimes of representation and Shaping.

Keywords: Iranian Cinema, Social Issues, Banned Films, Representation-Shaping

Theory.

Introduction

Apollo Rwomire defines a social problem as an undesirable phenomenon that a large
number of members of a society perceive as intolerable and for which there is
collective action aimed at reforming it. Social problems are among the fundamental
issues and concerns of societies; their levels and roots are not purely social, and their
emergence or continuation depends on a set of concrete conditions and contributing
factors. To identify social problems and gain a deep understanding of their underlying
causes, they must be studied from multiple perspectives.

Cinema, as one of the manifestations of the modern era, moved beyond its traditional
functions in its early formative period and transcended a purely artistic dimension. By
becoming intertwined with various aspects of social life, cinema, as a modern
medium, has turned into one of the most important tools for representing social
problems. Therefore, both explicit and implicit levels of interconnectedness can be
traced and examined within cinematic works.

Social pathologists believe that films constitute an important source for understanding
the nature and causes of social problems. Cinema is one of the most potent
instruments for raising social and cultural issues and for representing a society. From
this perspective, there is consensus among researchers on the potential overlap
between cinema and society, as well as cinema’s high capacity for artistic and creative
representation of social problems through a wide range of cinematic and artistic tools.
Accordingly, films serve as an exceptional medium for critiquing social issues.

Studies of Iranian cinema and social problems indicate that researchers have mainly
focused on popular, high-audience films, specific thematic issues within films,
particular case-study films, or specific directors. However, relatively little attention
has been paid to groups of banned films—those later screened or never released—and
such films have rarely been studied collectively in a clustered manner. From this
perspective, there exists a gap in interdisciplinary cinema-society studies that requires
careful and systematic scholarly examination.

The films analyzed in this research include Barzakhiha, Banoo, The Lizard, Santouri,

and I am Not Angry. These films were selected after reviewing periodical press sources
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from different eras, based on their controversial nature and their significant impact on
public discourse.

The focus of this article is on social problems and the problematization of cinema,
with these issues traced across different presidential periods. Accordingly, this study
seeks to answer the question: How have social problems been represented in banned
Iranian films over the past four decades? To this end, by identifying and explaining
the social and subsidiary themes of these films in both separate and comparative ways,
the study aims to trace and analyze social transformations in Iran over the past forty

years from this particular perspective.

Purpose

The main objective of this study is to examine the social and cultural issues of Iranian
society as reflected in cinema. As one of the most influential media for portraying
social realities, cinema mirrors the dominant values, attitudes, and cultural challenges
of each historical period. Accordingly, this research analyzes the key themes and
motifs present in widely viewed Iranian films over the past four decades, focusing on
how these films depict social concerns and broader societal transformations.
Ultimately, the thematic analysis of popular cinema offers insight into public
perceptions and cultural orientations in the post-Islamic Revolution era. Shaped by
the political, social, and cultural contexts of their time, these films function as

meaningful indicators of social change and evolving discourses within Iranian society.

Methodology

The primary goal of this study is to investigate the social and cultural issues within
Iranian society as depicted in cinema. As a powerful medium for representing social
realities, cinema reflects the prevailing values, attitudes, and cultural challenges of its
respective era. This research thus analyzes the central themes and motifs in prominent
Iranian films over the past four decades, focusing on how these films address social
issues and reflect broader societal transformations. By examining the recurring
themes in popular cinema, the study aims to provide insights into public perceptions
and cultural preferences in the post-Islamic Revolution period. These films, shaped by
their political, social, and cultural contexts, serve as valuable indicators of social

change and the evolving discourses within Iranian society.
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 those of 1980s Hollywood.
By depicting a forest-based hero and survival tactics, and employing symbolic objects
like the model viper, it reflects perseverance and strategic resistance.

"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 the struggles and impulsive decisions of lower-class migrants, 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 Elham, a female character, 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

These works have primarily faced restrictions due to five main factors: political issues
and social sensitivities; associations with pre-revolutionary cinema figures and
elements; social, religious, and media pressures; cultural and religious conflicts; and
legal and licensing issues. These factors are not confined to a single period or political
discourse and have recurred across different presidential eras. Adopting approaches
based on dialogue, transparency, expert consultation, and legal coordination can help

prevent many of these restrictions.
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According to Stuart Hall’s theory of representation, each presidential period has
shaped a specific form of representation, in which particular meanings are highlighted
while others are marginalized.

During the presidency of Ayatollah Khamenei, the official discourse of the revolution
and the Sacred Defense positioned cinema to depict heroism, sacrifice, repentance,
and solidarity, with films such as Barzakhiha reinforcing collective revolutionary
identity. During the presidency of Ayatollah Hashemi Rafsanjani, with a shift in
discourse from resistance to reconstruction and development, cinema began to
represent social, class, and cultural issues, with the film Banoo exemplifying this
transition.

Under the presidency of Seyyed Mohammad Khatami, the reformist and dialogue-
oriented discourse created a space for critiquing religious authority, rethinking faith,
and promoting religious tolerance, and films such as The Lizard became discursive
acts of critique against religious hypocrisy. During Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s
presidency, with the return of a justice-seeking discourse and opposition to modern
values, cinema reflected social crises, family breakdown, and class conflict, with
Santouri symbolizing this semiotic condition. Finally, under Hassan Rouhani, cinema
reached a clear level of protest and comprehensive critique of political discourses,
with I am Not Angry reflecting social dissatisfaction, despair, and criticism of power

structures.

Novelty

This study presents a unique approach to examining Iranian cinema, offering a
broader temporal scope and a deeper analysis compared to previous research. While
prior studies have typically focused on shorter periods or specific social issues, this
research spans over forty years and examines explicitly censored films. Moreover, the
study provides a dual-layered analysis of political-cinematic discourses across
different presidential terms and, by investigating the commonalities and differences
among five selected films, substantially enriches the conceptual and methodological

framework of the research.
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