Quarterly Journal of Social Sciences
Vol. 32, No.110, Fall 2025, P 103-146
qjss.atu.ac.ir

DOI: 10.22054/qjss.2026.90564.2956

(e ATU
& |

Cultural Transition Analysis: Representation of Post-
Materialist and Futuristic Values in Iranian Cinema of
the 2010s

PhD student in Sociology, Faculty of
Mina Hasani Literature and Humanities, University of
Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran

Associate Professor, Department of Social
Sciences, Faculty of Literature and
Humanities, University of Isfahan, Isfahan,
Iran

Ehsan Agababaee

Associate Professor, Department of Social
Sciences, Faculty of Literature and
Humanities, University of Isfahan, Isfahan,
Iran

Ali Ghanbari Barzian

Abstract

This article examines how cultural change is represented in Iranian
cinema during the 2010s, employing narrative analysis, semiotic
inquiry, and Ronald Inglehart’s conceptual framework of value
change to investigate these transformations in their narrative, visual,
and action-based dimensions. The films were selected through
purposive sampling, focusing on successful and widely viewed works
of the decade. The findings suggest that the cinema of this period
constructs a multilayered portrayal of a “partial value transition,” a
condition in which weakened social capital, economic instability, and
institutional distrust hinder the consolidation of emerging values and
place social actors in an ambiguous, in-between position. Within the
narratives, characters are frequently depicted in states of urgency and
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reactivity, lacking effective agency, while resolutions tend to arise not
from collective will but from coincidence, attrition, or external
intervention. At the cinematic level, the analysis of narrative structure
reveals that the contemporary Iranian protagonist has shifted from the
figure of an active reformer to a more vulnerable, cautious agent
seeking only minimal sense of safety and dignity. The study concludes
that new Iranian cinema not only reflects a crisis of values but also
serves as a cultural record of an incomplete, transitional stage of value
change.

Keywords: Representation of values, Iranian cinema, narrative
analysis, cultural transition, social capital.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This study examines the representation of cultural transition and value
transformation in Iranian cinema during the 2010s, a decade in which
Iranian society experienced a set of simultaneous and often
contradictory economic, institutional, social, and value-based
transformations. The article is grounded in the central assumption that
cinema, as one of the most influential cultural media, not only reflects
social change but also functions as a cultural document capable of
revealing intermediate, unstable, and suspended conditions of value
transition. Within this framework, the main research question
addresses how contemporary Iranian cinema represents societal value
changes and to what extent these representations indicate the
realization, suspension, or incompleteness of the transition from
Survival-oriented values to self-expression values. The article argues
that cinematic narratives of this period do not primarily point to the
stabilization of new values; rather, they offer a multilayered depiction
of a “partial and unstable value transition.”

In numerous empirical studies, the role of media, especially
cinema and photography, in reflecting and shaping discourses of
power, identity, and social changes in contemporary Iran has been
examined. Razavi and Afrasiabi (2025) analyzed the discourse of the
film "Leila's Brothers™ and found a contrast between the discourse of
declining patriarchy and the discourse of the rise of femininity. In this
regard, Rajabinejad Moghadam Pakyadeh (2024) showed in a
comparative study that documentary photography in the two political
periods of Iran was influenced by the ideology and policies of the
ruling power and that the political atmosphere had an impact on the
representation of reality. In the field of urban space representation,
Rawadrad (2017), by examining the films of the new generation of
Iranian cinema, found that Tehran is not presented in these works as a
space for escape, but rather as an arena for resistance and redefinition
of issues. Also, in their analysis of the representation of youth in
popular cinema, Khaniki (2014) found significant differences between
the two periods of reformism and fundamentalism, and showed that
the image of Iranian youth has changed from law-abiding and hopeful
to disruptive and without identity. Mohammadi and Bichranloo (2013)
through a narrative analysis of post-revolutionary cinema, outlined the
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transformation of values, identity, and lifestyle towards a kind of
semantic chaos and despair in the 2000s. In the meantime, the present
study, by combining Ronald Inglehart's theory of value transformation
and narratology and cultural semiotic approaches, seeks to analyze the
representation of value transition in a coherent and non-island manner.

Methodologically, the research adopts a combined approach of
narratology and cultural semiotics. At the narrative level, William
Labov’s structural model is used to analyze the stages of film
narratives—abstract, orientation, complication, evaluation, and
resolution—while Julien Greimas’s action model is employed to
examine the positions of subjects, objects, helpers, and opponents.
This dual approach makes it possible to identify value changes not
only through explicit dialogue but also through patterns of character
agency, degrees of action, and modes of conflict resolution. At the
semiotic level, elements of mise-en-scene—including space, objects,
bodies, lighting, color, and visual codes—are analyzed as carriers of
cultural meaning and value orientations. The films were selected
through purposive sampling from among the most popular and
highest-grossing Iranian films of the 2010s, including: A Separation,
Hush! Girls Don’t Scream, Life and a Day, The Salesman, Thousand
Paws, Dance with Me Jahan, A Hero, and Leila’s Brothers.

The findings indicate that the concepts such as “self-sacrifice”
and “traditional marriage” appear sporadically and with moderate to
weak intensity across the passage of time. The concept of
“authoritative legitimacy,” particularly as embodied in law, courts,
and symbols of institutional justice, retains a degree of respect and
effectiveness in films from the early 2010s (A Separation); however,
toward the end of the decade, legal authority becomes increasingly
diluted and ineffective. “Financial priority” emerges as a more
complex theme. In the later films (A Hero and Leila’s Brothers),
financial concerns are directly linked to the quality of life of the
younger generation, with elements such as coins, inflation, and
currency fluctuations exerting a direct influence on narration
development. “Trust in the future” is depicted ambiguously and is
accompanied by only fragile and subdued hope on the part of social
actors.

In the conclusion, the study demonstrates that Iranian cinema of
this period presents a multilayered image of eroded social capital,
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declining institutional trust, and economic instability—conditions that
hinder the consolidation of self-expression values. The imbalance
between structure and agency, evident across the eight films,
manifests as a recurring pattern of generational confusion, incomplete
transition, and suspended agency. This condition is conceptualized as
a “partial value transition,” referring to a moment in which traditional
values have been weakened, while objective and institutional
conditions remain insufficient for the stabilization of post-material
values. Female characters in these films emerge as the most explicit
carriers of this transition, characterized by heightened awareness,
rational intent, and structural inability to realize their aspirations.
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