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ABSTRACT

In post-war Iran, the university has been more than just an institution for knowledge
production; it has served as a contested arena where discourses, shaped by the turbulence of
power and politics, have redefined its identity. This study seeks to unravel the discursive
formation of the university in Iranian cinema by exploring three key questions: How have
issues pertaining to the university and academic knowledge been discursively represented in
post-war films? What distinct orders have these discursive formations followed, and how
can their emergence be understood in light of the social and political conditions of post-
revolutionary Iran? Employing Foucault’s discourse analysis, eight films from four post-war
political periods were purposefully selected: What Else Is New? and Pari (Reconstruction
era); The Last Supper and In Purple (Reform era); Heartbroken and In the Cage (Principlist
era); and We Won’t Get Used to It and The Sweet Taste of Imagination (Moderation era).
The findings point to an implicit politics of truth in post-war Iranian cinema, one that
eschews a rational or accurate depiction of the university and academic knowledge in favor
of peripheral, often corrosive themes about the institution. Rarely portrayed as a hub of
scientific inquiry during this period, the university is instead depicted in films as a space of
intellectual confusion, a breeding ground for revolutionary subjects, or a source of social
maladies and unconventional relationships. By undermining the university’s scientific role,
these portrayals have nudged policymaking toward greater surveillance and control, while
transforming societal attitudes from admiration to mistrust. Through a sharp, locally attuned
lens, this study bridges gaps in prior research and sheds light on the broader implications of
these discourses for the future of education.
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INTRODUCTION

In post-revolutionary Iran, universities have evolved beyond their traditional
role as centers of knowledge production, becoming complex arenas where
cultural, political, and social discourses converge to redefine their identity
within the dynamics of power. The post-war period (1988-2021),
commencing with the end of the Iran-lrag War, marked a significant
departure from the ideological constraints of the Cultural Revolution, which
had silenced cinematic representations of universities during the 1980s. In
that decade, Iranian cinema, under stringent revolutionary oversight,
avoided academic themes, focusing instead on narratives centered on war,
family, or revolutionary values. However, the post-war era saw Iranian
cinema, with relative freedom, reflect socio-political tensions through
portrayals of the university, producing diverse discourses about this
institution. These representations, mirroring Iran’s economic, political, and
cultural transformations, depicted the university as a multifaceted space that
shapes not only knowledge but also social and political identities. Adopting
a cultural approach, this study analyzes how post-war Iranian cinema
discursively constructs the university, examining its role in shaping societal
perceptions and influencing educational policymaking. This approach,
grounded in lran’s historical-social context, facilitates a deeper
understanding of the interplay between cinema, culture, and power.

PURPOSE

The aim of this research is to explore the discursive formation of the university
in post-war Iranian cinema, addressing three central questions: First, how are
issues related to the university and academic knowledge represented in the
films of this period? Second, what distinct orders govern these discursive
representations across different political periods? Third, how can these
representations be explained in light of Iran’s post-revolutionary socio-political
conditions? The study seeks to demonstrate how cinematic portrayals shape
societal perceptions of universities, influence educational policies, and reflect
the dynamics of power and knowledge in post-war Iran. Furthermore, it aims to
highlight cinema’s role in constructing academic identities and its broader
implications for Iran’s cultural landscape.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a discourse analysis approach based on Foucauldian
perspectives, which views discourses as practices that systematically shape
social objects and subjects. To this end, eight films from four post-war



political periods were purposefully selected: Reconstruction (1988-1996),
Reform (1997-2004), Principlist (2005-2012), and Moderation (2013-
2021). The selected films include What Else Is New? and Pari from the
Reconstruction period, The Last Supper and In Purple from the Reform
period, Heartbroken and In the Cage from the Principlist period, and We
Won'’t Get Used to It and The Sweet Taste of Imagination from the
Moderation period. These films were chosen for their focus on university-
related themes, commercial success, or critical acclaim. Data were collected
through meticulous textual and visual analysis of key scenes and dialogues.
For each film, one or two scenes with significant discursive weight were
analyzed to identify recurring themes and discursive formations. The
analysis was conducted with consideration of Iran’s cultural and historical
context to ensure cultural sensitivity.

FINDINGS

The analysis reveals that post-war Iranian cinema marginalizes the
university’s scientific role, portraying it as a multifaceted space often
characterized by intellectual confusion, revolutionary subject production, or
social pathologies. During the Reconstruction period, one film depicts the
university as an aspirational space for realizing youth dreams but presents it
as a rigid, male-dominated environment, reflecting the economic
reconstruction policies of the era. Another film portrays the university as a
repressive setting that fosters intellectual alienation, diminishing academic
values in favor of religious mysticism.

In the Reform period, one film constructs the university as a prison-like
space under external surveillance, indicative of a disciplinary order rooted
in revolutionary ideologies. In contrast, another film emphasizes civic
engagement and progressive gender dynamics, aligning with the politically
open climate of the time. This contrast underscores the discursive diversity
of the Reform era. During the Principlist period, one film presents the
university as a space for nurturing revolutionary subjects, integrating
Islamic and revolutionary values through multifaceted characters. Another
film, adopting a sociological perspective, portrays students, particularly
non-local women, as vulnerable to social pathologies, reinforcing
surveillance-oriented policies. These representations frame the university as
a hazardous space, intensifying societal suspicion.

The Moderation period exhibits ambivalence. One film depicts the
university as a morally risky environment, casting professor-student
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relationships as ethically suspect. Conversely, another film rarely celebrates
the university as a center for knowledge and idealism, though this positive
portrayal is overshadowed by prevailing negative discourses. Collectively,
these representations, influenced by the power dynamics of each period,
undermine the university’s scientific role, fostering societal skepticism and
promoting surveillance-driven policies.

CONCLUSION

Post-war Iranian cinema portrays the university as a contested space where
cultural, political, and social discourses intersect, reflecting Iran’s socio-
political evolution. Rather than emphasizing its role as a hub for knowledge
production, films depict universities as spaces of confusion, revolutionary
subject formation, or social pathology. Shaped by historical shifts from the
Cultural Revolution to varying political regimes, these portrayals have
transformed societal perceptions from admiration to suspicion, promoting
policies that prioritize surveillance over academic autonomy. The study
highlights cinema’s critical role in constructing educational narratives,
offering a critical perspective on the university’s evolving identity in post-
war Iran. The findings underscore the need to reassess educational policies
to counter the adverse effects of these cinematic representations.

NOVELTY

This study is innovative due to its focus on the discursive formation of the
university in post-war Iranian cinema, an area previously unexplored.
Unlike international studies that descriptively analyze university portrayals,
this research employs a critical framework to examine the dynamics of
power and knowledge, offering a profound theoretical contribution. Its
cultural approach, rooted in Iran’s socio-political context, distinguishes it
from comparable studies. The comparative analysis of four political periods
provides a nuanced understanding of discursive shifts. Scientific
applications include advancing discourse analysis methods in cinematic and
cultural studies. Social applications involve raising awareness among
policymakers about cinema’s impact on public perceptions of universities,
potentially guiding educational reforms. Limitations include the sample
size, which may not encompass all cinematic trends. The value of this study
lies in its interdisciplinary bridge between cinema, education, and cultural
studies, enriching knowledge about Iran’s academic landscape.
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