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Context: The representation of Afghan migrants in Iranian cinema as an "internal other" has
undergone complex transformations over the past four decades, shaped by prevailing
political, social, and cultural discourses.

Objective: This study analyzes the discursive evolution in the portrayal of Afghan migrants
in eight seminal Iranian films (1988-2018), examining the mechanisms of victimization,
othering, and resistance.

Method: Employing a combined approach of critical discourse analysis, cultural semiotics,
and visual anthropology, the films were analyzed at three levels: discursive, semiotic, and
narrative.

Findings: The findings reveal that representations of Afghan migrants have shifted from
"epic victimization" in the 1980s and 1990s to "othering" in the 2000s, and subsequently
toward "silent resistance and self-representation” in the 2010s. The proposed "“cycle of
contradictory representation” theory suggests that attempts to achieve greater realism have
paradoxically led to deeper forms of othering. Furthermore, the concept of “internal
diaspora cinema" is introduced as a space for the reassertion of agency and resistance.

Conclusion: Iranian cinema stands at a transitional moment in its representation of Afghan
migrants, shifting from a “politics of pity” toward a “politics of recognition." However,
breaking free from the cycle of contradictory representation requires strengthening
autoethnographic narratives and increasing the participation of Iranian-Afghan filmmakers.
This study proposes that "internal diaspora cinema,” by integrating three key elements,
geographical proximity, linguistic and religious affinities, and critique of social hierarchies,
can offer a new paradigm for representing migrant experiences.
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