
  

 

Women's Studies, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)  
Quarterly Journal, Vol. 16, No. 4, Winter 2026, 101-139 

https://www.doi.org/10.30465/ws.2026.50658.4281 

Analyzing the archetype of the female hero's journey 

in Iranian cinema after the revolution; 

Representation of internal and social identity 

Donya Samanfar
*
 

Majidreza Moghanipour
**

 

Abstract 

In today’s world, the media—through their symbolic codes—shape social behaviors 

and guide collective values. These media codes, functioning as tools for awareness, 

socialization, and the transmission of dominant norms, play a crucial role in the 

construction of identity within a society. This study, adopting an interdisciplinary 

approach and aiming to explore the representation of women in post-revolution 

Iranian cinema, examines the archetypal pattern of the heroine’s journey in four 

films: The Lady (Banoo), Mom’s Guest (Mihman-e Maman), Track 143 (Shiyar 

143), and Bashu, the Little Stranger. The theoretical framework is based on 

Christopher Vogler’s twelve-stage model of the “Hero’s Journey,” which illustrates 

the protagonist’s transformation from passivity to awareness. In addition, Laura 

Mulvey’s feminist theory of women’s representation and her concept of the “male 

gaze” are employed to explain how the heroines move from objectification toward 

agency and self-awareness. The research method is qualitative and relies on 

interpretive content analysis. The findings indicate that the heroines in these films 

move along a path from dependence to self-realization, ultimately achieving agency 
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and independence. Culturally, this process reflects Iranian cinema’s gradual shift 

from portraying women as subordinate to depicting them as conscious.  

Keywords: Hero’s Journey, Representation of Women, Male Gaze, Iranian Cinema, 

Female Identity. 
 

Introduction 

Representation is never a neutral or transparent process; rather, it is shaped by 

cultural codes, power relations, and dominant ideologies. Media texts guide social 

behavior and contribute to the formation of values and norms by means of symbolic 

systems. Narrative is one of the most influential semiotic systems in cinema, 

organizing characters, actions, and events in ways that convey specific ideological 

meanings. The representation of women within cinematic narratives has long been a 

central concern of feminist scholars, who have argued that women have often been 

portrayed as passive objects of the male gaze rather than as active subjects of 

meaning. Nevertheless, Iranian cinema after the Revolution has gradually introduced 

narratives in which women occupy the central role and undergo processes of 

transformation. This study seeks to demonstrate how these transformations can be 

analyzed through the archetypal structure of the hero’s journey. 

 

Materials and Methods 

The research employs a qualitative, descriptive–analytical method. Data were 

collected through library research and close textual and visual analysis of selected 

films. The theoretical framework is based on Christopher Vogler’s twelve-stage 

model of the Hero’s Journey, derived from Joseph Campbell’s mythological theory, 

in conjunction with feminist theories of representation, particularly Laura Mulvey’s 

concept of the “male gaze.” The corpus of the study consists of four significant post-

revolution Iranian films featuring female protagonists: The Lady (Banoo) and Mom’s 

Guest by Dariush Mehrjui, Track 143 by Narges Abyar, and Bashu, the Little 

Stranger by Bahram Beyzaie. These films were selected because they place women 

at the center of the narrative and allow for a detailed analysis of their 

transformational journeys. The stages of Vogler’s model were systematically applied 

to the narrative progression and character development of the female protagonists. 
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Discussion & Result 

The findings reveal that the female protagonists in these films follow distinct yet 

comparable paths from passivity, limitation, or dependence toward self-awareness, 

agency, and independence. In The Lady, the protagonist Maryam moves from 

isolation and emotional dependency to a state of self-recognition, ultimately 

asserting control over her life by leaving her domestic confinement. In Mom’s 

Guest, heroism is redefined in terms of care, cooperation, and social solidarity; the 

female protagonist’s journey emphasizes collective support and everyday resilience 

rather than individual triumph. Track 143 presents an inward and emotional journey, 

in which the heroine’s endurance, patience, and acceptance of loss constitute the 

core stages of her transformation. In Bashu, the Little Stranger, the female 

protagonist Naii Jan embodies independence and moral courage by accepting the 

“other” and resisting social prejudice, thus redefining motherhood and agency. 

From the perspective of Mulvey’s theory, although traces of the male gaze remain 

in the visual language of these films, the narrative structures allow women to move 

beyond objectification toward subjectivity. The female hero’s journey in these works’ 

functions not only as a personal narrative but also as a symbolic reflection of broader 

cultural and social transformations regarding women’s roles in Iranian society. 
 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study, based on the analysis of four films—The Lady (Banoo), 

Mom’s Guest, Track 143, and Bashu, the Little Stranger—demonstrate that in all 

these works, the female protagonist follows a broadly similar trajectory. This 

trajectory begins with passivity, dependence, or social limitation and culminates in 

awareness, agency, and inner independence. Within Christopher Vogler’s theoretical 

framework, this process can be interpreted as a journey from the “Ordinary World” 

to the “Special World,” ultimately leading to the hero’s return with the elixir of 

knowledge. From this perspective, the external journey of the female protagonists is 

inseparably linked to an internal and psychological journey that signifies growth, 

self-recognition, and identity transformation. 

Consequently, it can be argued that post-revolution Iranian cinema has 

undergone a gradual shift in its representation of Iranian women—from the 

reproduction of the male gaze toward the portrayal of women as conscious, active, 

and self-aware subjects. This transformation reflects broader social and cultural 

changes in Iran concerning female identity. Accordingly, the initial assumption of 
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this study—that an analysis of the female hero’s journey can lead to an 

understanding of the underlying cultural and value-based structures shaping Iranian 

society’s perception of women—is confirmed. The female hero’s journey in these 

films functions as a metaphor for the collective movement of society away from 

domination by tradition, subordination, and stasis, toward self-awareness, 

independence, and the reconstruction of Iranian female identity—a journey that 

continues within Iran’s cultural and cinematic landscape. 
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