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Abstract

The pursuit of social justice is one of the fundamental concepts in social and
political thought that has assumed diverse meanings and formulations
across different historical, ideological, and cultural contexts. In cinema, this
concept is expressed not only through narrative content but also through
cinematic form, visual language, and narrative structures, functioning as a
discursive practice that shapes meaning and social perception. Adopting a
comparative analytical approach, this study examines how the pursuit of
social justice is represented in two distinct cinematic traditions: Soviet So-
cialist Realist cinema and the Iranian New Wave. It seeks to identify and
explain the similarities and differences in their representations of social jus-
tice in relation to the historical and social contexts from which they emerged.
The study employs a qualitative methodology based on interpretive content
analysis. Data were collected through documentary research and case stud-
ies of selected films, including Chapaev and Mother from Soviet cinema,
and Harmonica (Saz-e Dahani), Tangsir, The Deer (Gavaznha), Still Life (Ta-
bi‘at-e Bijan), and Beehive (Kandoo) from the Iranian New Wave. The analy-
sis is guided by a conceptual framework comprising six analytical dimen-
sions: the source of injustice, the agent of justice, the nature of
justice-seeking action, the relationship between the individual and struc-
tures of power, the horizon of justice realization, and the fate of the jus-
tice-seeking protagonist. Although both cinematic traditions emerged in
response to unequal social and historical conditions, they differ fundamen-
tally in their conceptualization of justice, the identity of the justice-seeking
subject, the forms of political action they privilege, the relationship between
individuals and power structures, and their vision of the possibility of achiev-
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ing justice. These differences are rooted not only in distinct political and
ideological contexts but also in two contrasting worldviews regarding the
potential for human agency to transform history and society. In Soviet So-
cialist Realist cinema, injustice is depicted as an explicit structural, historical,
and class-based phenomenon rooted in the Tsarist order and capitalist rela-
tions. Films such as Chapaev and Mother portray injustice through clearly
identifiable institutions and antagonists, including the White Army, the Tsa-
rist police, the judiciary, and the capitalist system, thereby presenting the
enemy of justice as visible and concrete. By contrast, the Iranian New Wave
represents injustice primarily through diffuse, everyday, and faceless mech-
anisms of domination, or through symbolic manifestations of authoritarian
rule. In Harmonica (Saz-e Dahani), Tangsir, and The Deer (Gavaznha), injus-
tice arises from an authoritarian capitalist order that perpetuates class in-
equality and subjugates an impoverished and politically unconscious popu-
lation. In Still Life (Tabi’at-e Bijan), injustice stems not from overt oppression
but from the impersonal logic of bureaucratic rationality and administrative
order, while in Beehive (Kandoo) it emerges through poverty, marginaliza-
tion, and the disintegration of social relations. Consequently, injustice in the
Iranian New Wave is less associated with a clearly identifiable enemy than
with an all-encompassing and corrosive condition. The two traditions also
diverge significantly in their construction of the justice-seeking subject. So-
viet cinema presents the agent of justice as fundamentally collective. Even
when an individual protagonist occupies the narrative center, as in Chapaev
or Mother, that individual derives meaning only through integration into the
revolutionary collective and serves as the embodiment of class conscious-
ness and the political will of the Party. In contrast, the Iranian New Wave
predominantly portrays isolated, marginalized, or exhausted individuals.
While Amiro in Harmonica (Saz-e Dahani) and Zaer Mohammad in Tangsir
eventually acquire class consciousness and engage in symbolic revolution-
ary action against authoritarian domination, and Seyed Rasoul in The Deer
(Gavaznha) follows a similar path under the guidance of a revolutionary
mentor, these protagonists ultimately fail to overcome the existing power
structure. Mohammad in Still Life (Tabi’at-e Bijan) is not a justice-seeking
agent at all, whereas Ebi in Beehive (Kandoo) embodies an individual and
tragic form of resistance disconnected from any collective movement or co-
herent ideological framework. Justice in the Iranian New Wave therefore
emerges through fragmented, unstable, or ultimately unsuccessful individu-
al experiences rather than through a historically grounded collective sub-
ject. This distinction profoundly influences the forms of justice-seeking ac-
tion represented in each tradition. Soviet cinema portrays revolutionary
action as active, organized, and directed toward structural transformation.
Collective struggle and revolutionary violence are presented as historically
necessary and politically legitimate. Conversely, the Iranian New Wave fre-
quently suspends action or reduces it to individual, emotional, and self-de-
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structive responses. Still Life (Tabi’at-e Bijan) replaces revolutionary action
with meaningful passivity through repetition and stillness, while Beehive
(Kandoo) depicts an impulsive and self-destructive struggle that erodes the
subject rather than transforming the social order. As a result, justice in the
Iranian New Wave remains primarily at the level of exposure and lived expe-
rience rather than structural change. The relationship between the individ-
ual and power further distinguishes the two traditions. Soviet Socialist Real-
ism portrays revolutionary power as the historical embodiment of the
working class, allowing individuals to achieve meaning through their inte-
gration into the collective. Even the deaths of protagonists such as Chapaev
or the mother are represented as productive sacrifices contributing to the
historical realization of social justice. In contrast, the Iranian New Wave de-
picts power as symbolic, diffuse, and largely inaccessible. Individuals are ei-
ther powerless before it or gradually consumed by it. The disappearance of
the protagonist in Still Life (Tabi’at-e Bijan) and the tragic defeats depicted in
The Deer (Gavaznha) and Beehive (Kandoo) illustrate a social order that de-
nies meaningful intervention and ultimately overwhelms the individual. The
two traditions also differ markedly in their visions of justice. Soviet Socialist
Realist cinema presents an optimistic and teleological perspective in which
social justice is portrayed as both historically necessary and ultimately at-
tainable. Defeats and sacrifices are temporary moments serving the inevita-
ble triumph of justice. By contrast, the Iranian New Wave offers a suspend-
ed, pessimistic, and uncertain horizon. Justice is neither realized nor
promised; instead, it appears as an unattainable aspiration or a possibility
foreclosed by the existing social order. These differences are further rein-
forced through distinct aesthetic strategies. Soviet Socialist Realism adopts
an epic, didactic, and ideological mode characterized by classical narrative
structures, clear moral oppositions, and political certainty. The Iranian New
Wave, while occasionally employing epic elements in some of its more clas-
sical films, generally embraces a modernist aesthetic marked by minimal-
ism, ambiguity, silence, temporal duration, anti-dramatic structures, and
emotional restraint, inviting critical reflection rather than ideological affir-
mation. Justice is neither proclaimed nor guaranteed; instead, it is conveyed
negatively through silence, absence, and the gradual erosion of the human
subject. Overall, the findings demonstrate that the pursuit of social justice in
Soviet Socialist Realist cinema is represented as a collective, structural, and
teleological project, whereas the Iranian New Wave portrays justice pre-
dominantly as a fragile, individual, and suspended experience. This distinc-
tion reflects not merely divergent cinematic styles but two fundamentally
different conceptions of history, power, and human agency. While Soviet
cinema is grounded in confidence in historical progress and collective revo-
lutionary action, the Iranian New Wave is characterized by skepticism, frag-
mentation, and an emphasis on lived experience within unequal social
structures. These findings further reveal that cinematic representations of
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justice are historically, ideologically, and aesthetically constructed, reflect-

ing the broader intellectual and political contexts in which they are pro-
duced.

Keywords: Iranian Cinema, Soviet Cinema, New Wave, Socialist Realism, So-
cial Justice
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