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Abstract

This study aims to analyze how Iranian national identity and cultural components, particularly hospitality, are represented
in Mehman-e Maman through a semiotic approach. Adopting a qualitative design, the study employs semiotic analysis and
the concept of media representation; selected key sequences were purposively analyzed using social, technical, and
ideological codes to interpret cultural meanings embedded in the film. The findings indicate that the film constructs Iranian
hospitality through a complex system of signs and practices that foreground values such as dignity, collective solidarity,
neighborly cooperation, while simultaneously exposing the economic pressures and tensions underlying these traditions.
Mehman-e Maman represents Iranian national identity as a dynamic and socially constructed phenomenon, revealing the
coexistence of moral ideals and structural constraints within contemporary Iranian everyday life.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

National identity has long been regarded as one of the most complex and contested concepts in the social
sciences, particularly in culturally diverse and historically layered societies. Contemporary scholarship
increasingly conceptualizes national identity not as a fixed or essential attribute, but as a socially constructed
and historically contingent phenomenon shaped through narratives, symbols, collective memory, and everyday
cultural practices (Miller, 2000; Smith, 1998). Within this framework, media—and cinema in particular—
occupy a central position in the production, circulation, and negotiation of national meanings, as they do not
merely reflect social reality but actively participate in its construction (Berger & Luckmann, 2008; DeFleur
& Dennis, 2008). Through visual storytelling, symbolic imagery, and narrative structures, films offer powerful
representations of collective values, moral codes, and shared identities.

In the context of globalization and the expansion of transnational media flows, national identities are
increasingly exposed to fragmentation, hybridization, and contestation. While global cultural circulation
creates opportunities for intercultural dialogue, it simultaneously challenges locally grounded identities by
weakening traditional symbolic boundaries (Suryadi, 2024). This tension has made the study of national
identity representation in cinema particularly salient, as films often function as sites where cultural continuity
and change are negotiated. Scholars have emphasized that national identity is reproduced not only through
grand historical narratives but also through ordinary, everyday practices such as family relations, rituals,
hospitality, and social interactions (Chandler, 2018; Danesi, 2018).

Iranian national identity, shaped by a long historical trajectory and marked by ethnic, linguistic, and religious
diversity, represents a particularly rich case for such analysis. Research suggests that Iranian identity is best
understood as a composite and dynamic formation, integrating pre-modern cultural traditions, Islamic values,
and modern social experiences (Mostasharagh et al., 2019; Seyed Emami, 2011). Iranian cinema, as one of
the most influential cultural institutions in the country, has played a significant role in representing and
reinterpreting this complex identity (Ravdrad, 2012). Numerous studies have examined how Iranian films
portray cultural symbols, social norms, and ethical values as components of national identity (Hashemizadeh
et al., 2017; Maqouli et al., 2012).

Among Iranian filmmakers, Dariush Mehrjui stands out for his sustained engagement with everyday life, social
relationships, and cultural traditions. His film Mehman-e Maman (Mum’s Guest) offers a nuanced portrayal of
Iranian hospitality, collective solidarity, and moral obligation within the context of economic hardship.
Hospitality in Iranian culture is not merely a social courtesy but a deeply embedded cultural value associated
with dignity, honor, and social belonging (Sotoudeh et al., 2023). By situating this tradition within a narrative
of poverty and anxiety, the film provides a fertile ground for exploring how national identity is symbolically
represented and problematized in contemporary Iranian cinema.

This study adopts a semiotic and representation-based approach to examine how Mehman-e Maman constructs
Iranian national identity through cultural rituals, social interactions, and symbolic codes. Drawing on theories
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of social construction and media representation, the research seeks to reveal how cinematic signs contribute to
the reproduction and critique of national cultural meanings (Danesi, 2018; Mahdizadeh, 2008).

Methods and Materials

The study employs a qualitative research design grounded in semiotic analysis and representation theory. The
primary material for analysis is the feature film Mehman-e Maman, directed by Dariush Mehrjui. The unit of
analysis is the cinematic sequence, with particular attention given to scenes that prominently depict hospitality,
family relations, neighborly cooperation, and moments of social tension.

A purposive sampling strategy was used to select key sequences that are most relevant to the research focus.
These sequences were analyzed through a systematic examination of visual, verbal, and behavioral signs,
including mise-en-scene, camera angles, character interactions, dialogue, and recurring objects. The analysis
focused on identifying social, technical, and ideological codes embedded in the film and interpreting their
cultural meanings within the broader narrative structure. Emphasis was placed on how everyday practices are
transformed into symbolic representations of collective identity.

Findings

The findings reveal that Mehman-e Maman constructs Iranian national identity primarily through the
representation of hospitality as a moral and cultural obligation deeply embedded in everyday life. Hospitality
is depicted not as an optional social practice but as a core ethical value tied to dignity, honor, and self-respect.
The preparation of food, the expansion of the dining table, and the insistence on hosting guests respectfully
emerge as central narrative elements that symbolize collective identity.

The film employs a rich network of signs to communicate economic hardship, including empty containers, a
sparsely stocked kitchen, and the anxious demeanor of the host. These signs function to foreground the tension
between cultural expectations and material limitations. Despite financial constraints, the commitment to
hospitality remains unwavering, suggesting that moral values outweigh economic considerations in the cultural
hierarchy represented in the film.

Another key finding concerns the role of collective solidarity. Neighbors play a crucial role in enabling the
hosting of the guests by contributing food, labor, and emotional support. This collective action transforms a
private family crisis into a shared social endeavor, reinforcing a sense of communal belonging. The shared
meal at the end of the film visually encapsulates this unity, as individuals from different backgrounds gather
around a single table.

Gender roles also emerge as a significant dimension of identity representation. The responsibility for
preserving honor and managing hospitality-related stress is primarily placed on the female protagonist. Her
emotional labor, anxiety, and perseverance position her as the central bearer of cultural continuity. Male
characters, by contrast, occupy more peripheral or disruptive roles, highlighting the gendered distribution of
cultural responsibility within the narrative.

Overall, the findings indicate that national identity in the film is constructed through ordinary practices rather
than explicit political symbols. ldentity is embedded in daily interactions, moral choices, and collective
responses to hardship, rather than in formal institutions or ideological declarations.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that Mehman-e Maman presents a multi-layered representation of Iranian
national identity grounded in everyday cultural practices. Hospitality functions as a symbolic axis around
which moral values, social relations, and collective identity are organized. By situating this tradition within a
context of economic vulnerability, the film simultaneously affirms and questions cultural norms, revealing the
emotional and psychological costs associated with maintaining them.

The emphasis on collective solidarity underscores a vision of national identity rooted in social interdependence
rather than individual achievement. The neighbors’ involvement transforms hospitality into a communal ritual,
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reinforcing the idea that identity is sustained through shared responsibility and mutual support. This portrayal
challenges individualistic interpretations of social life and highlights the persistence of communal ethics in
contemporary lIranian society.

The gendered representation of cultural labor further complicates the construction of national identity. By
assigning the burden of honor and hospitality to a female character, the film reflects and critiques traditional
gender norms embedded within cultural practices. National identity, in this sense, is shown to be intertwined
with unequal social roles, revealing internal tensions within the cultural framework it portrays.

In conclusion, Mehman-e Maman exemplifies how cinema can function as a powerful medium for
constructing, negotiating, and critically reflecting national identity. Through a semiotic portrayal of hospitality,
solidarity, and everyday struggle, the film represents Iranian identity as dynamic, relational, and morally
charged. Rather than presenting identity as a fixed essence, it emerges as a lived experience shaped by social
interaction, economic conditions, and cultural expectations. This study underscores the value of semiotic
analysis in uncovering the deeper cultural meanings embedded in cinematic narratives and highlights the
enduring relevance of everyday practices in the formation of national identity.

References

Batyrbayev, B. S. (2024). The Politics of Memory in Kyrgyzstan: The Formation of National Identity in the Context
of the Formation of the Kara-Kyrgyz Autonomous Region. Russia & World Sc Dialogue(3), 188-199.
https://doi.org/10.53658/rw2024-4-3(13)-188-199

Bayat, Y., & Sheikh Mohammadi, A. (2016). An Inquiry into the Ontology of the Symbolic Concept of "Home" in
Mehrjui's Films. Scientific-Research Biannual of Art University(15).

Berger, P., & Luckmann, T. (2008). The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge.
Scientific and Cultural Publications.

CAKkir, D. (2017). Contextual analysis of nationalism discourse in Turkish historical adventure movies (1965-1980)
[Master's Thesis, Middle East Technical University].

Chandler, D. (2018). Semiotics: The Basics. Institute of Islamic Culture and Art.

Danesi, M. (2018). Semiotics of Media. Papar Publishing.

Davoudi Moghadam, F., & Yaqubi, M. A. (2024). Manifestations of the Shahnameh in the Literature of Resistance
and National Identity of Afghanistan. Literature of Resistance, 16(30), 167-205.

DeFleur, M., & Dennis, E. E. (2008). Understanding Mass Communication. IRIB Publications.

Hag, F., & Shoesmith, B. (2022). Identity, Nationhood and Bangladesh Independent Cinema. Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003271093

Hashemizadeh, S. R., Delavar, A., & Mozaffari, A. (2017). Iranian Identity and Cinema; Representation of Iranian
Identity in the Movie Mother. National Studies Quarterly, 18(1), 85-102.

Hossain, M. M. (2023). Exploring the Portrayal of Cultural Identity in Tanvir Mokammel's Films. Dhaka Media
Summit 2023 on "Reshaping Cinema Narratives", Dhaka, Bangladesh.

Jahanshahi, R., Haghighatian, M., & Behian, S. (2024). Examining Structural Threat Factors Affecting the
Reproduction of National Identity in Adolescents (Case Study: Students of Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad
Province). Sociology of Education(33), 20-31. https://www.iase-jrn.ir/article_715967.html

Limanta, L. S., & Kurnia, L. (2017). The representation of national identity in the film Tanah Surga Katanya. In Cities
in Transition. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.1201/9781315225340-33

Mahdizadeh, S. M. (2008). Media and Representation. Media Studies and Development Office, Ministry of Culture
and Islamic Guidance.

Magqouli, N., Sheikh Mehdi, A., & Ghobadi, H. (2012). Sociological Analysis of National Identity and its Components
in Bahram Beyzai's Films. Sociology of Art and Literature Quarterly, 2(8), 115-134.

Miller, D. (2000). Citizenship and National Identity. Polity Press.

Mostasharagh, M. J., Fahimifar, A., & Pourmand, H. A. (2019). Investigating the Reflection of National Identity in
Iranian Cinema (With an Analysis of the Screenplays of The Glass Agency, Captain Khorshid, and A
Separation). Sociology of Art and Literature Quarterly, 11(2), 109-127.

Naderi, A., Chaboki, R., Eskandari, A., & Soleimani Sasani, M. (2014). Representation of Iranian Cultural Identity
Components in Hollywood Cinema; Case Study of the Movies 300, One Night with the King, Alexander, and
The Stoning of Soraya M. Media Quarterly, 9(1), 129-151.

Ravdrad, A. (2012). Sociology of Cinema and Iranian Cinema. University of Tehran Press.

Seyed Emami, K. (2011). Iranian ldentity in the Discourse of Youth. Iranian Journal of Sociology, 12(1), 38-64.


https://doi.org/10.53658/rw2024-4-3(13)-188-199
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003271093
https://www.iase-jrn.ir/article_715967.html
https://doi.org/10.1201/9781315225340-33

AL drwgi § Sty (b 3g0T

Smith, A. D. (1998). Nationalism and modernism. Routledge.

Sotoudeh, A., Moradi, S., & Namdari, G. (2023). A Study of the Role of the Shahnameh in Culture and National
Identity. International Conference on Language, Literature, History, and Civilization,

Suryadi, A. (2024). National identity and multiculturalism in Indonesian education. Journal of Educational Policy,
39(2), 112-128.



