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Abstract

The present study aimed to examine the role of local media in the reproduction of ethnic stereotypes in the multiethnic societies of Iran
and Afghanistan within the framework of cultural criminology. The study employed a qualitative content analysis of selected examples
of ethnic representation in the visual and print media of both countries. The analyzed cases included the television series Noon Khe,
Savushun, and Ghorbat, as well as the television program Fitileh in Iran, and the program Afghan Star and the television series Kabul
Kitchen in Afghanistan and at the international level. The findings indicate that media in both countries employ three principal mechanisms
for reproducing ethnic stereotypes: threat-oriented framing, spatial and identity-based criminalization, and ideological discourse
construction. In Iran, a centralized media structure, combined with a national-religious homogenizing discourse, reproduces stereotypes
through the marginalization and securitization of ethnic groups; in Afghanistan, by contrast, profound ethnic pluralism and institutional
instability have transformed the media into an arena of direct identity-based contestation. The consequences of such reproduction include
the intensification of moral panic surrounding particular ethnic groups, the erosion of social capital, increased public demand for punitive
security measures, the widening of ethnic cleavages, and the growing alienation of marginalized groups from the political and media
systems. Accordingly, it is recommended that media policymakers replace prevailing approaches with frameworks grounded in
multicultural sensitivity and social safety. This can be achieved through strengthening independent local media, developing transparent
regulatory guidelines, and promoting media literacy, thereby reducing ethnic stereotyping and enhancing social cohesion as an essential
foundation for participatory crime prevention.

Keywords: cultural criminology, media representation, ethnic stereotypes, ethnic labeling, local media.
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Extended Abstract

This study examines the role of local and national media in reproducing ethnic stereotypes in the multiethnic
societies of Iran and Afghanistan through the theoretical lens of cultural criminology. In multicultural settings,
media do not merely reflect social reality; rather, they actively participate in constructing, stabilizing, and
transforming meanings related to ethnicity, deviance, crime, social order, and collective identity. Cultural
criminology is particularly useful for analyzing these processes because it emphasizes that crime, deviance,
social control, and public reactions to insecurity are culturally mediated phenomena shaped by symbolic
power, discourse, representation, and emotional experience (Foroutan, 2019; Ilan, 2019; Muzzatti et al.,
2023). From this perspective, the representation of ethnic groups in the media can become a mechanism
through which social difference is transformed into symbolic deviance, spatial marginality, or perceived
dangerousness. In both Iran and Afghanistan, where ethnic identities intersect with historical conflict, political
competition, border insecurity, migration, and state-building processes, media representation acquires
particular sociological and criminological significance. Previous studies have shown that ethnic identity, media
consumption, and institutional communication are closely related to political participation, social cohesion,
and intergroup perceptions in multiethnic settings (Jafari et al., 2021; Rezaei et al., 2021; Shafiei Lotfabadi
et al., 2021). The theoretical premise of the present study is that ethnic stereotyping is not simply a matter of
inaccurate or offensive representation; it may contribute to moral panic, symbolic exclusion, punitive public
attitudes, declining social capital, and the normalization of unequal social control. Cultural criminology
therefore offers an appropriate framework for understanding how media narratives can connect ethnic
difference with criminality, insecurity, backwardness, impurity, or social threat and how such representations
may gradually become embedded in collective memory and public discourse (Amirian Farsani, 2026; Daems,
2009; Khani & Mohseni Tabrizi, 2024).
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The study adopts a qualitative interpretive approach based on cultural criminology, media representation
theory, labeling theory, framing analysis, and the concept of cultural hegemony. Within this framework,
representation is understood as an active process of meaning production rather than a passive reflection of
social reality. Media select specific linguistic signs, visual codes, narratives, and discursive frames through
which ethnic groups are rendered socially intelligible, and these selections are inevitably embedded in unequal
relations of power (Abbaszadeh & Rahimi Moghadam, 2020; Mohaddes, 2023). Labeling theory is used to
explain how ethnic identity may become associated with deviance through repeated media emphasis on
ethnicity in reports of crime, disorder, or social problems, while framing theory is applied to identify how
selected aspects of events are emphasized and others minimized in order to produce particular interpretations
of danger and security (Taghiabadi & Taghiabadi, 2022). The concept of cultural hegemony further clarifies
how dominant national, religious, or political narratives become normalized through media institutions and
how minority or peripheral identities can consequently be represented as incomplete, marginal, problematic,
or potentially threatening (Cortes-Ramirez, 2015). The analysis also draws on the cultural criminological
concepts of moral panic, mediated fear of crime, spatial criminalization, symbolic exclusion, and the social
construction of otherness. The qualitative corpus included selected examples from Iranian and Afghan visual
and written media, including the Iranian television series Noon Khe, Savushun, and Ghorbat, the children’s
program Fitileh, the Afghan television program Afghan Star, and the internationally produced French series
Kabul Kitchen. These cases were examined not merely as entertainment products but as cultural texts in which
ethnicity, national belonging, marginality, gender, crime, security, and symbolic hierarchy are constructed and
negotiated. The study also considered the broader institutional characteristics of the media systems of Iran and
Afghanistan, including centralized policy-making, nation-building discourse, post-conflict media
transformation, and the changing position of independent media (Ahmadi & Montazerghaem, 2024;
Eskandari & Afkhami, 2024; Eslami & Salehi, 2025; Farag et al., 2025).

The findings regarding Iranian media reveal that ethnic stereotyping is reproduced through a combination of
symbolic homogenization, selective visibility, threat-oriented framing, and spatial criminalization. The
centralized structure of Iranian media and its emphasis on national-religious integration have produced an
ambivalent representational environment in which ethnic groups are often included symbolically but only
within predefined cultural boundaries. Studies on national media and ethnic representation indicate that Iranian
ethnic groups are frequently represented in ways that prioritize national integration while limiting the
autonomous expression of local cultural differences (Afzali et al., 2022; Kaviani et al., 2023; Zeynali et al.,
2026). The case of Savushun illustrates how artistic representation can become entangled with ethnic
sensitivity when visual codes, clothing, music, and behavior are perceived as linking a specific ethnic
community to poverty, disorder, or backwardness. Existing analyses of Savushun as a cultural and political
text have highlighted the importance of symbolic representation, national identity, subalternity, and historical
meaning in its narrative structure (Abbaspour, 2025; Abyar Ghomsari & Shajari, 2025; Javari et al., 2025;
Rostami, 2025). Similarly, the Fitileh controversy demonstrates how humor directed at a linguistic-ethnic
group may function as a form of institutional labeling, especially when degrading behavioral codes are attached
to ethnic language or identity (Rastgoo, 2014). In Noon Khe, representation is more complex because the use
of Kurdish actors and themes creates greater ethnic visibility, yet semiotic analyses have shown that language,
dress, gender roles, and cultural practices may still be simplified, reconstructed, or adapted to dominant media
expectations (Bornafar, 2024; Heydari & Saberi, 2025; Heydari et al., 2023). The series Ghorbat similarly
reflects processes of spatial stigmatization by associating Arab-speaking southern communities with
marginality, deprivation, and disorder. At a broader level, such representations can reinforce the idea that
border regions and ethnic peripheries are culturally and criminologically exceptional spaces, an issue also
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observed in studies of security discourse and border-region representation (Ghavampour Sarshkeh &
Mahmoudi, 2025; Mahmoudi et al., 2022).

The findings concerning Afghanistan show a different but related pattern in which ethnic stereotyping is more
directly connected to institutional instability, political conflict, nation-building, and competition among ethnic
constituencies. Afghanistan’s media system has developed under conditions of conflict, international
intervention, weak institutions, and persistent ethnic fragmentation, making media representation an important
arena for struggles over identity and legitimacy (Ahmadi & Montazerghaem, 2024; Farag et al., 2025). In
this context, ethnicity may be made salient not only through negative stereotypes but also through selective
representation of political loyalty, security, regional belonging, and cultural legitimacy. Studies of national and
ethnic identity on Afghan television have shown that ethnic plurality remains a central challenge in the
construction of an inclusive national media sphere (Alizadeh & Bahar, 2022). The case of Afghan Star
demonstrates how a globally familiar entertainment format can acquire local political significance when
audience participation, voting behavior, gender, ethnicity, diaspora, and national belonging intersect in a
fragile social context (Molaei, 2022). Rather than simply providing an arena of cultural integration, such
programs may reproduce ethnic competition when viewers interpret participants through communal affiliation
rather than artistic performance. This pattern is consistent with research emphasizing distrust, ethnic diversity,
and the difficulty of constructing inclusive civic culture in Afghanistan (Mujtaba, 2013). The post-2021
transformation of the Afghan media system has added another layer to these processes as political and religious
boundaries have become more restrictive and media pluralism has declined (Sakhi, 2022; Shalizi).
Stereotyping in this context may shift from explicitly ethnic labels to broader categories of political, religious,
or national disloyalty. International representations also contribute to this process. Productions such as Kabul
Kitchen and other Western media portrayals of Afghans may reproduce postcolonial stereotypes of
Afghanistan as violent, irrational, exotic, unstable, or permanently dependent on external intervention, thereby
simplifying the country’s ethnic and cultural complexity (Ghosh, 2024; Hatef, 2026).

A comparative reading of the two cases identifies three principal mechanisms through which media reproduce
ethnic stereotypes: threat-oriented framing, spatial and identity-based criminalization, and ideological
discourse construction. Threat-oriented framing occurs when events associated with ethnic communities are
interpreted through categories such as disorder, instability, extremism, insecurity, or criminality, while
comparable events in dominant or central regions are narrated in more neutral terms. Spatial criminalization
refers to the process by which specific peripheral, border, migrant, or ethnically concentrated areas are
symbolically transformed into “dangerous spaces,” thereby connecting geography, ethnicity, and deviance.
Identity-based criminalization occurs when ethnic markers themselves become meaningful within narratives
of illegality, social threat, or cultural incompatibility. Ideological discourse construction refers to the repeated
circulation of images and narratives that normalize dominant definitions of acceptable national identity and
marginalize identities perceived as inconsistent with those definitions. These mechanisms operate differently
in the two countries because of their distinct institutional structures. In Iran, ethnic representation is more
strongly shaped by centralized media governance, cultural homogenization, and a national-religious discourse
of integration (Amiri, 2025; Mehrbanifar, 2024; Mohammadi & Nasrollahi, 2021). In Afghanistan, ethnic
pluralism, political instability, conflict, and weakened institutional authority create a more fragmented
representational environment in which media may become direct participants in identity competition (Ameli
et al., 2025; Ravadrad et al., 2025). Nevertheless, the consequences are comparable: repeated negative
representation may intensify moral panic, weaken intergroup trust, deepen social distance, increase support for
punitive security measures, and alienate marginalized populations from political and media institutions. The
comparative analysis therefore suggests that media stereotyping should be treated not merely as a problem of
professional ethics but as a broader issue of social control, cultural justice, and participatory crime prevention.
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In conclusion, the study demonstrates that local and national media in Iran and Afghanistan play an important
role in constructing and reproducing ethnic meanings that may either strengthen social cohesion or deepen
symbolic exclusion. Although the institutional and political structures of the two countries differ substantially,
media in both contexts can reproduce ethnic stereotypes through selective framing, spatial stigmatization,
identity labeling, and the repetition of narratives that associate minority or peripheral groups with disorder,
backwardness, insecurity, or cultural incompatibility. These processes can gradually transform symbolic
representations into social consequences by reinforcing moral fear, reducing interethnic trust, legitimizing
punitive forms of control, and increasing the distance between marginalized groups and formal political and
media institutions. The findings further indicate that not all problematic representations necessarily reflect
deliberate state policy or explicit institutional intention; many emerge from weak professional standards,
insufficient cultural expertise, inadequate editorial review, and limited sensitivity to the social consequences
of representational choices. Accordingly, a more effective media policy should move beyond homogenizing
models of cultural integration and adopt a framework based on multicultural sensitivity, social safety,
professional accountability, and cultural inclusion. Strengthening independent local media, establishing
transparent and culturally informed regulatory guidelines, improving the representation of ethnic communities
in editorial and production processes, and expanding critical media literacy can reduce the reproduction of
harmful stereotypes. Such measures can also contribute to greater social cohesion, more equitable
representation, and a participatory model of crime prevention in which cultural diversity is understood as a
social resource rather than a source of insecurity.
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