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    Abstract   

Considering recent researches on representation of women from Islamic countries in western 

media including Sweden, the portrayal of “Muslim women” in general and images of Iranian 

women in particular is classified in a sets of stereotypes such as oppressed, dangerous, 

backward, rough, traditional, veiled and uncivilized through the framework of concepts 

related to sexually constrained, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized. The 

purpose of this thesis was studying two most recent documentary films broadcasting on 

Swedish television, Min Stulna Revolution and Sahar och hennes fru, which depict Iranian 

women living in Sweden as challenging rather than confirming traditional stereotypes of 

“Muslim women”. The interpretative research was conducted through the use of content 

analysis in combination with the semiotics and discourse within a perspective of postcolonial 

theory, and intersectionality. Moreover, theories in this study were regarding the social 

constructionism of representation, and documentary representation through the objective and 

subjective models.  

The result of interpretative research demonstrated that these two documentary films challenge 

the concept of “other” when it distinguishes immigrant “Muslim women” from the Swedish 

woman as a western. What separates “us” from “them” in two considered films is not the 

geographic boundaries between west and east, but it is the gap between modernism and 

tradition which includes various levels in different societies. Therefore, Iranian women in 

these two films are not defined as the “other” caused of their nationality and religion. They 

seem the critics of current situation whether it is Islamic patriarchal revolution in Iran or 

unequal rights of minorities in Sweden. With the comparison on two documentary films, 

Iranian women in Min Stulna Revolution have been driven from their homeland and found 

Sweden as a safe refuge and the second homeland; thus, the film is focusing on their tragic 

experiences of living in Iran and critique of the social and political situation in that country. 

But, Sahar och hennes fru is the life story of a woman from the second generation of Iranian 

immigrants in Sweden who struggles against both cultural values of Iranian community and 

discriminations in Sweden. The main character of this film criticizes discriminatory attitudes 

against minority groups of ethnicity, disability and sexuality in Sweden. 

Key words: SVT, Iranian women, intersectionality, social actor, documentary film, oppressed 

victims, otherness, and challenging.   
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1. Introduction  

 

Supposing media as one of the most important ideological systems, they have an influencing 

role to validate and reproduce the dominant discourses in the society. Regarding norms, 

attitudes, perceptions, laws, practices, etc. as the components of dominant discourse, prevailed 

groups in the society would impose the other groups to accept and internalized them by the 

effect of concept “regime of the truth” (Foucault, 1975). This social process could lead to 

create or strengthen stereotypes of minority groups in the society. At the same time, some 

critics assess Foucault’s theory as a pessimistic viewpoint; while media in democratic 

societies do not quite follow up dominant discourses, even they may support the critical 

discussions and alternative perspectives in some cases. Suggesting Sweden as a democratic 

society which provides more appropriate situation for critical discourses, it is questionable 

whether Swedish national television represents immigrant women from Islamic countries by 

dominant perspective based on the common stereotypes, or if this media allows other 

discourses to develop for representing these women.   

According to the above and with the focus on Iranian women in Swedish society as 

immigrants from an Islamic country, recent researches (Darvishpour, 2002; Farahani, 2007; 

Hosseini – Kaladjahi, 1997) show that these women have mostly been educated, secular and 

powerful social actors who seldom conforms the general images of Muslim woman. 

Darvishpour (2002) notes that the average level of high education of Iranian women in 

Sweden is more than the average level of high education of Swedish women. Also, in his 

study of divorce among Iranians in Sweden he shows how these people get divorced four 

times Swedes. Indicating the powerful presence of Iranian women in Swedish society by 

Darvispour, he relates high range of divorce among Iranian couples in Sweden to increase the 

power of Iranian women and their ability to challenge patriarchy. In the same vein, Åke 

Sander (1993) shows in his research that 80 percent of interviewee Iranian women in Sweden 

are secular while this rate is 10 percent among Turkish women in Sweden. Hence, it is of 

interest of this study whether SVT considers the Iranian woman as a powerful agency who 

proves these social facts while being far away from typical patterns of Muslim woman in 

western media representing. 

It would seem that the dominant picture of women came from Islamic countries has 

corresponded to common stereotypes making by western culture and mass media during the 
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eighties. Magnus Berg (1998) notes the concept “Popular Orientalism” to explain how 

western cultural productions including films, books and mass media rely on “ontology of the 

other”. Referring to Edward Said’s work, Berg points out to media’s representation of Arabs, 

Persians, Orientals, etc. as impulsive, lacking initiative, collective and chaotic people. 

Regarding Berg (1998), western culture productions contribute to divide people into two 

groups who are characterized as Westerns and the “Orientals”. The first one presents a 

category of friendly, humanitarian and modern behavior while the second group’s members 

are evil minded in a rather primitive way, and besides that they are treacherous. 

The picture of women from Islamic countries is often stereotyped by western media as the 

subordinate and merely oppressed women (Hvitfelt, 1998; Brune, 2004; Grip, 

2002). Researches also indicate that this picture reinforced by mass media after  September 

11as a result of Islamphobia’s promotion in the western societies (De los Reyes & Wingborg , 

2002).In Sweden, the media representation of Islam and Muslims is influenced by public 

sphere; and both media and public sphere are affected specially by September 11 and some 

other events related to Islam (Larsson, 2006).Women from Islamic countries are frequently 

described as oppressed, victim, ignorant and isolated people and “the other” in Swedish media 

as well. Stereotyping Muslim women in news, documentary films and other media 

productions leads to focus on their problems more than their opportunities and freedom of 

action. This portrayal of women from Islamic countries impedes our understanding of their 

power resources and opportunities to exercise their power (Darvishpour, 2002). Even, 

Immigrant “Muslim girls” are mostly portrayed in a sense of “victims of tradition and of 

'clashes' between incompatible cultures” (Brune, 2002)
1
.  

Whereas considered researches note that media often create stereotyped images of Muslim 

women, it is in the interest of this study to indicate if another perspective exists in the way 

Swedish public service television represents immigrant women from an Islamic country in 

Sweden .Furthermore, this study attempts to explore whether or not SVT’s most recent 

documentary films portray Iranian women as the powerful social actors rather than describing 

them as passive and oppressed victims. 

        

Purpose and Research questions 

The purpose of this thesis is studying most recent documentary films broadcasting on Swedish 

                                                
1
 Available at: https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/174-MR-CH4-15-United-Kingdom.pdf 
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television which depict Iranian women as challenger actors rather than common stereotypes.  

In order to study this purpose, two films have been chosen for this thesis. Min stulna 

revolution (Persson, 2013) and Sahar och hennes fru (Gaszynski & Magg, 2012) belong to 

“Dokument inifrån” which includes broadcasting documentary films making in Sweden on 

the order Swedish TV.  Both films emphasize on the secular and challenger characteristic of 

Iranian women .Women in these two documentary films challenge the prevailing cultural and 

political patterns of their societies; that is why both Min stulna revolution and Sahar och 

henes fru drew attention of significant number of SVT’s audiences.   

In order to explore the portrayal of Iranian Women in these two films, the following questions 

are formulated for this thesis: 

 

- In what roles are Iranian women presented and what issues do they involved in?  

 

- How these films discussed Iranian women’s lifestyle individually or according to their 

religious and cultural backgrounds?  

 

- In what issues do Iranian women challenge the dominant cultural and political values? 

 

Outline of study  

In following, chapter 2 will present a review on exiting researches in Sweden. In chapter 3, 

the theories which have been based in this study are presented. In chapter 4 the study’s 

method; semiotic and discursive are presented.  Chapter 5 is followed with the explanation 

and analysis of thesis materials. The last chapter, chapter 6, is discussion and conclusion 

including the findings and comparison, reflections on the study and suggestions for further 

studies.   

 

2. Overview of recent researches 

 

2.1. Immigrant women as the “other” and victims 

Most of researches on representation of immigrant woman in Swedish media show that she is 

often described as an oppressed victim woman and the “other” in contrast to Swedes. In her 
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article in An overview of research and examples of good practice in the EU Member States, 

Ylva Brune (2002) mentions the investigation of output of three large nation-wide newspapers 

during 1997-1998. The research shows that the immigrant woman is a common stereotype in 

Swedish news media and usually exposed to violence her by fathers, brothers, or husbands. 

The immigrant woman is also represented as a victim of her cultural tradition or religion 

which is quite different with Swedish society. Another stereotyped image of the immigrant 

woman in Swedish news media relies on the strong, active woman who is “against all odds, 

has succeeded in creating her own life and identity”.  

Brune (2000) in a more general scale, points out the word invandrare (immigrant) which 

refers to “otherness” and contrasts negatively to “Swedes”. She explains how Swedish media 

refer to this word when they present immigrants. As Brune notes:  

Invandrare are usually presented as problemised collectives in news texts where Swedish 

authorities define the problems and how they are going to solve them. The concept invandrare 

fluctuates between its statistical meaning and its connotative meaning, where invandrare 

equals 'different' and (ultimately) problem. In other words, when immigrants are presented in 

the media, they are referred to as invandrare mainly when they are considered problematic 

and/or different (Brune, 2000, p.378)
2
.  

In this respect, Lena Grip (2002), in her study about media’s approach to the “other”, 

considers the exploitation of immigrant women and immigrant men in media focusing on the 

murder of Fadima. She concludes that mass media’s representation of immigrant women and 

immigrant men is based on the stereotypes of “they” which is in contrast to “we”. “They”, as 

she explains, is a symbol of collective and traditional term while “we” is related to 

“individuals” and pro modernity concepts. Furthermore, “They” in the mass media is 

described by oppression while “We” are equal. According to Grip, mass media emphasize on 

the culture to show the contrast between “They” and “We”. 

“Immigrant woman as the passive and oppressed victim” is a significant stereotype used by 

Swedish media specially when refers to the Muslim woman (SOU, 2005:56, p.22). According 

to The Blue and Yellow Glass House , the funded report about structural discrimination in 

Sweden (SOU, 2005:56), while media portray immigrant women as passive and oppressed 

victims immigrant men are shown “as prone to criminal activities”. Therefore, media try to 

relate the social problems to the original culture of immigrants which has a negative effect on 

Swedish society.  

                                                
2
 Available at: https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/174-MR-CH4-15-United-Kingdom.pdf 
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Other national studies (SOU, 2006:21), have been conducted in Media’s Impact on structural 

discrimination and The segregated integration and it tackles the integration politics of 

Sweden, concludes that Swedish media often separate and characterize "immigrants" and 

"Swedes" in two groups which rely on “Us” and “Them”. Moreover, “The Swedish 

newspapers usually tend to reflect immigrants from a single perspective while the term 

immigrant often occurs in negative contexts such as crime, unemployment or 

segregation.”(SOU, 2006:21, 21) 

 

2.2. Muslim women under western eyes  

Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1991), a famous postcolonial and transnational feminist theorist, 

has mentioned the portrayal of the “Third world woman” as “sexually constrained”, 

”tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized, etc” , in contrast to the representation 

of “Western women as educated, as modern, having control over their own bodies and 

sexualities, and the freedom to make their own decisions” (Mohanty, 1991: 56). All are 

considered more severe when mass media represent Muslim women from third world. Bushra 

H Rahman (2014) has an overview on researches which conceptualized negative images of 

Muslim women in three sub-categories: oppressed, dangerous, and backward. With the focus 

on Swedish media, Håkan Hvitfelts (1998) states that the portrayal of Islam and Muslim in 

Swedish media is often related to war, terrorism, violence, women's oppression and political 

repression. According to him, the mentioned discourse is conflated with the relation between 

Islam and aggressive mission, holy wars, primitivism, etc. Hvitfelt (1998)shows that 85 

percent of news in Swedish media about Islam are focusing on the violence, whereas 25 

percent of the normal news are related to violence. It is akin to what Göran Larsson (2006) 

claims in his article about representation of Islam in Swedish media and academic researches.  

According to him, representation of Islam in Swedish media and academic researches is 

affected by some events like as September 11. As Larsson says by referring to Hafez (2005): 

 The Muslim identity or affiliation becomes stigmatized by the overwhelmingly negative media    

coverage of Islam and Muslims. Although it is difficult to establish a clear link between the 

output of the media and public opinion, there is a striking correspondence between, for 

example, television news content and the attitudes of Swedes towards Islam and Muslims. To 

what extent it is possible for a journalist who wants to keep his or her job to challenge exist-

ing stereotypes is an open question (Larsson, 2006: 5). 
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2.3. Images of Iranian women in western media  

Magnus Berg (1994), Swedish ethnologist, has done a study on portrayal of Iranian women in 

“Not without My Daughter” as an American film which depicts the escape 

of American citizen Betty Mahmoody and her daughter from Iran. According to Berg, the 

portrayal of Iranian woman in this film exactly corresponds to the concept of orientalism 

noted by Edward Said; she is defined as a rough, traditional, veiled and uncivilized person 

who contributes preserving conservative harsh conditions of patriarchal society.  

Since the outcomes of this study on recent researches of Iranian women’s images in Swedish 

media were limited, except Magnus Berg’s research, there are few studies on representing 

Iranian women in American media that two most notably of them will be stated in the 

following.  

Bushra H Rahman (2014) in her research on representing Iranian women in the international 

magazines argues that the stereotyped images of Iranian women in the media are retrieved 

from the discourses on Muslim women in earlier oriental discourses. In the light of her 

findings of analysis Time and Newsweek during 1979 -2002, they have mostly used images of 

Iranian Muslim women for certain political discourses against Iran. To this reason, there are 

three predominant portrayals of Iranian women in these magazines; the elite and educated 

Iranian women as the critics of Islamic regime and very pro – west, the Iranian women who 

were supporters of revolution as “less educated, irrational, emotional and poor women”, and 

the Iranian women as “threatening image, with a negative and dangerous weaving of the 

religion Islam” (Bushra H Rahman, 2014). Regarding to Bushra, all these images are based on 

Iran’s relationship with US to raise an anti-Iran sentiment. 

Elli Lester Roushanzamir (2004) clarifies two common portrayals of Iranian woman formed 

by U.S media; as a passive oppressed woman, and as a woman who suppresses her sexualized 

fantasies. In both, she is an object of knowledge and fantasy relying on Iran’s national 

character which gets described as a combination of “traditionalism, violence, terrorism, 

fanaticism, and sexual license/oppression, lies hidden behind a (the) veil” by American media 

(Roushanzamir ,2004). Accordingly, American print media construct Iranian women as 

“outside and other” for the audience when they depict this woman “either as meekly house- or 

chador-bound, with only great piety to distinguish her, or as militantly Islamic” 

(Roushanzamir, 2004). This researcher concludes that these images seem considered along the 

1950s development/dependency concepts and of earlier, colonialist practice.  
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3. Theory  

 

3.1. Constructionist approach of representation 

The theory of social constructionism considers the audience understanding of the surrounding 

world as a combination of meaning’s social construction and the meaning of personal 

experience. This theory is originated from Berger & Luckmann’s (1966) view on the social 

construction of reality in their book. They argue that the social world including the functions, 

structures and institutions is the cultural product of commonsense knowledge and subjectivity. 

Regarding to Berger & Luckmann (1966: 15),“commonsense ‘knowledge’ rather than ‘ideas’ 

must be the central focus for the sociology of knowledge. It is precisely this ‘knowledge’ that 

constitutes the fabric of meanings without which no society could exist”. Connecting this 

theory to the representation of media, Stuart Hall (1997) in the introduction of his book states 

constructionist approach as the third approach of representation which recognizes the social 

character of language. According to this approach, the meaning is not constructed by things in 

themselves and by the individual users of language; but “it is the language system or whatever 

system we are using to represent our concepts”, and to convey the meaning. The 

constructionist approach acknowledges the importance of social actors to “make the world 

meaningful and to communicate about that world meaningfully to others” by using “the 

conceptual systems of their culture and the linguistic and other representational systems to 

construct meaning” (Hall, 1997). Moving from constructionist approach of representation into 

the area of media, Peter Dahlgren (1995, p. 28) goes on to remark the media’s important role 

in “organizing the images and discourses through which people make sense of the world”. 

McQuail (2000) is of the same opinion, and he argues that media make the social formations 

and even the history through the images of reality within news and reports predictably. 

Moreover, people as the audiences form their opinions on the social reality and their status in 

that reality in interact with symbolic constructions of media. Constructionist approach notes 

both power of media and audience to choose according to continuous negotiations between 

them. Tied closely to this understanding there are at least, as Peter Hamilton (1997: 80 – 87) 

describes, two definitions of the term documentary; documentary as objective representation 

and documentary as subjective interpretation. Think of the second definition, it “deals with 

the more social and personal aspects of the term – as when we speak of something being a 

human document” (Hamilton, 1997:  83). Indeed, Hamilton attributes this characteristic into 

the essential constructionist form of representation on what documentary films depict. He 
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quotes Lewis Hine’s word on camera as a powerful toll for research because “it mechanically 

re –creates reality as crafts such as writing or painting never can” (Hamilton, 1997: 86).  

The complexity of this issue has been discussed by Hito Steyerl (2007)
3
 in her short article 

when she points out two fronts in the discourse of documentary; first the realistic reproduction 

of images and second, the inherent truth in the documentary products. As Steyerl argues, the 

first one tends to rely on the camera as much as the audience’s eyes; and the second believe in 

a constructivist position that notes the power relations to shape and produce the documentary. 

Nevertheless, she assumes that Post structuralism can justify this complexity and teach us 

“how ‘reality’, ‘truth’ and other basic notions on which possible definitions of documentary 

rest are at best as solid as the fleeting reflections on a troubled surface of water” ( Steyerl 

,2007:.2). Following the concept of truth, Steyerl considers the realistic form and the reflexive 

form as two documentary forms, and she warns that “the position of realists could be called 

naïve, the position of constructivists runs the danger of sliding into opportunistic and cynical 

relativism” (Steyerl, 2007: 3). To find a point of intersection, Steyerl emphasizes on 

importance of “documentary expression” more than “documentary representation” as well as 

she makes an example of the CNN images of the war in Iraq: 

Those CNN images still vividly and acutely express the uncertainty, which governs not only 

contemporary documentary image production, but also the contemporary world as such. They 

are perfectly true documents of that general uncertainty, so to speak. They reflect the 

precarious nature of contemporary lives as well as the uneasiness of any representation. 

(Steyerl, 2007: 8).  

 

3.2. Otherness and postcolonial theory  

Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1984) was one of the first feminist scholars who criticized 

western discourses around orientalism, the other and stereotyping. As a postcolonial theorist, 

she has considered the creation of otherness and stereotyping of non-western women. 

In Under the Western Eye (1984), she systematically expressed how Western feminists 

introduce third World women as a homogeneous group. Criticizing Western feminist texts 

about women in the third world, Mohanty believes that Western scholars accept their middle-

class culture as a norm and encode the history and culture of the working class as the "other". 

Furthermore, she criticizes providing a unified image of all Third World women and 

                                                
3
 Available at:  

http://productionunit.org/wp-content/uploads/2008/05/No_72_Documentary_Uncertainty.pdf 
 

http://productionunit.org/wp-content/uploads/2008/05/No_72_Documentary_Uncertainty.pdf
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characterizing them as the “other”. By referring to the different lives of women and their 

disparate history and culture in the Third World, their classification as "third world women" is 

inexplicable and unacceptable. Versus this label, Mohanty notes the "third world difference" 

and resists supposing the same problems and cultures of all women in the Third World. 

According to her (Mohanty, 1984), stereotyping of third World women lead to represent them 

as ignorant, poor, untrained and oppressed women who are trapped in tradition, religion and 

home work; while Western women are introduced as educated and free people who have 

control on their bodies and their sexualities .  

From the more general perspective, Jacques Derrida (1976) has pointed out that Western 

philosophy is based on opposites and differences, thereby the nature of first one is defined as 

the original and the opposite would be the “other”. Stuart Hall (1997), by connecting Edward 

Said´s argument of Orientalism to Foucault´s point of power/knowledge, discusses about “a 

form of racialized knowledge of the other” which is produced by the power. 

The concept of women as the “other” has been greatly proposed by white middle-class 

women who discuss generally about this topic based on their own experience. As Gilligan 

(1982) asserts, feminist theories consider women according to the reality of white western 

middle-class women; and they generalize this reality to all women around the world with 

different regions, classes and races. From this perspective, the possibility of differences 

between women would be ignored.   

Stereotyping Muslim women as a homogenous group leads to separate them from the Western 

women and introduce the Immigrant Muslim woman as “the other” in the host society. 

Postcolonial theories try to challenge the “otherness” process; and explain that “Stereotyping” 

and the creation of otherness are parts of an unequal power relation system.  

The creation of otherness is not used only for highlighting the differences, but for remaining a 

hierarchical and unequal power relation which classifies people into two groups: We and 

They. Postcolonial theories also show that “the otherness” applies to the racial, ethnic and 

gender relations; and it is part of colonialism heritage which would boast superiority of 

Western values and culture.  Yasmin Zine (2008), regarding to the post September 11 era, 

analyses the definition and representation of Muslim women affected by ideological 

extremism, racism and “gendered Islam phobia”. 

Although, Sweden has never been involved in any colonial discourse; Ylva Brune affirms that  

“Swedish creation of national identity and views on ‘foreign people’ has, during the last 

century, stayed close to the European stream” ( Brune, 2004 : 34). She identifies the word 

'invandrare' which refers to 'otherness' and contrasted negatively to 'Swedes'; and she explains 



15 
 

 

how the Swedish media refer to this word when they present immigrants. In the same vein, 

creating the “otherness” of Immigrant women in Swedish media has been mentioned by some 

other scholars (Grip, 2002). 

Van Ginneken (1998) argues the concept of Ethnocentrism looking at the William Graham 

Sumner who identifies Ethnocentrism as “the technical name for this view of things in which 

one’s own group is the center of everything, and all others are scaled and rated with reference 

to it”.Van Ginneken (1998 : 206) regards the stereotyping as one of the dimensions of 

Ethnocentrism; and notes that we encounter toward different types of Ethnocentrism 

individually or collectively, within social institutions and media. Nevertheless, Van Ginneken 

(1998) in one chapter of his book discusses that psychologically stereotyping is inevitable, 

“they help us simplify the world, build and manage internal models of reality”.  

 

3.3. Intersectionality 

Intersectionality is one of recent trends in feminist approach which as a multi-dimensional 

approach, reviews different spheres of power relations, including race, age, gender, sexual 

orientation, class, disability and their effects on each other. Jennifer C Nash (2006), in the 

introduction of her research emphasizes that intersectionality “has emerged as the primary 

theoretical tool designed to combat feminist hierarchy, hegemony, and exclusivity”. 

The term “intersectionality” was coined by the US-based feminist and critical race theorist 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991). In the introduction of her study, Crenshaw discussed about 

structural intersectionality to review “the location of women of color at the intersection of 

race and gender” and political intersectionality to show “how both feminist and antiracist 

politics have functioned in tandem to marginalize the issue of violence against women of 

color” (Crenshaw, 1991: 359). 

 In Sweden, according to Nina Lykke (2005), scholars have started to consider this theory 

since 2000. Lykke (2005, p.8) notes that the concept of intersectionality emerged from an 

interaction between feminist theory, postcolonial theory and Black Feminism. In Sweden it 

was introduced by Paulina de los Reyes, Irene Molina and Diana Mulinari (Lykke, 2005). 

Nina Lykke (2005) believes that the concept of intersectionality is associated with how people 

identify and negotiate their situations in relation to categories such as gender, ethnicity, race, 

etc.  in an increasingly post-traditional ways.  On the other word, intersectionality emphasizes 
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on the role of power relation on the attitudes of people and their status (Darvishpour, 2013). 

For example, although middle-aged, heterosexual, white,  and even bourgeois women of 

western society suffer from patriarchy ; their situations, interests and attitudes could be 

different with the situation of young, gay and working class women belonging to the 

oppressed ethnic groups. Therefore, it is clear that we cannot talk about their common 

destinies. 

Another striking point considered by Darvishpour (2013) is to address Intersectionality as a 

perspective which concerns oppressed groups not as passive victims, but as the social actors 

being able to challenge and change the common situation. 

Intersectionality’s roots in the post-colonial theories leads to critique western feminists who 

generalize the experience of white, heterosexual and middle-class western women to all 

women around the world (Lykke, 2005). Based on this theory, the considered western 

feminists ignore the other spheres of unequal power relations; even they may contribute to 

reproduce racist discourses. Stressing intersectionality not only as a theoretical perspective, 

but up to a methodological framework, Anthony Justin Barnum and Anna M. Zajicek notice 

intersectionality methodologically and say: 

 That it is “a multi-method approach that can be used in qualitative as well as quantitative 

studies aiming at understanding the various ways in which systems of inequality as well as 

dimensions of identity intersect. More specifically, intersectionality calls for a different, more 

complex and more holistic, reading of signs and symbolic order”(Barnum & Zajicek, 

2008:111)
4
. 

Very briefly, intersectionality is defined as a contextual perspective which refuses to 

generalize the results of study, and prevent extending them into the common stereotypes.  

 

4. Methodology and material  

 

 

This study is based with respect to two methods, semiotic and discourse analysis exposing the 

following.  

 

                                                
4
 Available at: http://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/dspace/bitstream/1808/5693/1/STARV29A3.pdf 
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4.1. Methods  

Today, the concept of representation has a remarkable status in cultural studies. 

Representation connects meaning and language to the culture, and it is often defined as 

making meaning through the use of signs and concepts. Representation is the process of 

production and exchange of meaning among components of a culture. This process requires 

the use of language, symbols and images to depict the objects. On the other hand, 

representation is one of the cultural practices which reproduce the culture. Emphasizing on 

the “cultural practices”, components of a culture make sense to people, objects and events. 

Hence, the meaning of objects is defined according to how they are represented (Hall, 2003). 

Stuart Hall explains three different approaches to representation including reflective, 

intentional and constructionist. The constructionist approach is the most popular approach to 

understand the cultural power of media. Furthermore, this approach is related to two major 

models, the semiotic approach by Ferdinand de Saussure and the discursive approach 

by Michel Foucault (Hall, 2003). 

Semiotic is the science of signs, and it considers the language as a system of cultural signs. 

This science has been begun by Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913) and Charles Sanders 

Peirce (1839–1914). Although, their definitions of semiology is not quite similar; both are 

related to the science of signs. Saussure defines the sign as a combination of signifier and 

signified. Put another word, signs can appear as a form of words, images, modes and objects 

which is called signifier, and as a concept is called signified. According to Saussure the 

relationship between signifier and signified is arbitrary, unmotivated, and unnatural. An 

important approach to Saussure’s semiotic is that he does not note the semiotic as a science of 

individual symptoms evaluation. In this respect, semiotic is the knowledge of symbolic 

systems which are social phenomena and it studies process of making the meaning and 

representing the reality. It also considers social - cultural phenomena as a language, and their 

relation. In order to the “relation”, Jonathan Culler (1976) points out that the social and 

cultural phenomena are not only the material objects, but the significant objects which could 

be defined as signs. Additionally, the social and cultural phenomena “do not have essences 

but are defined by a network of relations” (Culler, 1976: 4). 

For the first time, the term of sign and variety of symptoms (for example, symbols) was used 

by American pragmatist philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce .He has divided signs into three 

famous categories including Icon, Index and symbol.  

Roland Barthes (1972) is another well-known theorist within semiotics who has provided a 

system to analysis ”linguistic signs". In his system of thought, there is a set of keywords 
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deriving from semiotic approach proposed by Saussure such as symbol , signified ,signified, 

langue, parole ,narrative, text, intertextual, codes and context. One of the most important 

achievements of Barthes’s semiotic is to provide and extend the words “connotation and 

denotation” which have not been considered by Saussure exactly. Denotation is a primary 

signification relying on the specific, literal, straightforward, clear and obvious description or 

meaning of words and other phenomena like a soldier. The word connotation - secondary 

signification - links the phenomena or signs to the “wider semantic fields of our culture” 

(Hall, 1997: 38), and it involves the symbolic, historic, and emotional matters connected to a 

sign. Regarding Barthes, there is a “manner in which the society to a certain extent 

communicates what it thinks of it” (Barthes, 1972: 17). Thus, a soldier as a sign in a picture 

may be interpreted as a won champion on the battlefield, a supporter of peace and freedom or 

a symbol of an imperial power as well as Barthes has mentioned on the analysis of a young 

Negro with French uniform.  Therefore, the meaning of signs do exist by themselves, it is 

derived from the cultural , historical and social values of the interpreter.  

This completed message of the sign is related to a second set of signified that make a myth. 

Although, myth as a language or a system of sings bound to the history and society; it shows 

itself publicly and generally. So, the special function of myth is converting the history to the 

public. McQuail (2000) has a review on myths and describes them as “pre-existing and value-

laden sets of ideas derived from the culture and transmitted by communication” (McQuail, 

2000: 313). Within the myth in the analysis of a young Negro saluting with French uniform, 

Barthes explores the myth of French colonialism. It is an interpretation of a sign connecting to 

wider systems of social ideology, to culture, history and knowledge.  

As one of the important methods in film studies, semiotic can be sued independently or 

affected by the other theories and methods such as psychoanalysis, Marxism, feminism, 

content analysis and discourse analysis. According to the assumptions of semiotics, film is a 

system of meanings which expresses an object, offers a representation of reality and 

reproduces that. Consequently, the main method to content analysis in this study has been 

conducted through the semiotic. This method will be followed by discourse analysis with the 

focus on second case study. 

Discourse analysis is concerned with written language, speech, sign or any semiotic 

phenomenon as a social practice (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997); and as an approach it 

considers the production of knowledge more than the meaning. Sturat Hall in the introduction 

of his book describes some similarities and differences between the semiotic and the 

discursive approach while defining discursive as a “general term used to refer to any approach 
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in which meaning, representation and culture are considered to be constitutive” (Hall, 1997: 

6). Despite of the semiotic that is concerned with “how language produces meaning”, 

discursive relies more on “the effects and consequences of representation”. According to Hall, 

this approach connects explicitly to the power relations in the social and cultural context of 

knowledge. From the same point of view, Van Leeuwen (1993:193) asserts that discourse 

analysis is concerned “with discourse as the instrument of power and control as well as with 

discourse as the instrument of the social construction of reality”. Ruth Wodak and Brigitta 

Busch (2004: 108) also point out the interest of discursive in the relationship between 

language and power looking back on the social struggle and conflicts. From this perspective, 

they enumerate “gender issues, issues of racism, political discourses, organizational 

discourses, or dimensions of identity research” as the subject which can be investigated in the 

context of discourse analysis. Addition to all these issues, one of the key areas of discursive is 

related to media studies; while some scholars have provided notables studies on the 

relationship between media and discourse analysis (Bell & Garrett ,1998; Marris & 

Thornham,2000; Fairclough,1995).  

Fairclough, in his book Media Discourse (1995), argues that media have previously been 

described as notions dominated by integrated and stable practices; but this description does 

not apply in the case of contemporary media. Media studies in the contemporary world insist 

on the cultural diversity, changes and pluralistic practices. Thus, media products should be 

analyses with the discursive approach “within sociocultural practices” including the 

“situational, institutional and the societal” levels (Fairclough,1995: 16).In general, discourse 

analysis of media should be able to answer the sets of questions about media output: 

1.  How has the text been designed? Why has it been designed in this way? How could it be 

designed otherwise? 

2. How is the text produced, and how to be used and interpreted? 

3. What is indicated in the text concerning with the disciplines of media discourse? 

4. Which socio-cultural processes are involved on creating a text?  

Regarding these questions proposed by Fairclough, the research questions of this study will be 

followed up on the findings from both semiotic and discursive to look at what is explicitly and 

implicitly portrayed in two selected samples for analysis. To get more structure, the analysis 

part is divided into two case studies. In both, description of film is followed by the first level 

of semiotic as a denotative description of what is seen and heard in the film. This denotation 

part including the connotation of characters, locations, dialogues and texts goes connect to the 



20 
 

 

second level of signification which makes an analytical framework of signs through the 

combination of semiotic and discursive. 

 

4.2. The sampling process 

This study will analysis two selected documentary films broadcast through the Swedish public 

service television channel SVT2 in 2013 and 2014; Min Stulna Revolution, running in 75 

minutes making by Nahid Persson Sarvestani as the director, producer and screen player, and 

Sahra och hennes fru running in 51 minutes making by Peter Gaszynski and editing by Niklas 

Olsson.  

Initially, the aim of this study was to analysis two documentary films broadcast through the 

Swedish public service television during the past decade addressing the “immigrant Muslim 

women” as the main or sub characters. Regarding the initial plan, Shabanas Val and Med 

huvudduk och hoga klackar were randomly selected while searching on broadcasted 

documentaries by keyword “immigrant Muslim women” in the search engine of Kungliga 

biblioteket’s homepage. Due to the wide area of issue and diversity of subject, the aim of this 

study shifted to analysis a more minor topic and to discuss how “Iranian immigrant women” 

are depicted in recent documentary films broadcast on SVT. Findings of researches on the 

social status of Iranian women in Sweden as educated, secular and modern immigrant women 

directed this study toward investigating whether or not SVT depicts the social facts of Iranian 

women’s situation in Sweden. 

While watching Min Stulna Revolution and Sahar och hennes fru through SVT2, and between 

a number of documentaries representing Iranian women in Sweden, two considered films 

have deliberately been selected because of attributing these characteristics: addressing Iranian 

women as the secular, activist and modern women from an Islamic country who are mostly 

living in Sweden and have challenged the certain and dominant norms in both Iranian and 

Swedish society. Among other documentaries made by Nahid Persson Sarvestani and some 

other broadcasted films on SVT in the issues of Iranian women, Min Stulna Revolution and 

Sahar och hennes fru seem more controversial with the high rate of attracting attentions from 

audiences. In particular, significant amount of news, reports and articles on the review and 

critic of Min Stulna Revolution were published in Swedish and Persian media
5
 which would 

                                                
5
 For example: http://www.bbc.co.uk/persian/arts/2013/01/130129_l44_nahid_sarvestani_move.shtml 

   
                         http://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=2493&artikel=5426743 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/persian/arts/2013/01/130129_l44_nahid_sarvestani_move.shtml
http://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=2493&artikel=5426743
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indicate its wide reflections in both Iranian community and Swedish society. Very briefly, the 

material of this study consists of the 126 minutes documentary films Min Stulna Revolution 

and Sahar och hennes fru, broadcast through the Swedish public service television channels 

SVT2 from the following days in January 2014: 5, 6, 7; and October and November 2013 : 31 

and 1. To make the analysis the considered films, both have been watched three times in 

media hall of Stockholm’s Kungliga biblioteket
6
. 

 

5. Data description and analysis  

 

5.1. Case study 1 – Min Stulna Revolution 

 

5.1.1. Description of the film 

Min Stulna Revolution (My stolen revolution) is a Swedish documentary film (2013) made by 

Nahid Persson Sarvestani. The film depicts the director's research on five political activist 

women who were imprisoned and tortured by the Islamic regime after the revolution in Iran.  

After the 1979 revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini took power and Iran was governed by Islamic 

fundamentalism. The situation of women in Iran has shifted to the very limited setting. 

Challenging more limitations such as compulsory veiling and political repression, some of the 

activist women were imprisoned, tortured and executed by the Islamic regime. During 1980’s 

a number of them hardly left Iran and settled in European countries and USA. This film 

represents the life story of five women from political struggle in Iran to their peaceful life in 

Europe. They have left Iran in 1980’s and they are gathering in Sweden in 2014. Nahid whose 

young brother Rostam was executed in regime’s prison, invites these five women to her home 

and depicts their stories of prison and torture in Islamic Republic of Iran. She also looks back 

on her memories of Rostam and his arrest and execution. The documentary film starts with 

this comment:  

This is a film for political prisoners who have sacrificed their lives for freedom and 

democracy in Iran, and to whom continue the struggle. 

                                                                                                                                                   
                      
 
6
 Min Stulna Revolution is also available on YouTube. 
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 It connects to Nahid’s narration of political situation before and after the Islamic revolution 

in Iran. As a director of the film, she introduces the main characters one by one; and the life 

story of five Iranian activist women would begin in Sweden, Norway and Germany. First of 

all, five women restate their memories of struggle, prison and torture in turn. Then, Nahid 

invites them to meet each other at her home in Sweden. At the end, she goes to the U.S.A for 

meeting an unknown man who has some memories of Rostam’s execution. 

 

5.1.2. The first level of signification 

According to Barthe´s terminology (1972), the analysis of Min Stulna Revolution starts with 

the semiotic term of denotative description of what is seen and heard in the film. After this 

denotation part including the connotation of characters, locations, dialogues and texts, the 

second level of signification will follow. 

 

Characters 

 

Nazli 

She is the first woman that Nahid as the director and narrator meets her. According to the 

narration of film – referring to the audial signs – Nazli has grown up in a cultural and political 

family, interested in politics and Left Movement when she was 14 years old, and she has 

started her activity in this way. After graduation of university, she has joined the army of 

Pahlavi regime, but she was not allowed to keep in her job after the 1979 revolution because 

of Islamic regime’s restrictions for military women. She has lost her job, joined the resistance 

movement against the regime and worked on her political activities while arresting by Islamic 

military. Nazli left Iran and moved to Sweden after being 8 years in prison.  

She seems as a juicy middle age woman who lives in Stockholm with her family. This is the 

picture of Nazli in Min Stulna Revolution: Smiling, very active, with black hair and always 

dressed in black. Despite the fact that she speaks of being tortured in prison, we can see her 

smiling and happy face which is a symbol of resistance against the Islamic regime's 

persecution. Nazli describes her deplorable conditions in prison with sense of pride and 

excitement.  
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Parvaneh  

As a political activist, Parvaneh has been arrested by Islamic regime because of distributing 

opposition’s newspaper out of her school when she was 17 years old. She lives in Norway 

with her family and used to paint since two years ago. As well as Nazli, Parvaneh explains her 

memories of prison and torture with sense of pride and honor. Her family and she seem as the 

fortunate and blessed people who have lively and calm relationship together.  

While being in the prison, Parvaneh has been tortured because of her paintings on the prison’s 

wall; all have focused on women’s situation in Evin and other prisons in Islamic Republic of 

Iran. As Parvaneh says, she considers painting as psychotherapy, and a symbol of resistance 

and freedom. In one of her dialogs Parvaneh says: 

        By using this brush painting as an important part of my life, I can call down my 

interrogator after all these days. 

Azar 

The turning point of Azar’s life is her daughter, Nina who has been in prison with her mother 

since she was 11 months old. Azar describes how they have been arrested 30 years ago in 

Iran, and how they have been tortured by Islamic revolutionary guard in the prison. She 

focuses on the trauma caused by torture and imprisonment when talking about her memories 

of Iran. Azar does not regard the struggle against the Islamic regime only as an evidence of 

honor and pride; she disturbs because her life style caused some damages on her daughter. 

Nevertheless, she still seems diligent and active with an intelligent, distressful and earnest 

face. Every day, she is running, listening to the music and gathering with her family. Azar 

lives in Germany and we do not have more information of her current life and activities.  

 Soudabeh 

She lives in Sweden as a well-known Iranian painter in Stockholm. She seems taciturn and 

quiet and has started painting since being in prison. Soudabeh emphasizes on very strong 

ideals which gave her motivation to challenge the Islamic regime, and she explains the 

women’s situation in Islamic regime’s prisons by using her artworks remained of the prison. 

Nahid  

She has not experienced the prison, torture and other horrible situations as well as five other 

women in Min Stulna Revolution. The only motivation for documenting the life story of 

activist Iranian women is Rosatm, her brother who has been executed by Islamic regime. 

According to Nahid’s claim, she has participated in political activities after the 1979 

revolution, and she may perceived as an social and political actor against Islamic Republic of 
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Iran. Nahid admits that she never understand how much those five women have experienced 

the struggle and repression. But, she seems curious and investigative, and tries to record the 

leftist women’s historical memories belong to her generation. This destiny may be associated 

with Nahid’s memories of her brother, Rostam who has been executed because of his liberal 

struggle against the Islamic regime. Thought, Nahid has had less political activities than five 

other women; she seems as a central character that connects all together.  

Monir 

Monir is one of the most prominent female prisoners in Islamic Republic of Iran’s prisons. 

Nahid notes that she is very famous and well known for Iranian political activists, and she has 

a significant influence on the other female prisoners caused of her respected and charismatic 

characters. Monir in this film speaks of her passed in pride and glory, she also seems resolute 

and intent. 

Other characters 

In addition to these sex female characters, there are two sub characters, Nahid’s 

daughter,Setareh and Nazli’s daughter, Meachele who belong to the second generation of 

Iranian immigrants in Sweden. Setareh is depicted as her mother’s assistant in making the 

film; and Meachele just talks about her mother’s passed situation as a prisoner in a short 

episode. 

 

The locations 

The locations of this film are divided to two main categories: in Iran including the narrations 

of struggle, imprisonment, torture, revolution, Islamism, Islam phobia, restrictions and bans 

on political and social activities; and after the exile in Sweden, Norway and Germany 

including the everyday life, family life, normal social activities; all with the focus on the 

review of passed memories in Iran, prison and the political struggles.  

Iran, before the exile  

Iran in this documentary film is depicted by using several archival photos and videos, and it is 

divided to two parts; Iran before and after 1979 revolution. In both periods of time, signs are 

represented in the external locations such as streets, shops, pools and other public places. 

Also, all performances and actions are external such as shopping, protests and social activities 

outside of home. In addition, the sounds and sounds effects are related to the external 

locations; as well as sound of cars, people’s humming, speeches and chanting slogans. The 
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space is a combination of men and women’s performance; hero women and repressive men 

belong to the political system. 

Iran, Before the revolution 1979 

Visual signs of the environment   

1. Public: Streets, imported cars, modern pools, 

shop stores, the news stand. 

2.Private: there is no sign relied on the private  

 

Visual signs of people: 

Combination of Individual/ collective signs; the 

archival photos of six main characters more 

focused on individually life, and the archival data 

of the other people is mostly relying on the 

collective situations. 

 

 

1.women; unveiled, sometimes topless, wearing 

swimsuit, swimming beside the men, buying 

food, buying newspapers, sitting on buses, 

chanting slogans against the Shah unveiled or 

veiled. 

 

2. Shah and Farah (Iran's former king and queen); 

formal dressing, the suit and tie. 

 

3. Soldiers with military uniform 

 

4. The oppositions getting killed by regime. 

 

5. The protesters 

The textual signs  Slogans on banners: “Unveiled or veiled, we 

fight against the king and defend the women’s 

right”. 

The audial signs :  

Collective signs 

1. The voice of storyteller – Nahid – who is 

narrating the process of struggle against Shah. 

 

2. The voice of women on chanting slogans. 

 

3. The voice of Shah in an interview in blaming 

the Communists and left activists. 

 

 



26 
 

 

Iran, after the revolution (from 1979 to 2009)  

Visual signs of the environment   1.Public: Evin prison, Closed shops, Solitary 

confinements of Evin, Not so much modern 

streets ,Military cars. 

2.Private: no sign 

 

 

Visual signs of people : 

Combination of Individual/ collective signs; the 

archival photos of six main characters more 

focused on individually life, and the archival data 

of the other people is mostly relying on the 

collective situations. 

 

1. Women; veiled in black and traditional Hijab, 

veiled with common Hijab, unveiled and 

chanting slogans against the Islamic regime. 

 

 2. Plainclothes government soldiers in black 

with a black beard while crack downing on 

protests. 

 

3. The archival photo of Rostam 

 

4. The archival photo of Nahid as an unveiled 

student. 

 

5. An unveiled woman arrested by Islamic guard. 

 

6. Several Mullahs 

 

7. The religious ceremonies called “Friday 

Prayers”. 

 

8. the archival photos of Khomeni’s speech 

 

9. The archival video of Neda Agha- Soltan’s 

death. 

 

10. The archival videos of people in Green 

movement challenging the Plainclothes forces of 

Islamic regime. 
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The textual signs  The title of documentary film: Min Stulna 

Revolution ( My stolen revolution)  

 

The audial signs : 

Collective signs  

1. The voice of storyteller – Nahid – who is 

narrating the struggle against Islamic regime and 

women’s situation after the revolution.  

 

2. The voice of men on chanting slogans to 

support the Islamic regime. 

 

3. The voice of a young man shouting: “Neda! Be 

alive!”… 

 

Sweden and other western countries, after the exile 

Despite of Iran, Sweden and other western countries in this documentary film consist of 

internal locations and performances such as inside the home and on the train; and all tend 

toward the femininity and very imperceptible participation of men. 

Sweden 

Visual signs of the environment  1. Public: Streets and inside the train on a snowy 

daylight. 

 

2.Private: Nahid’s home; a big white house on 

Swedish style sorted by lots of candles, black and 

white furniture, a white modern kitchen and a 

balcony by beautiful view. 

 Nazli’s home; the white walls, modern kitchen 

and the living room full of bottles and glasses of 

wine. 

 Soudabeh’s home; a bright apartment colored by 

white and sorted by books and her artworks. 

 

Visual signs of people : 

Combination of Individual/ collective signs; 

focused on the individual signs when talking 

 

1.Nahid; unveiled, black dressed in the street, at 

home, on the train 
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about memories of Iran, and relied on collective 

signs while noting characters lifestyle in Sweden. 

 

2.Nazli; unveiled in the street, at home 

 

3.Setareh, unveiled at home 

 

4.Meachele, unveiled at home 

 

5. Soudabeh, unveiled at home, with lacquered 

nail. 

  

The audial signs: 

Combination of Individual/ collective signs; 

focused on the individual signs when talking 

about memories of Iran, and relied on collective 

signs while noting characters lifestyle in Sweden. 

1. At home; talking about women’s memories of 

prison. 

 

2. Out of home; common environmental sounds. 

. 

 

Norway  

Visual signs of the environment  1.Public: Streets, the private car, the fresh and 

bright natural areas out of Parvaneh’s home, lots 

of bird sitting on the branches of trees, the 

chimney of Parvaneh’s home. 

 

2. Private: Parvaneh’s home; sitting room, 

kitchen, painting workshop, white curtains, the 

paintings. 

 

Visual signs of people : 

With the focus on collective signs. 

1. Parvaneh; with her family at home, at her 

painting workshop, she is often happy and 

dressed in white. 

 

2. Parvaneh’s family; gathering to take the lunch. 

 

 

The audial signs: 

Combination of Individual/ collective signs; 

1. The voice of storyteller – Nahid – speaking of 

Parvaneh’ situation, talking to Parvaneh and her 
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focused on the individual signs when talking 

about memories of Iran, and relied on collective 

signs while noting characters lifestyle in Sweden. 

family. 

 

2. Parvaneh; speaking of her memories in Evin 

prison and punishment in imprisonment because 

of painting, asking her husband to set the 

painting on the wall. 

 

 

 

Germany 

Visual signs of the environment 1. Public: On the plane and streets. 

 

2. Private: Azar’s home; sorted by German style, 

open windows, white curtains. 

 

Visual signs of people: 

Mostly relied on individual signs. 

1. Azar; dressed in black at home, dressed in 

sportswear on the street, listening to the music on 

the bus. 

 

The audial signs: 

Combination of Individual/ collective signs; 

focused on the individual signs when talking 

about memories of Iran, and relied on collective 

signs while noting characters lifestyle in Sweden. 

1. The voice of storyteller – Nahid. 

 

2. Dialogues between Azar and Nahid focusing 

on Azar’s memories of prison and her daughter. 

 

 

 

The United States of America 

Visual signs of the environment 1. Public: streets, the modern private car in Red 

Visual signs of people: 

Mostly collective signs. 

1.Nahid 

 

2. A man who has been in prison as a political 

prisoner while Rostam’s execution. 

 

The audial signs: 

Mostly individual signs. 

1. The voice of storyteller – Nahid, speaking of 

Rostam’s arrest. 



30 
 

 

 

2. The unknown man talks about Rostam’s 

execution. 

 

 

 

The actions  

Nahid 1. Story telling 

2. Reading the 

book and 

newspaper 

3. Writing 

4. Calling her 

friends 

5. Cunsulting with 

her daughter 

6. Cooking 

7. Travelling  

8. Driving  

Nazli 

  

1. Cooking 

2. Speaking of her 

memories 

3. Serving the 

wine  

4. Holding the veil 

and removing 

that  

Parvaneh 1. Driving 

2. Paiting 

3. Cooking 

4. Speaking of her 

memories 
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5.1.3. The second level of signification  

 

Azar 1. Speaking of her 

meories 

2. Running as a 

profesional 

3. Listening to the 

music 

4. Serving the 

dinner for her 

family and 

friends 

5. Taking the bus 

 

Soudabeh 1. Speaking of her 

memories 

2. Showing her 

paintings and 

artworks 

 

Monir 1. Traveling 

2. Speaking of her 

memories 

 

Setareh 1. Looking for the 

women who 

were in prison 

while living in 

Iran 

 

Meachele 1. Speaking of her 

mother’s 

strange 

situation 

 



32 
 

 

After the denotative description of the documentary film, this part will move on to an analysis 

of the second level of signification, the connotative level, based on the signifier and signified 

terminology  of Barthes. The aim is to use the semiotic by focusing on the theories of 

“otherness” and intersectionality perspective. 

 

A film with the high degrees of femininity 

Min Stulna Revolution is a feminine documentary film with six main female characters, two 

other females and one male character that is unknown for the audience.  

Women without men 

Looking back on the previous documentaries of Nahid Persson and some other films which 

have addressed Iranian women (Prostitution Behind the Veil, Four wives- one man, Not 

without my daughter, Hus I helvete) , the male characters contribute to the film stories as the 

notable and impressive people on women’s life. Despite being more probable, the role of men 

is depicted inconsequentially and unimportantly in Min Stulna Revolution. There are two male 

characters ; Parvaneh’s husband with a short dialogue less than one minute, and the unknown 

man that Nahid meets him in the U.S.A. The first one seems a friendly and cheerful man who 

supports Parvaneh, and the second one is introduced as a political activist who would not like 

to show his face and identity. Neither of these male characters is not the autocratic and 

patriarchal person which is typically represented as a man from an Islamic country. More 

generally, the visual and textual signs of this film have not been arranged based on the men’s 

negative effects on women’s life style. Emphasizing on a feminine narration of the revolution 

and struggle in Iran extends to the peaceful and calm everyday life in Sweden, Norway and 

Germany without the apparent presence of men. There is no male character at Nahid’s home 

as well as Nazli’s. At parvaneh’s home, we have her husband in a short episode helping 

Parvaneh to cook. Finally, two men are visible at Azar’s home and Soudabeh’s apartment 

who they are not introduced exactly. Nevertheless, there are two more female characters; 

Setareh and Meachele that they seem very important and effective in the short parts of film. 

Both young women belong to the second generation of immigrant Iranian women in Europe. 

Even Azar speaks of her daughter, Nina, who has been named as a Miss beauty in a small city 

of France.  When she was eleven months, khomeini’s soldiers arrested her mother; and Nina 

had to be in prison for a short time. The importance of these sub characters is justified by 

reference to their association in her mother’s life style. Setareh helps Nahid to make this film, 

and Nina seems as a result and symbol of Azar’s democratic efforts and beliefs.  
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The only destructive effect of male on the women’ life is depicted by focusing on the 

historical narratives of Iran. Archival photos and films reveal the decisive role of two famous 

political men on the various aspects of Iranian women’s destiny; Mohammadreza Shah, the 

king of Pahlavi regime and Khomeini, the leader of Islamic revolution in 1979. An archival 

film of Shah in an interview in blaming the Communists and left activists, the significant and 

most participation of women in the protests against Shah, raising the banners with slogans 

“Unveiled and or veiled, we fight against the king and defend the women’s right” by women, 

the archival photos and videos of Khomeini in speech, the narration of struggle against 

Islamic regime and women’s situation after the revolution and the voice of men on chanting 

slogans to support the Islamic regime are some of the signs which certificate that Iranian 

women have had two main reasons for struggle; Pahlavi and Islamic Republic that both are 

governed by two authoritarian men. Except these two and except the military soldiers , the 

other male characters in this film are represented in support of female struggle , or as the 

neutral characters; Nahid’s brother, Rostam, Parvaneh’s husband and the known man belong 

to the first group. Focusing on Rostam’s role to create this documentary by Nahid, he is 

depicted as a leftist man who has fought for the equality, freedom and justice.  

  Challenging the multiple oppression  

Although, Iranian women are represented as the social and strong activists; there is no 

mention to the men’s activities and their life style in this film, except Rostam who is not 

considered as a character but as a memory. Min Stulna Revolution is a feminine revolution 

according to three historical periods of time. In all three, the dominant and remarkable role 

depends on the women who create the historical milestones of social and political movements 

in Iran. At the first, before the Islamic revolution, women are depicted as free and secure 

people. The unveiled women, sometimes topless, wearing swimsuit, swimming beside the 

men, buying food, buying newspapers and sitting on buses as the numerous signs imply on 

the liberty and security of women in Pahlavi’s regime. The women socialize routinely and no 

observed signs of religious authority and inequality between men and women in the society. 

Although, Nahid criticizes Shah by using the archival data and narrations such as Shah and 

Farah (Iran's former king and queen); in formal dressing, and the suit and tie; she tends to 

show the relative gender equality in the considered period. Moreover, archival photos and 

videos of Pahlavi’s regime symbolize a soft and quiet environment including the clean and 

alive streets and the juicy people. Even, according to the Nahid’s narration of Nazli, she has 

been working as an army before the Islamic revolution without any restrictions and 
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disruption. As Nahid tells, this situation shifted to the Islamic revolution and unpredictable 

events in 1979. The visual signs tend to the darkness and masculinity. The picture of 

Knomeini with black robe is replaced instead of Shah’s photo wearing suit and tie. A number 

of black wearing men shout slogans to support the Islamic revolution, and everything is 

changed to the harsh masculine situation.  The narration of film highlights various restrictions 

that Islamic state has determined for women; force veiling, and women arresting because of 

their political and social campaigns. 

Showing the plainclothes soldiers while crack downing on protests, unveiled young women 

and chanting slogans against the Islamic regime and finally, Neda Agha -Soltan’s death on 

one of the streets of Tehran; all rely on signs of Iranian women’s participation in protest 

against existing conditions. Neda Agha- Soltan was shot dead during the 2009 Iranian election 

protests called Green movement. Considering the famous video of her death on the street 

exactly before the film's opening titles, the audience is invited to watch the libertarian 

women’s opposition on the patriarchal Islamic regime during three decades. One of the most 

striking points is mention to the misogyny as the main ideology of Islamic regime in Iran. The 

oppression on women in this system is not just based on the patriarchal structure, but it is also 

according to the formal structure of an anti – feminist regime. On the other side, these five 

women’s struggle is portrayed as an extreme struggle which shows them in the role of an 

activist instead of a victim. 

After leaving Iran, the five considered women in Min Stulna Revolution restate this terrible 

experience. The third part of film is dedicated to recall memories of their struggles against 

Islamic regime, prison and torture. Five women, firstly at their homes and finally by gathering 

at Nahid’s home focus on the review of first years after the Islamic revolution in Iran. All 

have experienced the prison, torture and jailer’s brutal treatment with prisoners. The political 

prison in this documentary film is a symbol of Islamic regime’s maximum authority. In this 

respect, the Iranian woman is represented by her memories of the political prison and Islamic 

authority. The oppression on the women is considered from the different dimensions 

including unequal rights of women in a patriarchal system, forced veiling, political repression 

by regime’s guard, arresting, torture, rape in the prison, execution and being deprived of 

education and employment. According to their dialogs and some other signs of their everyday 

life, all five women are the symbols of resistance against the oppressions and restrictions. 

Nahid as a narrator frequently emphasizes on their strong impetus to the struggle and 

resistance. She asks Soudabeh: “How could you tolerate that frightful situation”. Soudabeh 

answers: “because of our ideals and dreams”.  
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According to Elli Lester Roushanzamir’s (2004) research on the images of Iranian women in 

U.S.A print media, they are mostly portrayed as the combination of “traditional, fanatic, 

fatalistic, emotional, oppressed, and impoverished” by using the pictures of women as 

“covered, faceless, and black drives home the message”. On the visual productions of media, 

Not without my daughter, is an example of this model. The Iranian woman in this film 

represents the reference model mentioned by Roushanzamir. 

Despite of the above, Min Stulna Revolution has depicted the challenges of Iranian women on 

the forced Hijab, political oppression and Islamic regime’s restrictions against women. In this 

respect, the film shows the multiple political and religious oppressions on women not by their 

partners in their family but by an Islamic regime in the altered society. These educated and 

brilliant women have been oppressed because of their situation as a young Left activist 

woman. Moreover, they have experienced this terrible situation not only because of being 

opposition of regime, but as a young and single woman who may be raped and violated more 

than male prisoners. All could be followed by the worse psychological impact. According to 

Darvishpour (2013), being oppressed in multiple would be explained from the 

intersectionality perspective. Thus, these women have been facing with a multiple oppression 

caused of their gender, age and political activities that it has created a more dreadful situation 

for them.  Although, both men and women suffer the “pressure on the prisoner” on their 

capacities; being a woman leads to the multiplied pressure and further punishment in prisons 

of Islamic Republic of Iran (Shafiq, 2006).  

It is akin to Azar’s memories of the political prison in Iran. She restates the tortures and the 

rape incident by her interrogator. Azar describes the details: 

I still feel the pain of raped. He closed my hands to the heater, and began to open the buttons. 

I thought that he would scare me while taking off my trousers. It was unbelievable! My hands 

and eyes were closed; and he did what he wanted to do. Then, he covered me the trousers, 

close the buttons. I felt that I have strictly shattered. 

Nazli, the first woman describes the torture in detailed and she says:  

Never being alone; there were some prison gourds everywhere to go. Once, they took me to 

the torture room 2 pm and returned me at 8 pm. My interrogator told me that I will be 

executed soon. I was pleased to this decision, my feet were swollen because of the torture, and 

I did not have to wear the shoes if they executed me”. As she says, the women prisoners had 

to wear Chador as the perfect Hijab in prison even while torturing by the gourds.  

But, they still resisted on the humiliation and insults. Parvaneh, explain:  
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I was not allowed to paint or do any artwork in prison and there was no paintings means. I 

started to paint on the wall the picture of a woman who was shouting while wearing Chador 

as a forced veiling. After that, they forced me to go to solitary confinement. 

These monologues are considered as the signs of the Islamic regime’s oppression on the 

activist women who do not belong to the mythical backward eastern land, but they are the 

representatives of strong people challenging the authoritarian Islamic regime and its values. 

Criticizing the religion by secular women  

The considered women characters in Min Stulna Revolution are represented as the secular and 

nonreligious women who do not compatible to Islamic regime in Iran and its doctrine. One of 

the main reasons for suppressing and torturing them by the regime is their nonreligious beliefs 

and manners. These five women have begun their political and social activities in Iran when 

they were between 15- 20 years old. Now, they live in European countries and feel free to 

express their beliefs. In the fact, Sweden, Norway and Germany have been replaced instead of 

their motherland as a safe haven. The film focuses on these five women’s memories from Iran 

more than their everyday life in the host countries. Nevertheless, many signs of their secular 

manners and beliefs are continuously emphasized, such as the everyday life activities 

including the veil removing and serving the wine. All seem the non- Islamic viewpoint of 

Iranian women who live in the secular European countries as the exiles. It would seem that 

images of Iranian woman in this film disregard the common stereotypes of third world women 

from an Islamic country.  

Bushra H Rahman (2014) underlines the media approaches above on a” uniform vision of 

cultural homogenization” to depict the immigrant women, and the common figure of the 

Muslim immigrant to create the ethnic and cultural otherness. In the same vein, Shahram 

Akbarzadeh and Bianca Smith (2005) think that for media bodies and sexualities of a woman 

from Islamic countries are a contested site for discussion among the public. What causes to 

reverse the outlined approach in Min Stulna Revolution is to emphasis the challenge on the 

forced Hijab and oppressed sexualities. According to this film, the Iranian women have not 

been struggling in a case of Hijab and body. Although, they disagree with Hijab; they 

challenge the whole value of the Islamic state, and struggle as the leftist for the modern and 

secular values. The archival data shows both veiled and unveiled women in the protest against 

the Islamic regime. Also, Nazli says that she knows Chador and blindfold as a part of her life 

and memories; she wears and takes off them symbolically back on the white wall at her home 
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in Sweden to represent her situation as a free woman. But she criticizes Hijab as a symbol of 

the Islamic regime’s oppressive domination on women. 

 

Individual life, and familial life 

The archival images and videos belonging before the Islamic revolution represent Iranian 

women at their everyday social activities along with the family and friends; a woman 

shopping with her child, a young woman in the pool beside her husband (boyfriend), a few 

young women in the street next to their friends. After the revolution, the archival data 

highlight women’s political and social activities instead of their everyday life. 

 

   The individual characters of Iranian women  

 According to the common images of Iranian woman in “Not without my daughter” , 

“Prostitution behind the veil”  and  “ a man with four wives”  as the western media products, 

the Iranian woman is mostly depicted as faithful wife and devoted mother who follows up the 

custom and religion even she have been abused. It would concern to the predominant 

perception of Islam and Muslims, and the Iranian woman as a woman from an Islamic 

country. Bushra H Rahman (2014) in her article notes the negative images of Muslim women 

in three sub-categories: oppressed, dangerous, backward. This claim is confirmed when she 

points out the images of Iranian women with “reference to issues of veil, polygamy, 

patriarchy” in the context of difficulties and afflictions which were either manmade or natural. 

Despite of that, Iranian women in Min Stulna Revolution are portrayed as the individual 

characters mostly single, employed, educated, modern, secular and active in social and 

political protests. Although, in the third part of women’s life story – in Sweden, Norway and 

Germany - they are shown at their home with their families; there is no sign of the “issues of 

veil, polygamy, patriarchy”. Likewise, the main issue is not related to family relationships and 

its probable difficulties. Nevertheless, this documentary film emphasizes on the safe and 

peaceful situation for the Iranian woman after leaving Iran; in Sweden, Norway and Germany, 

they have found their close and warm relationships with family. 

Gathering for the meal at Nazli, Parvaneh and Azar’s homes, Nazli’s intimate conversation 

with her daughter, Parvaneh’ intimate conversation with her daughter, Azar’s conversation 

about her daughter Nina ; all are used as signs to show security, peace, tranquility and family 

relationships of an Iranian woman from an Islamic country leaving in a Western society. 

Iranian women belong to the second generation seem to be the sign of their mother’s success. 
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Nina is an example of this claim. She has arrested and gone to the prison with her mother 

when she was eleven month. Now, she is depicted in a dress with issue of beauty and 

excellence. Nina has been selected as a miss beauty of a small city in France.  

Return to the homeland 

Kristian Steiner (2012) notes the assumptions Muslim’s situation on a “problem-solving 

nature”. Reasonably, they should be managed by the terms of modern and democratic society.  

In Min Stulna Revolution, Nahid seems a managed woman from an Islamic country who has 

got the opportunity to narrate an important part of her homeland’s history. She says:  

Since leaving Iran and coming to Sweden, I knew sinful myself when they (the political 

activist’s women in Iran) were in prison and I was free. I had tried to be avoiding of history 

narration until now…. 

 It seems that she has decided to review the history of the activist’s repression after the 

Islamic revolution while living in Sweden as a European citizen. Meanwhile, claim does not 

apply to five other women. It is supposed that they access to the situation for therapy, 

treatment, physical and spiritual rehabilitation, peace and useful familial life. The signs such 

as holding the veil and removing that by Nazli at her home back on the white wall, running in 

the street by Azar, painting at her art workshop by Parvaneh, driving a car by Parvaneh, 

gathering out of home friendly and cheerfully, walking down the street, and a set of lively 

colors and calm music rely on this reality that these women seem backing to the “homeland” 

more than managed by an alien society. Darvishpour (2004) describes the concept of “return 

to the homeland” by questioning the issue of conflict between West and East. Calling that as 

an imaginary and fictional conflict, he considers the conflict between tradition and modernity 

which is a global contrast not dedicated to the relation between the West and East. In this 

respect, the conflict between tradition and modernity has grown by different rates in different 

countries. Likewise, the modernity is more developed in the Western countries comparing the 

East; and the tradition is still more raised than modernity in Eastern societies. He means that 

people with modern beliefs experience a kind of intern exile in their traditional homelands.     

Thus, they would feel to belong to the modern host society after the immigration 

(Darvishpour, 2004). Supposing this assumption, the Iranian women in Min Stulna Revolution 

represent the modern class of Iranian society in the early of Islamic revolution that have been 

alien to the norms of their society; they were removed of power centers after the traditional 

Islamic revolution. Therefore, going to Sweden, Norway and Germany can be considered as a 

kind of “return to the homeland”.  Although, these secular and modern women have firstly 
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tried to change the situation in their traditional society; they could not succeed and had to 

escape and leave Iran. According to Darvispour’s (2004) research, most of Iranian asylums 

especially women interviewed in this research are the prominent examples of this 

phenomenon; these women have no desire to return to Iran even if its political situation would 

be changed.  

Additionally, the Iranian woman in Min Stulna Revolution is shown in the public locations 

after and before the Islamic revolution; streets and prison. All these locations symbolize the 

violence and insecurity making by the Islamic regime. Despite of that, the women are mostly 

depicted in internal locations like as home, car, train and bus in Sweden, Norway and 

Germany. On the other hand, it seems that the film portrays the Iranian society’s situation full 

of oppression and violence; and the western society as an intimate and friendly space. We 

watch all women except of Monir at their homes out of Iran. Even, they meet each other at 

Nahid’s home in Sweden after so many years. Streets and inside the train on a snowy 

daylight, Nahid’s home as a big white house on Swedish style sort by lots of candles, black 

and white furniture, a white modern kitchen and a balcony by beautiful view, Nazli’s home 

with the white walls, modern kitchen and the living room full of bottles and glasses of wine, 

Soudabeh’s home as a bright apartment colored by white and sort by books and artworks, the 

private car, the fresh and bright natural areas out of Parvaneh’s home, lots of bird sitting on 

the branches of trees, the chimney of Parvaneh’s home, Parvaneh’s home with sitting room, 

kitchen, painting workshop, white curtains, the paintings, Azar’s home which is sort by 

German style, open windows, white curtains; all certificate that these women live in their 

intimate and comfy second homes after leaving Iran. As Parvaneh’s husband says, “she had 

forgotten cooking while being in prison”. Now she lives in Norway, cooks the food and 

apparently seems satisfied. 

But the archival photos and videos of Iran after the Islamic revolution; the dark backgrounds, 

military men in black clothes and beard, the streets are full of armed forces, Khomeini's 

speeches, arrest and executions of activists and individual women's prisons affirms the first 

homeland’s insecurity. They are portrayed in challenging and chanting slogans against the 

Islamic regime in Iran; struggle to get the equal rights for driving, working, studying and 

being unveiled.  
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5.2. Case study 2 – Sahar och hennes fru 

 

5.2.1. Description of the film 

Before starting the film, we as an audience receive this message:  

Although, she is a foreigner, homosexual and a disabled woman; she tries to ignore these 

categories intently and dominantly. 

 Thus, Sahar is introduced before starting the documentary film. Instantly, this message is 

followed by a close up of Sahar as she has been introduced before; she seems disabled, but 

there is no clear sign of her nationality and sexual identity. She narrates the film story; her 

situation as a disabled, love and relationship, marriage, family, job, restrictions and 

inequalities, social activities and her dreams for the future. Sahar och hennes fru, making by 

SVT, depicts the everyday life of a young woman belonsg to second – generation of Iranian 

immigrants in Sweden. She has a wife, a young Iranian woman also from the second – 

generation of Iranian immigrants. Her wife, Maryam, has been Sahar’s assistant. Then, they 

decided to get married. 

Both, Sahar and Maryam work, and they have many social activities. Especially, Sahar takes 

part in different protests such as 1 May and Pride festival in Sweden. Her wife and she have 

passed many problems for being together, and now they are planning to have a biological kid. 

 

5.2.2. The first level of signification 

This documentary film is based on two main categories of signs; the characters and the 

narration. To this reason, after the first level of signification, the second part of analysis will 

be done by combining the semiotic and discourse analysis from the intersectionality 

perspective.  

 

Characters 

Sahar  

She is a young woman from the second – generation of Iranian immigrants in Sweden. Her 

parents have left Iran when she was a small child. Sahar has had disability since her 

childhood, and she is speaking of this period in a part of film. Now, she is a young 
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independent, dominant and strong woman who manages all own problems in her life. Sahar 

also has so many social activities; taking part in protests and panels, struggling for LGBT and 

disabled people rights, working and trying to be a hero. She has a central character with 

adequate information with the issues of laws in Sweden and its restrictions and inequalities 

for disabled people and homosexuals. In this respect, she always criticizes the inequality of 

opportunities in the society. Sahar lives in an apartment with her wife, Maryam, employed in 

a small company that she hopes to develop it. Often, she dresses in white and color, moves 

her wheelchair without any help and departing next to Maryam or ahead from her. Although, 

Maryam has been her assistant; the film is not focusing on this kind of relation between these 

two young women. It is more based on the independent positions of Sahar’s everyday life. 

Maryam 

Maryam is a young woman from the second – generation of Iranian immigrants in Sweden. 

She seems independent, modern and happy. Once, she explains that she is not interested in 

getting married, but she has done it because of Sahar. She is working as Sahar’s assistant, and 

has so many social activities as well as her wife. Despite of Sahar, Maryam is interested in 

being more conservative and serene.  

 

Locations 

 

Sweden, Stockholm, At home  

Visual signs of the environment In a simple and normal kitchen; kitchen 

appliances, table and chairs, a big green pot in 

sitting room 

Visual signs of people  Sahar, sitting and speaking. She often dresses in 

white and color, and we have Sahar in close up.   

 

Maryam, sitting and speaking, dressed in white 

and light, and we have her in close up. 

 

 

The audial signs  Sahar 

1. Who am I? If you knew who I am. An 

abnormal and scarce gesture who likes the 
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diversity. 

2. We did everything alone and invited our 

friends to the wedding. Some told that 

they have got the invitation late! Some as 

our families told: “thanks, we would not 

like to join you”… 

Our wedding was not a symbolic 

costume, for me it became politicized. 

3. In the next five years, getting a better job 

to improve my life, having a biologic 

child, moving to the more appropriate 

home and going to Jamaica; all are my 

dreams for the next five years. 

 

Maryam 

4. I met Sahar when I was working in pride 

festival. I thought that she is not a single 

woman. Why did I imagine her as a 

woman with big breasts? But she did not 

have the big breasts.  Sahar is beautiful 

and noisy. I am not looking for the 

attention as much as she is. Today, I am 

conservative as well as the other people; I 

think we should not be very special, we 

should be normal and quiet; but Sahar is 

not the same. And it fascinates me that 

there are still people who have many 

differences with the others with lots of 

demands and claims.  

5. I wish to introduce Sahar as my partner 

without any problem. Unfortunately it is 

not possible. To this reason, I should say 

that I am a lesbian, I have a relationship 

with a woman; I should represent this 

reality every day to improve an anti-

discrimination law. 
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6. I started my job as a personal assistant for 

Sahar. She decided when we start our 

relationship, she decided if we would like 

to live each other or not. 

7. Sahar always wanted to have a kid and 

family. I never wanted to do. Now, I 

would do. 

 

 

 

 

Sweden, Stockholm, Out of home 

Visual signs of the environment  

1. At the entrance of apartment. 

2. In the elevator. 

3. In the park, sitting on a branch 

4. At bus station 

5. In the protest of 1 May 

6. In the protest of “ Equal Rights for 

Persons with Disabilities”. 

7. At pride festival. 

8. At shop store. 

9. In a club. 

10. In a meeting or panel. 

11. On the train station. 

12. At job 

13. In the hospital 

 

The audial signs   

1. Sahar taking the elevator; Look, I would 

show you what discrimination is. Some 

of them can take the steps, so it is very 

annoying that they have taken the 

elevator (and there is no place for me 

there). 
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2. Sahar, in close up; I'm so resolute, it 

must be. I have learnt how to be so 

resolute and determinant. My life could 

be very different if I was not what I am. 

Now, happy to have this mentality. 

Otherwise, the life could be more 

difficult for me. 

3. Sahar, narrating her childhood; I was 

similar to other kids in every way. The 

only different thing is my body shape. 

When I was two years old, the 

specialists predicted these problems. 

According to the stereotypes, I got that I 

cannot live as well as other normal kids. 

4. Sahar, chanting on the protest; this is a 

protest for equal access to facilities. The 

inaccessibility is discrimination.  

5. Sahar, sitting and speaking; people may 

consider me as a lesbian, a handicap, a 

polygamy and a foreigner in different 

categories. I do not belong to the 

common norms of Iranian or Swedish 

society, I am out of both. Considering 

me as a conspicuous person by the other 

is largely provocative! 

6. Sahar, speaking; there are so many 

questions that people ask me some 

times, why are you sitting on the 

wheelchair? Are you allowed to go to 

the cinema? Can you take the bus? Are 

people concern with your characters and 

word?... In addition to my Iranian 

compatriots who do not accept me, the 

homosexual’s rights are not recognized 

by some other people in Swedish 

democratic society! 
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7. While sitting on the wheelchair, 

communication with other people would 

be more important; you have to try to be 

heard and to be seen. I am tired and sad 

after a long term process, not easy at all. 

The situation in media has almost been 

changes, but there is no significant 

change in general… 

8. Sahar, in first of May protest; I do not 

belong to the working class. I am here to 

have a more broader messages : I would 

like to shout out my demands in this 

protest. Everyone should participate to 

improve the everyday life of people in 

the society. 

9. Sahar has a conversation with a child:  

“The child: are you old? 

I am 33 years old, you may decide that I 

am old or young” … 

People especially seniors ask the strange 

questions. Despite of them, young 

people avoided of questions. They 

mostly look at me and sometimes ask to 

help me. 

10. Sahar at the work; it is very hard to get a 

job in these discriminatory conditions. I 

was interested in working with “Youth 

Affairs Organization” but there is no 

opportunity!  

11. Sahar, in a club; Maryam’s mother has 

got that we live together. It is 

unbelievable! After 6 years?! 

12. Sahar, in the hospital, speaking of “In 

vitro fertilization”; we won’t bend. It 

would be fine finally. Although, it is 

very costly and the hospital does not 
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accept that, we will continue.  

 

 

Maryam 

13.  I called my mother, she said: “I think 

you are playing a role in a film. I got 

that you have a ring”. 

I never explicitly told her that I have 

got married. I just told that this is 

my life and I like to be in this way. I 

do not have to lie thence. 

 

 

Actions  

Sahar  1. Speaking and narrating her life story 

2. Running the wheelchair  

3. Taking the elevator 

4. Kissing Maryam 

5. Talking to Maryam 

6. Carrying her backpack on her 

wheelchair. 

7. Talking to the people and driving out 

them from the elevator. 

8. Chanting the slogans in the protest 

9. Leading the protesters 

10. Speaking in a panel  

11. Socializing with her friends 

12. Shopping 

13. Taking the train 

14. Talking to a small child 

15. Working 

16. Talking to her colleagues 

 

Maryam  1. Speaking of her relationship with Sahar 

2. Taking the train 

3. Socializing with her friends 
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4. Walking on the street 

5. Chanting the slogans in the protest 

6. Kissing Sahar 

7. Shopping 

 

 

 

5.2.3. The second level of signification  

After the denotative description of the documentary film, this part will move on to an analysis 

of the second level of signification, the connotative level, and the discourse analysis of audial 

signs; dialogues and narration. The analysis part will follow with the discussion based on the 

comparison of two films looking back the literature review and theories.  

 

A social actor instead of a victim 

She is a foreigner, homosexual and a disabled woman who is depicted in a close up with the 

low angle of camera; it seems that the audience is placed in the lower position of Sahar to 

show her superiority and power. From the beginning, the audience faces this image of Sahar: 

a young woman who is dominant on everything, even the audience’s mind. Another notable 

sign of this image is to represent Sahar at her social activities out of home.  

She could be annoyed by multiple oppressions because of her situation as a foreign lesbian 

disabled woman. Her disability caused the more oppression and discrimination when it 

connects to a more complex system of social constraints for her as a member of the lesbian 

community and disabled woman belongs to the immigrant categories. Colin Barnes (1992) 

explains this complexity by the frequent experiences of other forms of discrimination such as 

“heterosexism, racism, sexism etc” by some disabled people. As this researcher notes, a 

disabled person could experience more discrimination if she/ he belong to one or more 

“marginalized groups” in the society.  

As intersectionality theory explicates, the inequalities of power relations including race, 

gender, ethnicity, disability, age and class may be multiple; the person directed to the weaker 

position would when these unequal relations connect together. Regarding that, Sahar is 

surrounded by four unequal power relations; she is a foreign lesbian disabled woman. 

Considering her not so high class situation, she can also be damaged by the fifth inequality. 

All lead to her more vulnerable position in society. Nonetheless, Sahar has not adopted the 
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consider situation; she is out of her home in most episodes and locations, even forcing with 

some difficulties. She is everywhere; in the elevator, in the park, sitting on a branch, at bus 

station, in the protest of 1 May, in the protest of “Equal Rights for Persons with Disabilities”, 

at pride festival, at shop store, in a club, in a meeting or panel, on the train station, at job, in 

the hospital, and she is represented as an actor and an independent woman in all situations. 

Except one time that Maryam helps her to get off the train, Sahar never asks to help from 

Maryam and others. Even, Sahar is already moving ahead of her wife, sometimes kissing 

Maryam, sometimes taking her hand. She leads the protest, and criticizes the people when 

they do not provide a free space for her in the elevator. She says:  

Look, I would show you what discrimination is. Some of them can take the steps, so it is very 

annoying that they have taken the elevator (and there is no place for me there) 

Eventually, she succeeds to take the elevator and browbeats people dominantly while getting 

off: 

Go out, go out… I will run over you (with my wheelchair) if you won’t go out.  

Sahar also seems a dominant person at her job; she imposes her comments to the others more 

than be imposed on. She says: 

 I'm so resolute, it must be. I have learnt how to be so resolute and determinant. My life could 

be very different if I was not what I am. Now, I am happy to have this mentality. Otherwise, 

the life could be more difficult for me. 

 Moreover, Sahar is dominant on her relationship. She has started the relationship with 

Maryam, she decided to get married, and she motivates Maryam to have a biological child. 

Maryam’s speaking confirms this claim: 

I started my job as a personal assistant for Sahar. She decided when we start our relationship, 

she decided if we would like to live each other or not. Sahar always wanted to have a kid and 

family. I never wanted to do. Now, I would do. 

A noteworthy and deserves aspect of intersectionality approach, is to attention to the 

marginalized people as the power resources (De los Reyes, 2005). From this perspective, 

Sahar is considered not as an object but an actor subject who can influences her environment.  

 

The reciprocity and towards the future   

Although, Sahar criticizes the discrimination; she is responsible for all her affairs and tries to 

have a social life as well as the other people. Running the wheelchair, taking the elevator, 

kissing Maryam, talking to her, carrying her backpack on her wheelchair, talking to the people 
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and driving out them from the elevator, chanting the slogans in the protest, leading the 

protesters, speaking in a panel, socializing with her friends, shopping, taking the train, 

working and talking to her colleagues; she does all even criticizing the discrimination. As she 

says:  

It is very hard to get a job in these discriminatory conditions. I was interested in working with 

Youth Affairs Organization but there is no opportunity!  

And: 

In the next five years, getting a better job to improve my life, having a biologic child, moving 

to the more appropriate home and going to Jamaica; all are my dreams for the next five 

years. 

In relation to Maryam, there is no sign to represent Sahar’s dependence on her wife. On the 

other hand, these two young women are portrayed in an equal relationship which obviates 

their needs and interests. Barbara Hillyer Davis (1984, 4, cited in Wendell, 2006) describes 

this situation by the concept of “reciprocity”. She argues that “Reciprocity involves the 

difficulty of recognizing each other’s need, relying on the other, asking and receiving help, 

delegating responsibility, giving and receiving empathy, respecting boundaries”.  To the 

reason, Sahar och hennes fru is an appropriate model of the “reciprocity” in a relationship 

between a disabled woman and an abled – body woman.  

 

        Challenging the “otherness”  

Sahar och hennes fru, is an attempt to highlight the positive images of a woman who is 

introduced as a “foreigner, homosexual and disabled” person at the beginning of film, and to 

get out her from the “other” category. Sahar is probably considered as a “the other” in her 

society because of being a non – Swedish woman from an Islamic country who is disabled 

and homosexual; all conditions provide the possibility of discrimination among her. 

Nevertheless, from the intersection perspective (De los Reyes & Wingborg, 2002), sometimes 

one of the power relations overtakes the other relations, and it leads to oppress a person from 

a perspective more than others. Susan Wendell (2006) believes that able –body people 

consider disabled people as “other” according to “several political and philosophical issues”, 

and as she emphasized, the consequences of being “other” for disabled people are “socially, 

economically and psychologically oppressive”. 

In the same vein, Sahar seems to be oppressed and discriminated because of her disability 

more than her nationality and her sexual orientation. Only two insignificant mentions on 
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coming originally from Iran never add her in the category of the “other” as a foreigner. The 

most range of discrimination for Sahar has been occurred cause of her body condition. 

Therefore, the film is focusing on this kind of discrimination. According to Sahar, she has to 

shout for being heard and seen: 

While sitting on the wheelchair, communication with other people would be more important; 

you have to try to be heard and to be seen. I am tired and sad after a long term process, not 

easy at all. The situation in media has almost been changes, but there is no significant change 

in general. 

 

The film’s representation of Sahar as normal person with many abilities to live, work, make 

love and be active in social roles, is akin to the recent development of  representing disabled 

people in some areas of media. Regarding to Colin Barnes (1992), most of normal images of 

disabled people depict by the American media productions. Otherwise, Barnes notes 11 other 

groups of stereotypes including the “sinister and evil, pitiable and pathetic, atmosphere or 

curio, super cripple, an object of ridicule as their own worst and only enemy, as burden, as 

incapable of participating fully in community life” that media reproduce to represent disabled 

people (Barnes, 1992).  Considering Sahar och hennes fru, this documentary film does not 

reproduce the remarked stereotypes in representation of a disabled woman; even it shows a 

super positive image of Sahar to ignore her situation as “other” in the society. 

On Maryam’s situation, her sexual orientation influences on considering her as “other” by her 

Iranian compatriots, and increasing discriminate against her. She says: 

I wish to introduce Sahar as my partner without any problem. Unfortunately it is not possible. 

To this reason, I should say that I am a lesbian, I have a relationship with a woman; I should 

represent this reality every day to improve an anti-discrimination law. 

And:  

I called my mother, she said: “I think you are playing a role in a film. I got that you have a 

ring. I never explicitly told her that I have got married. I just told that this is my life and I like 

to be in this way. I do not have to lie thence. 

Both young women have decided to highlight themselves and shout their demands. Even, they 

take part in protest of 1 May to defense the rights of all minorities, and to pose their demands. 

According to Sahar:  

I do not know myself belonging to the working class movement. I am here to have a broader 

message: I would like to shout out my demands in this protest. Everyone should participate to 

improve the everyday life of people in the society. 
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The ignorance is one of the mechanisms to strengthen normativity and marginalize the 

“other”. Regarding this claim, this documentary film tries to expose and highlight Sahar and 

her social activities by depicting her close up in the public places for neutralizing and 

challenging “otherness”. As mentioned before, Sahar is represented as a social active instead 

of an oppressed victim. Although, this portrayal may reduce the “otherness” of disabled 

people to able – bodies people; Susan Wendell (2006: 251) argues that focusing on the images 

of “disabled hero” may “increase the otherness of the majority of disabled people”, because 

most of them cannot create the remarkable ideal.  Also, Barnes (1992: 13) states the 

complexity of a disability identity when media increase the positive disability images; even it 

leads to integrate some of disabled people into the social life of the society and eliminate 

discrimination.  

 

Beyond the Iranian community and Swedish society  

In the final analysis, Sahar och hennes fru has a great role to eliminate the common patterns 

for depicting the Iranian woman by western media. She is a strong homosexual woman with 

some experiences of polygamy, and her social activity to defense the rights of minorities in 

Sweden is one of her notable characteristics. This image does not confirm the portrayal of 

Iranian woman in most productions made by western media. Even, she notes that her Iranian 

compatriots do not accept Sahar, and her family has not accepted her invitation for the 

wedding ceremony:  

We did everything alone and invited our friends to the wedding. Some told that they have got 

the invitation late! Some as our families told: “thanks, we would not like to join you”… Our 

wedding was not a symbolic costume, for me it became politicized. 

Bo Lewin’s (1991) study on sexual socialization among Latin American youth shows that 

most of gay Latin American youth living in Sweden suffer by double oppression. They are 

discriminated in Swedish society because of their nationality, and annoyed by Latin American 

community because of their sexual orientation. In this respect, Sahar and Maryam do not fit 

within the norms of Iranian community in Sweden, and it could be a reason to discriminate 

against them.  

As a young woman belong to the second – generation of Iranian immigrants in Sweden, Sahar 

represents a powerful, dominant critic and actor image who has not accepted the manifest 

destiny of victimization.  
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6. Findings and discussion  

 

6.1. Comparison  

 

According  to the first finding of the comparison on two documentary films, women in Min 

Stulna Revolution  have been driven from their homeland and found Sweden as a safe refuge 

and the second homeland; thus, the film is focusing on their tragic experiences of living in 

Iran and critique of their social and political situation in that country. But, Sahar och hennes 

fru is the life story of a young woman from the second generation of Iranian immigrants in 

Sweden who struggles against both cultural values of Iranian community and discriminations 

in Sweden. Sahar criticizes discriminatory laws of humane society on a larger scale; not 

focusing on the critique of an Islamic regime, but considering the unfair world that subscribes 

to a relatively homogeneous definition of race, class, sexuality, etc. 

Thus, Sahar is more regarded to the image of an immigrant woman with a critical approach on 

Swedish society. Despite of that, there is no obvious sign of Iranian women’s critical view 

point to the west in Min Stulna Revolution. Nevertheless, the fact that Nahid Persson 

Sarvestani is Iranian herself probably explains the non-stereotypical representation of Iranian 

emigrant women in her film; as opposed to the image we get in common news reports by 

Swedish, European, or American journalists.   

Results from the first level of signification show that Min Stulna Revolution is mostly 

centralizing the visual signs of locations, and characters according to director’s viewpoint. 

Indeed, Nahid plays the dual role; she as a film maker tells the story from her perspective 

while being one of the main characters of film as well as the other women. On the other side, 

Sahar och hennes fru is more focusing on the narration by Sahar than visual signs. Hence, the 

content analysis of this film has been conducted in combination with the semiotics and 

discourse. Despite of some similarities between two films in the first level of signification 

including all female characters, there are a few signs of sub male characters in Min Stulna 

Revolution. Oppositely, there is no sign of men in Sahar och hennes fru; all main and sub 

characters are women including Sahar, Maryam, doctor in the hospital, Sahar’s colleagues, 

and even people who are talking to Sahar in the street. Moreover, locations in the first film are 

divided into two main categories: in Iran including the narrations of struggle, imprisonment, 
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torture, revolution, Islamism, Islam phobia, restrictions and bans on political and social 

activities; and after the exile in Sweden, Norway and Germany including the everyday life, 

family life, normal social activities; all with the focus on the review of passed memories in 

Iran, prison and the political struggles. First category relies on the external locations, and the 

second one mostly included the internal locations. But locations in Sahar och hennes fru are 

mostly centralizing on the out of home, only in Sweden. 

Another finding of this study looks at the differences between two analyzed films in the 

structure of representation. Regarding to comparative analysis of these two, subjective 

interpretation in Min Stulna Revolution is more highlighted than Sahar och hennes fru. 

Though, the first film includes a historical period of socio – political activities of some young 

Iranian women after the Islamic revolution; it is not possible to deny the impress of social 

constructions creating by Nahid as the director of film. She is not only one of the main 

characters in the film, but she has made the documentary based on the motivation for 

narrating her brother Rostam’s death. Here, it is extremely difficult and complicated to 

recognize how to separate subjective interpretation from the objective representation. In other 

words, an important part of the subject and object are integrated together caused of director’s 

role as one of the main characters in film. Even, some critics of the film publishing in 

Swedish and Persian media
7
 suggest that Nahid has not narrated the reality fairly, but she has 

made and distorted some historical facts according to her own point of view in the sense of 

egocentrism. 

In the opposite side, Sahar och hennes fru would be defined as a mirror in front of Sahar’s 

everyday life, and as a reflective documentary based on the objective representation more 

than subjective interpretation. All aspects of Sahar’s social and personal life have been 

narrated from her perspective; though it is not reasonable to disregard the director’s view 

point in making the film. 

  The last finding with the comparison on two documentary films points out the systematic 

differences between them according to the main social categories represented and 

problematized in each. Min Stulna Revolution is about national, cultural, religious identity, 

about femininity, and about social class (education); Sahar och hennes fru is primarily about 

sexuality and disability, and marginally also about femininity and cultural/religious identity. 

 

                                                
7
 http://www.sydsvenskan.se/kultur--nojen/film/man-kan-inte-bara-sluta/ 

 
  http://www.sfi.se/sv/svensk-filmdatabas/Item/?itemid=69753&type=MOVIE&iv=Comments 

http://www.sydsvenskan.se/kultur--nojen/film/man-kan-inte-bara-sluta/
http://www.sfi.se/sv/svensk-filmdatabas/Item/?itemid=69753&type=MOVIE&iv=Comments
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6.2. Conclusion  

 

This study has been analyzing and discussing the representation of Iranian women living in 

Sweden in two documentary films broadcasting on Swedish television (SVT). It is in the 

interest of this study to explore whether or not SVT’s most recent documentary films produce 

a non-stereotypical perspective to represent Iranian women as immigrants in Sweden. 

Study of Min Stulna Revolution and Sahar och hennes fru, is investigating three questions 

which look at the quality of representation: In what roles are Iranian women presented and 

what issues do they involved in?  How these films discussed Iranian women’s lifestyle 

individually or according to their religious and cultural backgrounds? In what issues do 

Iranian women challenge the dominant cultural and political values? 

In order to explore these questions, the interpretative research has been conducted through the 

use of content analysis in combination with the semiotics and discourse within a perspective 

of otherness and postcolonial theory, and intersectionality. Moreover, theories in the study are 

regarding the social constructionism of representation, and documentary representation 

through the objective and subjective models. As mentioned above, the study has included two 

SVT’s most recent documentary films addressing immigrant Iranian women; Min Stulna 

Revolution and Sahar och hennes fru. 

Considering the recent researches reviewed in this thesis, the portrayal of Muslim women in 

general, and images of Iranian women specifically is classified in a sets of stereotypes such as 

oppressed, dangerous, backward, rough, traditional, veiled and uncivilized through the 

framework of concepts related to sexually constrained, tradition-bound, domestic, family-

oriented, victimized (Rahman, 2014; Mohanty, 1991; Hvitfelts, 1998; Larsson 2006; 

Roushanzamir, 2004; Berg, 1994). What has scarcely been addressed in the considered 

researches is a new pattern in the representation of Iranian women which mentions them as 

the powerful social actors challenging the traditional customs and beliefs. Following this 

schema and to find the research questions of my study out, the content analysis show that both 

analyzed documentary films rely on challenging the previous patterns to represent Iranian 

women by western media. Depicting a quite feminine world with the focus on the strong, 

independent and dominant female figures, emphasizing on the role of women as the liberal, 

secular and modern social activists in the challenge to political authoritarianism, tradition and 

discrimination, and exposing a woman from an Islamic country in the nonreligious critical 
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role; all display a new perspective of Iranian women representation in Swedish television as a 

western media. Significantly, these two documentary films challenge the concept of “other” 

when it distinguishes immigrant Muslim women from the Swedish woman as a western. Once 

again, what separates “us” from “them” in two considered films is not the geographic 

boundaries between west and east, but it is the gap between modernism and tradition which 

includes various levels in different societies. Therefore, Iranian women in these two films are 

not defined as the “other” because of their nationality and religion. They seem the critics of 

current situation whether it is Islamic patriarchal revolution in Iran or unequal rights of 

minorities in Sweden. Consequently, according to Min Stulna Revolution, the Iranian woman 

is depicted as the “other” while living in her homeland in contrast to the tradition and power 

relations in Iranian society; and she evokes the sense of “other” in Sahar och hennes fru when 

she criticizes discrimination and unequal power relations of Swedish societies as a disabled 

woman. Nevertheless, in both films, the common stereotypes of “otherness” have been 

dismantled while portraying Iranian woman as a conscious rebellious woman who does not 

bow down to the prevalent beliefs and norms.  

As the summarized, the main result of this study is to discover a new pattern in representing 

Iranian women in Swedish television which is different from her previous images in western 

media. As a result, it is inevitable to reduce certainty of postcolonial theories to analysis 

images of women from Islamic countries in western media. 

 

6.3. Reflection on study, and suggestions for further studies  

This part will address inevitable limitations of this study looking back on review the recent 

researches, theoretical perspectives and sampling process. As a first reflection on the study, 

recent researches reviewed in this study have been focusing on the studies that disregard the 

image of immigrant women from the Islamic countries as an actor and powerful agency; they 

have mostly served in order to confirm the postcolonial theories in representing these women. 

Nevertheless, it might be more precise if this study could have a review on more international 

researches of whether or not immigrant women from Islamic countries are portrayed by 

western media as the powerful social actors. 

Coupling the theoretical perspectives and empirical data, the postcolonial theory and theory of 

Otherness have been used on a limited basis compared to the intersectionality approach. Once 

again, the study was followed by more rational results in depth if the theoretical perspective 
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was more focused on intersectionality and normative critical perspective as two most relevant 

theoretical approaches for analyzing the data of this thesis.  

Connecting this reflection to the analysis part, the analysis of Sahar och hennes fru gets a 

more obvious picture of Iranian women in Sweden as social activists who criticize the 

common norms and established structures in both Iranian community and Swedish society. 

While in Min Stulna Revolution we consider Iranian women only as powerful social activists 

who have challenged the Islamic regime of Iran when living in their homeland. Moreover, it 

seems that they are mostly emphasis on satisfying Swedish and European society more than 

criticizing them; none of women in this film have a look at European societies from a critical 

perspective. Therefore, it could be difficult to argue whether or not the image of Iranian 

women in Min Stulna Revolution continues and strengthen the Otherness discourse to 

represent the woman from Islamic countries. Accordingly, this study has neglected to 

examine this issue caused of focusing on “a new pattern to portray Iranian women”. 

As a last point, the sampling process of data in this study does not seem quite systematic and 

comprehensive. Indeed, the selected data is not adequately representative to get an accurate 

and comprehensive framework of representing the “immigrant” woman from Islamic 

countries in Swedish television. As a result, it is not clear if two considered documentary 

films in this study are introduced as the unique samples of representing a group of immigrant 

women from an Islamic country according to a new discourse; or if they indicate a trend 

running by Swedish public service television to depict the immigrant woman from an Islamic 

country based on the social facts of her life in the society. This topic may be addressed in 

further researches more inclusively. 
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