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Abstract

Introduction: In Iran during the 2010s, the urban poor included social types such
as street vendors, peddlers, subsistence motorcyclists, day laborers, the unem-
ployed, rural migrants, unskilled precarious workers, residents of informal set-
tlements, beggars, homeless individuals, addicts, and children. Iranian cinema in
this decade, through the production of numerous films in pseudo-documentary,
neo-realist styles, and even dark melodramas, gave rise to a genre known as “slum
cinema,” which provides an opportunity for sociological reflection on the condi-
tion of the new urban poor. Therefore, a key question arises: How are the urban
poor of the 2010s represented and constructed in the films of this decade? How
is their social life narrated, and to what extent do these cinematic narratives act
as “narratives from below,” and to what extent do they align with the dominant
discourses of consumer society?

Objective: This study aims to conduct a neo-formalist analysis of the narrative
techniques used to portray the lives of the urban poor in Iranian cinema of the
2010s. The theoretical approach of the research is derived from film studies the-
ories that explore the nature of cinematic representation and its relationship with
social realities. The study applies the Bordwell and Thompson neo-formalist mod-
el, which examines the four levels of meaning in artistic works. Two films from
the “slum cinema” genre of the 2010s-"Life and a Day” (Abad va Yek Rooz) and
“Sheeple” (Maghzhaye Koochak Zang Zadeh)-were selected for analysis.
Results: “Life and a Day” portrays the life of the urban poor in lower-class neigh-
borhoods-a life filled with tension, problems, poverty, misery, addiction, unem-
ployment, psychological disorders, and the erosion of joy and vitality. The charac-
ters in this distressing environment, despite being engulfed in hardship and despair,
continuously anticipate an event that could provide an escape from this dreadful
cycle. They make efforts in hopes of finding a way out, but each time, everything
reverts to the initial state. These characters are condemned to a fate worse than
life imprisonment. In contrast, “Sheeple” takes the audience into the world of in-
dividuals unknown to the majority of society, portraying a way of thinking that
is alien to much of the population. The film presents a frightening narrative of
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living on the margins, in extreme poverty, under the shadow of social harm, and
being excluded from education. It shows how blind fanaticism can emerge from
this way of life. The audience may not have considered how income is generated
in “the kitchen,” where synthetic drugs like methamphetamine are produced, or
how orphaned children are raised in such environments to eventually participate in
drug production and distribution. The film provides a depiction of this way of life,
drawing parallels with the image presented in “Life and a Day.”

Discussion: The analysis reveals that the narratives of the urban poor in 2010s
slum cinema differ significantly from the cinematic portrayals of these groups in
previous decades. The urban poor of the 2010s are neither sanctified nor depict-
ed as having the ability to escape their impoverished condition. Instead, they are
portrayed as subjects trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty and misery, with no
beginning or end to their suffering. The physical and symbolic spaces of the slums
are portrayed as fragmented, tense, and conflict-ridden, and the erosion and decay
ingrained in these spaces have made the lives of their inhabitants filled with vio-
lence, tension, and struggle. Recurrent motifs of constant violence and tension are
evident in both films. The fast-paced rhythm of life, along with tense dialogues
and anxious monologues, characterizes the symbolic interactions of the characters
in these settings. Overall, the emergence of a distinct slum cinema genre in the
2010s indicates a profound transformation in the existential conditions of the ur-
ban poor, which can no longer be narrated using the themes and motifs of previous
decades’ cinema.

Conclusion: This analysis uncovers the shared features of these two films and
their belonging to a specific discursive space in both cinema and the socio-po-
litical history of Iranian society. The very emergence and growing popularity of
the slum cinema genre in the 2010s reflect a process of producing poverty and
marginalization in the outskirts of metropolises, which is a product of a particular
political economy that also casts its shadow over cultural and social spheres. The
alignment of this political economy with the overwhelming flood of consumer
culture has led to the emergence and growth of certain representational systems in
cinema that, despite claiming to depict the realities of the urban poor in the most
documentary-like manner, strive to present a consumable and audience-friendly
image of the lower-class poor.

Keywords: Neo-formalism, Urban Poor, Slum Cinema, Cycle of Misery, Vio-
lence, Tension.
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