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ABSTRACT

Cinema, as an art-media form, can contribute to the consolidation, elimination, or
reproduction of social discourses and stereotypes related to diseases, including cancer.
Therefore, analyzing the ways cancer is portrayed in films—understood as a communicative
phenomenon—is important and can illuminate how collective perceptions of stereotypes,
patterns of illness experience, and modes of coping are shaped. This study aimed to identify
and compare cancer-related discourses in cinema. Using multimodal critical discourse
analysis and complete sampling, it analyzed eight Iranian films addressing cancer produced
during the 2000s and 2010s. The findings show that the shared discourses across the two
decades include “escape from illness,” and “treatment signs as illness signs”. Distinct
discourses of the 2000s include “medical diagnosis,” “spiritual healing,” and “nuclear-
family support,” while the distinct discourses of the 2010s include “deteriorating
relationships,” “fatalism,” and “loneliness.”. Based on the findings, Iranian cinema in both
decades demonstrates cancer in a negative and stereotypical manner, characterized by
overgeneralization and the othering of patients through confining them to specific spaces
and depicting them as passive subjects. Drawing on the EPPM Model, the categories of
“disease without identity” and “incurability” can be extracted. Iranian cinema presents a
fearful image of cancer in which no recommended responses grounded in self-efficacy or
response efficacy are offered to viewers. This, in turn, leads audiences to maintain distance
from cancer risk. Overall, Iran’s health system is treatment-oriented, and Iranian cinema
likewise appears to adopt the same orientation in its portrayal of cancer.
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INTRODUCTION

Health is one of the foundational domains within health communication studies, and
many challenges in disease prevention and control stem from cultural, social, and
communicative factors (Ghanbari Baghestan et al., 2018). Moreover, the patterns
through which illnesses emerge, manifest, and are interpreted vary across societies
and are shaped by cultural and social conditions; these patterns can reshape
patients’ experiences and the meanings attributed to illness (Khazaei, 2022).
Cinema, as an art-media form, plays a crucial role in shaping, reproducing, or
transforming health discourses and can reinforce, erase, or regenerate stereotypes.
Health communication tools—including feature films—are also influential in
reducing health disparities and enhancing health literacy (Chiong-Rivero et al.,
2021). Within this context, the cinematic depiction of cancer—particularly when
threat is intensified without providing efficacy cues—may trigger maladaptive
audience responses such as stigmatization, denial, or avoidance (Miyose & Morel,
2022). According to the Extended Parallel Process Model (EPPM), threat-based
messages that lack efficacy information drive individuals toward fear control rather
than danger control, causing them to distance themselves from the risk
(Birmingham et al., 2015, 1265). Therefore, studying how cancer is depicted in
films—as a communicative and discursive phenomenon—is essential for
understanding the mechanisms through which meanings are produced and
collective interpretations of illness are shaped.

PURPOSE

Using a comparative approach, this study identifies and analyzes the discourses
surrounding the depiction of cancer in Iranian cinema during the 2000s and 2010s,
with the aim of understanding how these discourses construct patterns of illness
experience, threat severity, treatability, and efficacy.

METHODOLOGY

This research employs Kress and van Leeuwen’s multimodal critical discourse
analysis and studies eight Iranian feature films focusing on cancer across the two
decades studied.

FINDINGS

The analysis showed that three discourses, “escape from illness, and “treatment
signs as illness signs”, are shared across both decades. Distinct discourses in the
2000s include “medical diagnosis,” “spiritual healing,” and “nuclear-family
support,” while the 2010s are characterized by “relationship deterioration,”
“fatalism,” and “loneliness.” In the discourse of medical diagnosis, illness is
reduced to the body, physicians are depicted as ineffective actors, and pathways to
self-efficacy are removed. The physician announces the illness based on diagnostic
data, and laboratory tests or imaging consistently co-occur with the physician’s
judgment, illustrating dependence on instruments. However, the films omit why the



patient sought medical care, what symptoms were present, and what clinical
reasoning led the physician to order diagnostic tests. In the discourse of spiritual
healing, hope in supernatural or extra-medical forces replaces scientific treatment,
and “tavakkol” (trust in God) is presented as the recommended response. The
discourse of fatalism in the 2010s depicts cancer’s incurability as predetermined,
while simultaneously offering no alternative form of treatment beyond biomedicine.
The discourse of ‘escape from illness’ is marked by tabooing, omission of the
illness name, avoidance of communication, and spatial confinement of the patient in
homes, hospitals, or sacred spaces. Such confinement places the patient in
restricted, low-mobility environments while active movement is reserved for
healthy actors. In the 2010s, this discourse co-occurs with deteriorating
relationships. Here, avoidance manifests through silence, whispered or muted
conversations, trivialization of the illness, and deletion of illness-related
discussions, patterns that coincide with worsening marital relationships. The
discourse of nuclear-family support in the 2000s reduces the patient to a “passive
other” and an object of care; in the 2010s this discourse shifts toward “loneliness.”
Across both decades, hair loss and chemotherapy side effects are depicted not as
treatment consequences but as signs of the illness itself, reinforcing perceptions of
inefficacy and amplifying a darkened portrayal of cancer.

CONCLUSION

Findings indicate that despite the increasing complexity of social issues in the
2010s, the cinematic depiction of cancer remains one-dimensional, stereotypical,
and grounded in othering. None of the films depict complete recovery, and the
intense focus on onset and death reinforces the narrative of “cancer equals death.”
The most prominent symbol identified was the face of the cancer patient, where the
“sign of treatment” is equated with the “sign of disease” and effectively replaces the
disease itself. In other words, chemotherapy and its consequences—such as hair
loss—are represented not as outcomes of a therapeutic intervention, but as
indicators of approaching death. The prevalence of the “identity-less illness”
discourse and the absence of post-cancer narratives encourage audience distancing
from health messages and heighten disengagement from risk. The omission of
structural and social determinants of cancer also leads to individualization of the
illness and obscures macro-level factors.

NOVELTY

By comparatively studying two decades of Iranian cinema, this study enables the
identification of discursive shifts in the depiction of cancer. Moreover, by
integrating the Extended Parallel Process Model with multimodal critical discourse
analysis, it fills a gap in film studies, which have rarely engaged with frameworks
from health and risk communication, and illuminates the semantic and visual
mechanisms through which cancer discourses are constructed.
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1. Credibility

2. Transferability

3. Dependability

4. Confirmability

5. prolonged engagement
6. peer debriefing
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