
MISE-EN-SCÈNE 01

BY AMIR BARATI 
University of Missouri

ABSTRACT

Amir Naderi’s The Runner (1984) heralds a golden age in Iranian cinema. The film portrays the extensive historical rupture caused 
by the violent force of an imported modernity introduced to the Iranian traditional society, and how desiring bodies in a develop-
ing country are breached in competition with the western machine. A unique product of Iranian cinema, the film depicts a nation’s 
optimistic quest for the synchronization of parallax ways of being. In other words, it echoes the Iranian endeavor to emerge from 
local convention and accept the extrinsic intruder. Simultaneously, while showcasing the first modern Iranian city, The Runner 
displays the historical turmoil that bloody wars produced for the native population, generating an ambivalent yet precise image of 
a war-torn society transitioning toward modernity.

Amir Naderi’s The Runner (1984) heralded a golden age in 
Iranian cinema. The film was among the first Iranian produc-
tions to win an international award after the 1979 Islamic 
Revolution.1 Yet The Runner never received adequate critical 
attention for its historical and psychosocial significance. Most 
scholarship on the film either focuses on its autobiographical 
implications, which reference the director’s personal life and 
his childhood, or stresses the ideological shadow of the Islamic 
Revolution. These readings have distracted from a genuine anal-
ysis of The Runner as a philosophical contemplation on a society 
on the cusp of a critical era, in the midst of a huge modernization 
project, and facing traumatic upheavals, political revolution, 
and constant bombardment by one of the most powerful mili-
taries of its time: Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athist army of Iraq. The 
movie should be read as a meditation on the material impacts 
of historical events and social conditions on human bodies in a 
Middle Eastern context.

1 The Runner won the Golden Montgolfiere in Nantes Three Continents Festival in 1985.

The Runner reveals the story of a teenager named Amiro 
(Majid Niroumand), who lives in a slum in a hot and humid 
Iranian southern port city—likely Ābādān. Talented, reso-
lute, peculiar, and independent, Amiro—an orphan—is 
highly competitive and ready to fight for his rights. He waves 
at ships leaving the harbour and runs to visit his favourite 
airplanes, collecting their images. He makes a living through 
various jobs including garbage collecting, shoe-shining, and 
selling ice water. In a sense, the film is a portrayal of Amiro’s 
love for huge machines and his efforts to win the demanding 
games he plays with other children. Initially, he loses these 
games, but after relentless determination, he wins the last one. 
Through all of this, he also manages to go to school and learn  
the Persian alphabet.

Hamid Nafisi, a prominent critic of Iranian transnational 
cinema, views The Runner on the backdrop of the messianic 
ideologies of the Islamic Revolution (213). He considers the 
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film a “proto-exilic movie” and one of “Iranian cinema’s most 
graphic inscriptions of the desire to escape the homeland for 
foreign lands” (505). He also assumes the film foreshadows 
Naderi’s immigration from Iran years after its production. A 
host of other established Iranian critics share this view, observ-
ing The Runner as an expression of the desire to depart from a 
troubled country. On the other hand, S. Zeydabadi-Nejad notes 
how the film coincides with “the values of the Islamic regime for 
being about the lives of mostada’fin (the downtrodden)” and the 
working class who formed the Islamic Revolution (380). Since 
the movie was released only five years after the 1979 Islamic 
revolution and was funded by a public educational institution, 
a fair number of other critics have overlooked the film’s broader 
historical appeal and have considered it to be a direct political 
response to the Islamic Revolution.

Kamran Rastegar is one of the rare scholars who briefly 
comments on the film’s historical references, pointing out traces 
of the traumatic Iran-Iraq war. Rastegar writes, “The Runner 
represents a sublimated response to the effects of the war” (146). 
He highlights the protagonist’s quest for a new subjectivity as 
a tale of becoming. Far from the typical politically motivated 

characterizations of the era, the film propagates a progressive 
and processual subjectivity that is unique in Iranian cinema of 
the time (Barati and Eslamieh 121). This rare critical standpoint 
is echoed in Alla Gadassik’s views. Gaddassik argues that The 
Runner is preoccupied with a kind of cultural displacement and 
fragmentation which “cannot and will not be remedied through 
migration elsewhere” (482). For Gaddassik, the fact that Amiro 
is always living on the margins is of supreme importance to the 
overall philosophy of the text (477). Nevertheless, the film offers 
a much more sophisticated perception of the subject’s position 
within the temporal displacement and historical rupture expe-
rienced by Southern Iranian communities.

Moving beyond an analysis of The Runner as a production 
of its auteur director who comments on it from an autobi-
ographical standpoint, many fundamental questions emerge 
for the viewer: why is Amiro always running? How should we 
interpret his fetishistic affection for airplanes and ships? Why 
is he parentless and living alone? What is the reason behind the 
heavy presence of machinery? Why is this colonized society 

2 I avoid using the term colonial or postcolonial because Iran was never really colonized in the true sense of the word, as compared to the way India was colonized by 
Britain or parts of Africa or America were colonized by Europeans. The presence of foreign forces in Iranian contemporary history has always mainly been limited to 
bordering regions. Thus, the term semi-colonial refers to the temporary presence of foreign military and tradesmen with colonial intentions and their conflicts with 
the natives in the regions.

stratified between affluent foreigners and local children who 
live on the streets and make a living collecting recyclables? Why 
is the land on fire while children run after ice? Responses to 
these questions require a thorough exploration of the social 
condition that produced this lifestyle and the director’s worl-
dview. I aim to explore the traumatic history of the society 
illustrated by Naderi in The Runner and examine the intellec-
tual and cinematic choices the director and his crew made in 
the production of the film. Believing that “the truth of narra-
tive isn’t in the fact-checking, but in the trauma it circles” 
(Richardson 505), I argue that Naderi’s film represents the 
extensive historical rupture as caused by the violent force of 
modernity imported into traditional Iranian society and how 
that society’s desiring bodies are breached while competing with 
the Western machine. Modern machinery and an accompanying  
contemporary Western lifestyle were introduced to traditional 
Iranian society mainly through the force of the military or via 
interactions with semi-colonial industries.2 The desirable power 
of the modern machine and the violent force of its semi-colonial 
introduction created a traumatic ambivalence that I will try to 
articulate in this paper. 

This approach is informed by Jacques Lacan’s argument 
in Seminar XI (1973) where he discusses the human encounter 
with modernity and how the automaton fashioned a traumatized 
modern mentality. According to Lacan, modernity’s production 
of massive machinery introduced a new aspect of “the real” to 
humanity. For him, the “real is that which always lies behind the 
automaton” (55). The real as an encounter causes an unassimi-
lable rupture in the symbolic register of subjects. Based on this 
viewpoint, the introduction of modern machinery to human 
life created a new paradigm, causing a historical rupture in the 
human’s consciousness and signaling a new era that radically 
diverged from past ones. Therefore, modern subjects—whose 
previous stories about themselves do not work anymore—use 
their bodies to recreate and re-narrate themselves in a bid to 
work through this historical trauma and fill the psychosocial 
gaps produced by the rupture.

In this respect, The Runner is a materialist contemplation 
on the emergence of modernity and modern consciousness as 
well as the ruptures it produced in Iranian society. The film 

Modern machinery and an accompanying contemporary Western lifestyle 
were introduced to traditional Iranian society mainly through the force of the 

military or via interactions with semi-colonial industries.
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reveals the historic epiphany offered to Iranians that coaxed 
them to master the discourse of the machine as a prerequi-
site to dealing with the imported automaton. In terms of the 
discourse of the machine, I aim to express the awareness of the 
social, cultural, and historical contexts that lead to the produc-
tion and mass use of modern machinery in the West. I claim 
the literacy that grew from the European enlightenment in 
the 17th and 18th centuries and stretched to the 19th and 20th 
centuries was critical to the creation of the modern machinery; 
this long cultural background of technological advancement 
created an invisible internal readiness for the birth of the autom-
aton. This knowledge of the historical necessity, social func-
tionality, material value, and cultural prospect of the modern 
machinery that was available to the Western society is what 
I call the discourse of the machine. This perspective considers 
The Runner as a symbolic text projecting the larger existen-
tial dilemmas and contradictions of the machine age due to  
its fetishistic desires. 

The film imagines the new Iranian subject emerging from 
its traditional views, confronting this imported phenom-

enon, and living with its associated traumas. Because it was 
produced during Iran-Iraq war, The Runner attempts to move 
away from the latest historical trauma the war produced for 
the native population. While limiting its scope to the south 
of Iran, the imagery generated by the film symbolizes modern 
Iranian society in a time of transition and highly affected by its  
media and technologies.

THE TRAUMA OF MODERNITY IN SOUTHERN IRAN

Before engaging with the film, a historical background on the 
southern provinces of Iran is necessary. Iran’s only access to 
international waters is through the southern Persian Gulf and 
Sea of Makran stretching from Ābādān and Mahshahr to Bandar 
Abbas and Chabahar. Historically, the port cities and islands 
in this region have been maritime hubs for Iranians to interact 
and connect with the Western world. The area’s semi-colonial 
impression came from Portuguese, Ottoman, Russian, Dutch, 
and British imperial military presences in the region as well as 
international seafarers and traders. 

But when the British excavated the first Middle Eastern 
oil wells in the Iranian province of Khuzestan (specifically the 
city of Masjid Suleyman) in 1908, the event revolutionized the 
southern port cities. The oil-export industry introduced huge 

machinery and the amenities of modern life to the region, many 
of which are represented in The Runner. In 1910, 2,500 Iranian 
workers were employed by the British oil company, with the 
number jumping to 17,000 people in 1918. The new settle-
ment housed a diverse population of domestic and international 
settlers who moved to the region to work in the oil and trade 
sectors. Ābādān—The Runner’s supposed setting—was the first 
major Iranian city born out of the modern oil industry. By the 
1930s, the British constructed the largest oil refinery plant in 
Ābādān (Amanat 565).

Despite fruitful interactions and cooperation between the 
Anglo-Persian Oil Company and Iranian tribal leaders, and the 
relative security associated with the modern economic devel-
opment of the southern port regions of Khuzestan province, 
many conflicts occurred. The invasion of Iran in both World 
War I (the Persian campaign of 1914-18) and World War II 
(the Anglo-Soviet invasion of 1941) as well as the droughts, 
diseases, and devastations they brought to Iran created a sense 
of humiliation, fear, and animosity towards foreign forces in 
the collective Iranian mind (Motaqedi et al. 128). In World 

War I, the popular outrage and frustration from foreign inter-
vention stirred popular movements and militias in tribal and 
ethnic populations. Among all popular regional uprisings, the 
southern tribal revolts of Boyer-Ahmad, Tangestan, and Larestan 
against British occupiers during World War I marked pivotal 
moments in Iranian cultural memory. The remembrances and 
narratives of this trauma remained alive for decades after. For 
example, the Iranian TV series Braves of Tangestan (Homayoun 
Shahnavaz, 1974) recalls the trauma of the British presence in 
the southern trade port city of Bushehr. The series recounts the 
heroic uprising of the southern historic figure Reis Ali Delvari 
against the British occupiers in 1915. 

Naderi’s earlier film Tangsir (1973) recalls the same inci-
dent in which the film’s hero, Zar Mohammad (Behrooz 
Vossoughi), is a solider in Delvari’s battalion. In Tangsir, 
Naderi represents the revolutionary, nationalistic, and anti-co-
lonial sentiments of the Iranian cultural consciousness. Eleven 
years after the production of Tangsir, Naderi moved beyond 
binary politics as demanded by the opposition between the 
oppressed and the oppressor. In The Runner, the director 
shares his contemplations on Iran’s fundamental ambivalence  
toward modernization. 

Iranians in the region observed the oil industry, urban-
ization, and the relative security around the oil plant with 

This cultural exchange with the Western Other and its contemporary 
machinery produced a historical fetishistic fascination with technology 

and power, which was contrasted by a fearfulness and frustration with the 
destructive powers of modernity—including the modern military.
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fascination and admiration. However, the occupations and mili-
tary confrontations of the two World Wars had left them with 
much devastation and trauma (Fig. 1).

This cultural exchange with the Western Other and its 
contemporary machinery produced a historical fetishistic fasci-
nation with technology and power, which was contrasted by 
a fearfulness and frustration with the destructive powers of 
modernity—including the modern military (Fig. 2).

In Ābādān, the British neighbourhood was a source of fasci-
nation for the local population who lived in poor conditions 
yet worked hard for low wages. This social stratification added 
to the incongruities in the collective memory of the southern 
people that compelled them to view the rich occupiers either as 
colonial forces exploiting their country’s natural resources or as 
flag-bearers of modern machinery and technological advance-
ment. The economic disparity in Ābādān remained an acerbic 
part of the city’s fabric. In this respect, the “development of the 
oil industry thus introduced in Ābādān a sociocultural strat-
ification unparalleled in other Iranian cities” (De Planhol), a 
result of the introduction of modern industrialism to the local 
population by Westerners.

For the people of this southern region, Western forces 
played dual roles as bearers of machinery and inflictors of colo-
nial trauma. As the positive power of modern machinery was 
observed, these individuals also witnessed how technology could 
inflict miseries in their new careers. The same contradictory feel-
ing was projected on machinery and towards the West and all 
modernization projects in general. The working class in Iran’s 
southern regions could admire the power of modern machinery 
and technological advancements. They could observe the bene-
fits of the oil industry. But the same technology was deployed 
to oppress them, thus creating a fetishistic aura of equal parts 
fascination and antagonism directed towards the automaton 
that still looms large in Iranian society. 

The Runner portrays Iranian society right after the 60s and 
70s when Iran experienced radical modernization. The Iranian 
Pahlavi dynasty (1925-1975) was the forceful proponent of 
extensive Western modernization in cooperation with multina-
tional companies. This fast-developing modernization project 
left some communities dispossessed or ignored. Naderi’s film is 
about how this community views their changed society and how 
they should ideally operate within it. The didactic aspect of the 
film for young generations lies in the message for the dispos-
sessed to struggle to seek knowledge as the source of power. 
This idealist message in an existential film also contributes to 
the ruptures in a society where desires should be kept dear, irre-
spective of the challenges.

Amiro becomes the symbol of a nation new to modern-
ization that wishes for large-scale and sophisticated advance-
ment but has yet to see it materialize. Despite his desires, 
Amiro is doomed to dwell in a broken vessel and play within 
the wreckages of old yachts. This unfair competition between 
the human body and the Other’s machine is traumatizing for 
developing communities who face similar competition and its 
consequences. But Naderi favours the pathetic struggles that 
overcome any challenges.

THE JAMMED MACHINE IN A MODERN IRAN

Without question, the machine is an integral part of The Runner. 
Trains, ships, planes, trucks, and bicycles are omnipresent in the 
film, yet machines work at two symbolic levels in Iran’s cultural 

Fig. 1 | Amiro collecting garbage in Naderi’s The Runner, 00:05:05. Center for the 
Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 1984.

Fig. 2 | Amiro polishing foreigners’ shoes in Naderi’s The Runner, 00:57:19. Center 
for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 1984.

Amiro becomes the symbol of a 
nation new to modernization  

that wishes for large-scale and 
sophisticated advancement  

but has yet to see it materialize.
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consciousness. There is the side of the Other: a world of sophis-
ticated machinery, beautiful and massive cruise ships, sturdy 
airplanes, fast trains, and fanciful magazines (Fig. 3).

On the other hand, there is Amiro’s side: a world of jammed 
machines, wrecked ships, garbage caused by the machine age, 
slums on the edge of land laid to waste by heavy machinery, 
and empty bottles of alcohol. Even working bikes are borrowed. 
The contrast between these two worlds best represents Naderi’s 
intellectual observations on industrialization and its effects in 
the Middle East.

On first viewing, the two worlds Naderi depicts seem 
modernist and Chaplinian. Naderi considered Charlie 
Chaplin to be “among his earliest ‘teachers’” (Gadassik 475). 
In his portrayal of these contrasting worlds in the machine 
age, Naderi alludes to Chaplin’s films. For example, Amiro is 
presented as a Chaplinian little tramp. He is society’s under-
dog, living a vagrant’s life while trying to become successful. 
He is diligent and forever hopeful. He respects human value 
in a competitive working-class society. As in Chaplin’s Little 
Tramp (1936), Amiro is an outcast who strives to compete with 
others but always keeps his own dreams and desires within 
reach. Naderi even pays homage to Chaplin in the scene when 
Mousa (Musa Torkizadeh), Amiro’s closest friend, walks in a 
style similar to Chaplin in Little Tramp, provoking laughter  
from Amiro (Fig. 4).

The short scene validates the idea that Naderi desired to 
create his own Middle Eastern Modern Times. In Chaplin’s 
film, workers must catch up with the speed of machinery in 
factory lines. In The Runner, a children’s game utilizes the best 
of the participants’ mechanical capabilities to compete with one 
another to match the speed of a moving train (Fig. 5).

In this tussle between plastic bodies and iron machines, 
the victorious ones are those who internalize the discourse 
of the machine and embody the mechanisms of the machine 
age.3 The rest would be left out of the game. This perception is 
apparent in both Modern Times and The Runner with the small 
caveat that Chaplin’s representation of modernism sympathizes 
with the nonconformist (the little tramp who does not want 
to abide by the rules of the machine age) while Naderi’s natu-
ralism (referring to the inevitability of technological advance-
ment) welcomes the ruthless struggle. Other comedians like 
“Keaton and Lloyd master locomotives, motorcycles, tin lizzies, 
street cars, steamboats and even ocean liners” (Gunning 241). 
However, for Amiro mastery does not happen. In The Runner, 
the machine has intruded the games of children. In most games, 
children compete with machines more than with one another. 
Mechanical movement as a source of power is an integral part 
of the children’s games in the film. Repeatedly, children test 
their capacities by chasing trains and outrunning bicycles. These 
demanding challenges represent a more existentialist vision of 
the machine age than that of Chaplin in Modern Times.

3 For more information on the plasticity of the body, please refer to Catherine 
Malabou’s The New Wounded (2007).

Fig. 3 | Magazines on a newsstand Amiro regularly visits in Naderi’s The Runner, 
01:03:04. Center for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 
1984.

Fig. 4 | Mousa imitating Chaplin’s “tramp” walk in Naderi’s The Runner, 01:01:24. 
Center for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 1984.

Fig. 5 | Children chasing a running train in Naderi’s The Runner, 00:43:03. Center 
for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 1984.
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Naderi’s divergence from Chaplin is most evident in his 
representation of Amiro’s responses to the requirements of 
industrial city life. Unlike Chaplin, who was highly critical 
of modernity and blamed the machine age for the source of 
much misery in the industrial world, Naderi seems to have 
moved beyond this criticism to highlight the ways in which 
human beings master the discourse of the machine. In this 
respect, Naderi is mainly Lacanian rather than Chaplinian in 
that he directs his camera towards the human’s desire for the 
power produced by machinery and technological advancement. 
In Chaplin’s cinema, there exists only fascination with but no 
desire for the hustle and bustle of modern city life. For Chaplin, 
modernity was an endogenous development in Western society 
that the public was not ready for. Yet for Naderi, this modernity 
is borrowed and imported from the West—from the modern 
and advanced colonial Other—and therefore the imported 
machine causes its own fetishism as an object of desire. These 
two layers need further elaboration.

From the beginning of The Runner, Naderi formulates the 
idea of the desire for the machine. The film begins by show-
ing a portrait of Amiro in loose-fitting underwear and breath-
ing heavily while he stares into distance for 13 seconds. As 
birds sing in the background, he begins shouting and waving 
a piece of cloth in his hand. The establishing shot shows a 
barren lagoon and a mirage in the background. A large ship 
appears far away from the shore. Then, Amiro turns into a 
dream-like figure, running and shouting on the shore. With 

its destabilizing composition and absence of exposition, this 
sequence would convince viewers to consider Amiro as a  
castaway desperate for help (Fig. 6).

The dream-like atmosphere persists when Amiro is shown 
behind the fence looking at an aircraft (Fig. 7). Amiro’s joy 
represents his desire for machines as a way to fly away from the 
shores and borders of his present circumstances.

These sequences have urged many critics to interpret the 
film as an expression of Naderi’s longing to escape his restrictive 
space. But this scene is only the beginning of Amiro’s dramatic 
and intellectual journey.

The machine turns out to be a fetishized obsession in The 
Runner. Amiro loves machines. He visits his beloved airplane 
almost every day after work. He communicates with ships by 
shouting at them. He keeps pictures of airplanes in his home. 
While collecting recyclables among garbage piles, he sees a cruise 
ship passing and says, “How white! How beautiful!” (00:05:42). 
White is a desirable colour under the region’s scorching sun, 

and what he perceives as beauty in the advanced machinery. 
Amiro spends his free time sitting at the port watching the 
passing ships. He buys a broken lamp to illuminate his trau-
matic world. Electricity and lamps are technologies that Amiro  
loves to own.

Amiro even beckons the industrial noises. Gadassik 
provides an insightful perspective of sound in the film by 
noting that the most notable sounds come from machines: 
“In The Runner, most of the memorable sounds do not 

Fig. 6 | Amiro running and shouting on the shore in Naderi’s The Runner, 00:02:20. 
Center for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 1984.

Fig. 7 | Amiro is happy when he finds images of airplanes in Naderi’s The Runner, 
00:33:25. Center for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 
1984.

The fetishistic obsession with modern machinery can be located in  
the games and actions of the children in the film while they constantly  

walk among heavy machinery.
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come from within the immediate location but drift in from 
the margins. Sounds of cars, trucks and trains surround the 
frame and plant the viewer into the city’s industrial zone much 
more firmly than the relatively sparse visuals” (485). Amiro 
craves the noises of engines and industries, demonstrating an 
obsession with the industrial machines and their extensions  
into human life.

The fetishistic obsession with modern machinery can be 
located in the games and actions of the children in the film while 
they constantly walk among heavy machinery. Amiro sees the 
power in modern machinery and yearns for it. This desire for 
the power of the machine is not for the destructive power or 
strength of mechanical power. This desire originates from the 
will to overcome the unjust daily struggle Amiro faces. In the 
machine, he perceives the power to transform his life into a more 
affluent, less hot (hence the prevalence of ice in the film), more 
docile, and in general, richer existence. Despite the intensity of 
his desire, Amiro is left within the jammed machine: a wrecked 
ship (Fig. 8).

Amiro lives a slumdweller’s life and the only difference he 
knows between his own misery and the pleasure of the Other 
is that he has access to the run-down machine while the Other 
drives the fast-moving operational machinery. Thus, automa-
tion occupies the diverging space between misery and pleasure 
for Amiro.

Moreover, because the machine is a Western product in 
this southern port, and all the industries are imported into the 
region, Naderi shows how this imported mechanization affects 
the human body in a society which is completely naïve about it. 
The discourse of the machine is completely alien to the young 
boys, yet they must live through its alien discourse. The power 
imbalance between the bearers of technology and the local popu-
lation also leads to further suppression of the impoverished 
local population, though these bearers have the potential to 
bring about productive change. Amiro stands on this ambivalent 

position—on the border between his unconscious desires and 
material condition—desiring media representations of moder-
nity that promise peace, prosperity, and power, and all the while 
living through the purgatorial conditions that imported moder-
nity has created for him.

Moreover, the film illustrates the naïve mindset of local 
children as they compete with the machine by using their 
own mechanized bodies. All the children’s competitions with 
machines are doomed to fail; thus, Amiro struggles to find a way 
out of this mentality. To navigate their situation, Amiro begins 
to test alternate ways to compete with modern machinery. His 
bike race with an airplane is the pivotal moment in which he 
begins to think outside the box. Using the bike, Amiro attempts 
to absorb the discourse of the machine by using a machine to 
compete with another one (Fig. 9).

To master this discourse, Amiro finds photos of airplanes in 
aviation magazines to educate himself about them. He signs up 
for school in an attempt to learn the language of the machine, 
using linguistic literacy as a first step in education instead of 
relying on the mere use of his body in an unfair competition. 
The movie parallels linguistic literacy as a first step that enables 
the practitioners to read and begin their apprenticeship with 
the discourse of the machine. His education helps him to read 
magazines and further learn the discourse of the Other instead 
of living through the imaginary world of desires displayed in 
flashy magazines, beautiful pictures, and powerful planes. For 
Amiro, learning the discourse of the Other is synonymous with 
apprenticing the discourse of the machine since the Other owns 
the machine. Amiro wishes to master this technological culture 
of advancement (which has resulted in the pleasure of the colo-
nial forces) with the hope that he may enjoy similar power and 
dominance over his life and others.

With respect to modernity and the condition of human-
kind at this age, Lacan assumes that human subjectivity cannot 
be defined only through the formula of inner necessities, but 

Fig. 8 | The wrecked ship where Amiro lives in Naderi’s The Runner, 00:19:51. 
Center for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 1984.

Fig. 9 | Amiro racing an airplane on a bike in Naderi’s The Runner, 01:05:04. Center 
for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 1984.
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that it should be defined based on the world from which it 
emerges. Material inventions including language, writing, 
machinery, clocks, and media form the subject, and extend 
their effects to the past because they become an inalienable 
part of human perception. Lacan opines that “the machine 
isn’t what a vain people think it is. It isn’t purely and simply the 
opposite of the living, the simulacrum of the living . . . . Pascal 
showed us that ‘the machine is tied to radically human func-
tions’” (Seminar II 74). In a Lacanian manner, humanity’s func-
tioning is contingent upon the way the machine age inscribes 
in us our subjective impulses. The same problem exists in The 
Runner. Having internalized the power of the machine as their 
object cause of desire, these machine-age children direct all their 
efforts to create the same mechanisms and automation in their 
bodies so as to match the speed, function, and power of the  
desired machine. 

Among the machines, Amiro and the other children aim 
to recognize themselves and understand their own conditions. 
Thus, the only way to recognize themselves is either to define 
their subjectivity and agency in contrast to the desirable power-
ful machine or to recognize themselves through the social mirror 
of the Western seafarer whose lifestyle implies prosperity and 
happiness. As Lacan claims, “The subject is no one. It is decom-
posed, in pieces. And, it is jammed, sucked in by the image, 
the deceiving and unrealistic image, of the other, or equally 
by its own particular image. That is where it finds its unity” 
(Seminar Book II 54). Accordingly, the children in the film 

find their subjective presence through their encounters with 
machines, with the trains and airplanes as well as with the trades-
men and businessmen in the port. These encounters help them 
to perceive their identity and recognize themselves as supposed  
unified entities. 

The magazine images that Amiro keeps might be osten-
tatious media, but, still, this American Dream-like object of 
desire helps him gather pieces of himself and project his unified 
identity in response to that imaginary world. In this way, Naderi 
best articulates the Lacanian assertions that “The symbolic 
world is the world of the machine” (Seminar Book II 47) and 
the “unconscious is the discourse of the other” (Seminar Book II 
89). The Other for Amiro is the foreign tradesmen who dissem-
inate the discourse of the machine. Therefore, Amiro’s uncon-
scious desires are all captured in machines and their liberating 

movements. The machine is liberating for Amiro because it 
has the power to move people beyond their bodily, geograph-
ical, and political boundaries and create new spaces free from  
corporeal limits.

Naderi’s film accords to theories of Lacan but addresses the 
specific historical trauma of Iran through a postcolonial lens that 
adds a significant dimension to Lacan’s discussion. The Runner 
shows how Western modernity colonizes an Iranian region’s 
socio-economic space and produces its own fetishistic desire in 
the Iranian collective mind. The power of the imported colo-
nial machinery becomes the object cause of the desire for people 
who cannot access it but are governed by it. In this respect, the 
film’s “Ābādān is an exceptional laboratory for analyzing the 
contradictions caused by Iran’s economic development and 
industrialization” (De Planhol). Throughout the film, a sense of 
fragmentation and displacement causes viewers to constantly try 
to locate themselves in the scenes and composition, while most 
of these efforts will be doomed to fail. This sense of displacement 
is also a deliberate construct of the film to show the traumatic 
realities of modernity in traditional communities when, due to 
the special, historical, and symbolic ruptures that they encoun-
ter, people lose their position in the urban space. As Gadassik 
writes, “In addition to its uncertain temporal dimension, the 
film’s location is also fragmented and unclear” (477). This ambi-
guity—especially marked by the lack of establishing shots in the 
film—corresponds with the way the film portrays a fragmented 
space as a result of modernization and war. 

EFFACEMENT OF THE WAR MACHINES

Another aspect of modernity in The Runner which has been 
touched upon is the effect of the Iran-Iraq war (1980-88) on 
the film. Iranian war-time filmmakers have always attempted 
to capture the intensity of war scenes. However, the pain war 
creates is often absent because no representation can accurately 
capture that pain. Particularly, the severity of the experience of 
pain forbids any accurate and realistic representation to fully 
contain the suffering. Thus, with the help of Iranian director 
Bahram Beyzai as editor of The Runner, Naderi decided to cut 
the entire Iran-Iraq war out of his film. 

Despite the presence of many indirect references, The 
Runner is deliberately stripped of all direct allusions to the war, 
which was ravaging most southern port cities of Iran at the time, 

Thus, with the help of Iranian director Bahram Beyzai as editor of The Runner, 
Naderi decided to cut the entire Iran-Iraq war out of his film … In light of  

such traumatic conditions, The Runner presents an allegorical representation 
of the psychosocial conditions that the war creates instead of showing the 

brutal realities of a war-torn society.
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including Ābādān. The film was produced when many south-
ern cities in Iran were ablaze from the Iran-Iraq war, but Naderi 
decided to hide the devastating events. Instead, he alluded to the 
consequences of wartime catastrophe. These images are remem-
brances of a history of modern damage inflicted upon the people 
of this region including displacements, poverty, the heavy pres-
ence of machinery, quarrels, fires of oil plants burning the skin, 
veterans with amputated legs, army jeeps on the roads, toxic air, 
and most important of all, the presence of children as traumatic 
subjects with specific social and psychological conditions. The 
use of fire and smoke along with the heat and heavy machinery 
is reminiscent of the war.

The Iraqi invasion of Iran in 1980 catalyzed one of blood-
iest wars of the second half of the twentieth century due to its 
heavy use of imported modern artillery. This war—stretching 
to eight years of World War I-like trench warfare with approx-
imately one million deaths on both sides—left the two coun-
tries with immense pain and devastation. The bombardments 
ravaged many southern cities of Iran, causing massive destruc-
tion and displacing scores in the Southern Khuzestan province 
where Amiro lives. In light of such traumatic conditions, The 
Runner presents an allegorical representation of the psychoso-
cial conditions that the war creates instead of showing the brutal 
realities of a war-torn society. The film also contemplates how 
to deal with, confront, or escape this miserable space. The film 
also highlights the destructive force of the machine and the 
way this destructive part of the discourse is an integral aspect  
of it as well.

One of the key factors at play in minimizing the war was 
the film’s producing institute, the Center for the Intellectual 
Development of Children and Young Adults. The institute’s 
audience is predominantly children and young adults; conse-
quently, there naturally comes the ethical responsibility to cut 

4 Similar trends involving the minimization of war were applied to other Iranian visual art forms. For more information, refer to “The Notion of Comics in Iran” by 
A. Ghaderi and E. Esfandi (2015).

out the violence of the war and aim for didacticism. Various 
references to the film can be directed toward the goals of 
omitting violence and being didactic, including the empha-
sis on the role of literacy in the development of children.4 For 
example, Amiro learns the Persian alphabet as a sign of his  
ultimate victory.

The effacement of the war could make the film uncon-
sciously appealing to its young audience. In his Reflections on 
War and Death (1918), Sigmund Freud stresses that the human 
psyche has an “unmistakable tendency to put death aside, to 
eliminate it from life… to hush it up” (Reflections). Instead of 
portraying the brutalities of the war—an effort which always 
fails to fully represent the reality of death—Naderi decides to 
entirely eliminate direct war scenes and death from his film. All 
that remains from the war are its threats, ghosts, and traumatic 
aftermaths. It seems as if, for Naderi, the actual event does not 
exist due to its temporary nature, but the reality of war lives on 
through its aftermath and the ruptures it creates in the social 
fabric and memory of the people who survive it.

Here, a psychoanalytic conflict exists between the pleasure 
principle and the death drive: Amiro tries to seek pleasure in a 
traumatic society ruled by war and the forces of death. The harsh 
games played by The Runner’s children can also be analyzed in 
this sense. The boys, most of whom share Amiro’s living condi-
tions, take part in dangerous games to rehearse and rediscover 
parts of themselves that have been lost to this traumatized soci-
ety. The conflict over ice best reveals the nature of this competi-
tion as an existential battle of adhering to the objects of desire. 
As a game based on out-injuring the opponent, the defeated 
ones represent the dead, while the ones who desire the power 
of the machine can narrate the war as a victory for themselves. 
In such a situation, the desire for the power of the machine 
becomes an existential one driving the subject towards their 
survival (Fig. 10).

These children constantly attempt to resituate their exis-
tence amid a fragmented social fabric whose symbolic texture 
has been torn apart by repeated traumas. Overall, without 
overtly pointing out the true causes behind the problem, the 
concealment of war still constructs a narrative which reveals 
many consequences for war-time children. The film shows 
the misery tolerated by the protagonists in a more produc-
tive manner, calling the young audience to work through the 
despair and identify with the assiduousness and competitive  
aspirations of Amiro. 

Amiro does not have the means to leave the wreckage of 
his own ship, but continues to struggle, hoping for a mental 
departure for a new space outside of his traumatic society. Amiro 
resides in the liminal space between the earth and the sea—in 
the ship—but the cause of his loneliness—his orphaning—and 
how he chose the wrecked ship as his shelter are never revealed. 
The key to this condition can be found in Beyzai’s Bashu: The 

Fig. 10 | Amiro wins the ice in a competition in Naderi’s The Runner, 01:26:56. 
Center for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 1984.
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Little Stranger: its protagonist manages to leave his southern city 
behind and find peace in the north (Fig. 11).

Set in Iran in the midst of the country’s war with Iraq, 
Bashu recounts the story of a young boy named Bashu (Adnan 
Afravian), who escapes the war-torn Khuzestan province in 
southern Iran by taking refuge on the back of a cargo truck. 
Not knowing the truck’s destination, Bashu finds himself deliv-
ered to the ever-green and peaceful Caspian region in the rural 
north of the country, where there seems to be no sign of war. 
But as a traumatized character, Basha remains haunted by the 
consequences of war and his displacement. Bashu successfully 
sails away from the shores of the war zone, while Amiro stays 
in the wreckage of his ship. This choice to leave one’s home city 
or stay in its ruins is a conflict that haunts Amiro, but, appar-
ently, he chooses to live within his city, directing his desire 
towards winning games and thereby representing his strug-
gle to succeed in life. Bashu’s family has been killed during a 
bombardment, while Amiro’s family has disappeared from the 
film with no clues as to their whereabouts. The stray condition of  
Amiro suggests a traumatic past, with his family lost at an 
unknown time. Take, for example, the scene where Amiro 
looks at himself aboard his wrecked ship. His distorted image is 
portrayed in a triangular piece of mirror while he shows embar-
rassment. The shame stems from his failure to confront belligerent 

children while collecting bottles at sea, and the subsequent 
reprimands of Amoo Gholam (Abbas Nazeri) who reproached 
Amiro for lacking the strength to defend himself against  
other children.

The broken mirror symbolizes the distorted image Amiro 
possesses of himself because of the social pressures he has faced. 
The mirror represents a broken Amiro, not because of fail-
ing at a competition, but because of a life moulded by broken 
social structures. The Lacanian mirror which should reflect a 
unified image of the self is broken, and therefore, he strug-
gles to find his true subjective self through media images and  
magazines (Fig. 12). 

Amiro never talks about his past or narrates his trauma; 
instead, he attempts to hide the central reasons behind his miser-
ies, much like Naderi’s obscuring of war in the film. If Amiro 
had a family to support him, he might not have to work so hard 
to feed himself. He could have gone to school much earlier and 
would not have to tolerate being a social outcast. Consequently, 
he would have experienced a much more forgiving life. But the 
cause itself is absent. No social institution is there to support 
him against the unjust competition for survival, and few people 
show him mercy. This is most likely the result of a military 
confrontation that has shred the already traumatic social fabric 
of Amiro’s homeland.

This situation suggests the Freudian lack of transference 
when the subject cannot move away from its resistances, ulti-
mately disabling it from verbally communicating their psycho-
logical struggles. When language lacks the proper power to 
describe an abundance of trauma and the subject cannot 
communicate its wounds, the subject appeases itself through 
bodily expressions of shouting and running. So, the compe-
titions are repeated in different, unending forms. This repeti-
tion of fierce rivalry, in which being hit by a train or breaking 
a limb is possible, reveals one aspect of the lack of transference 
in a traumatized society. Shouting to airplanes and compet-
ing by tolerating the noise of the close-passing trains are signs 
revealing the veracity of traumatic experiences like war planes 
bombing civilians.

Explaining this mental process, trauma theorist Geoffrey 
Hartman writes, “Life seems always to be a matter of catching 
up, often unconsciously… Something in the present, therefore, 
may resemble (or reassemble) something forgotten, as if there 
were channels along which memory returns like a flood that 
hides its source. This is where uncanny sensations of repetition 
or correspondence make themselves felt” (546). The history 
in this film is effaced and reassembled through the events 
and games the children play. In this situation, as Dominique 
LaCapra also notes, one acts out past experiences when one’s 
relation to the present collapses. In such a condition, the tempo-
rality of experience is lost, and every current or past traumatic 
experience and rehearsals happens in the moment while facing 
fragments of the past. The only temporal aspects that are distinct 
from the present are the “future possibilities” that lie ahead of 
the traumatic subjects (699). That is exactly why, for Amiro, 

Fig. 11 | Poster of Beyzai’s Bashu: The Little Stranger. Center for the Intellectual 
Development of Children and Young Adults, 1986.
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there exists no past and everything happens in the present. His 
only hope is for a future in which he sails away from his current 
mental and social condition and finds a better world. However, 
he remains stuck living in the wreckage of the past and is not 
sure whether he can steer his vessel. 

The only real power Amiro has at his disposal while living 
in war is to utilize his imagination and live in a world of his 
own constructed symbolism. When the social structure is 
fragmented and in no way fulfilling, Amiro recreates his own 
symbolic version of the world around him in order to operate. 
Regarding the structure of imagination, Hartman believes that 
“Imagination pursues a body—the body and atmosphere of 

fact. It tries to make us believe the unbelievable; it demands 
the acknowledgement of being real, not only imagined” (541). 
Amiro attempts to embody his desires and victories in the 
competitions with other children. This imagination needs 
a factual atmosphere as well and thus, the airplane and the 

machine can be considered incarnations of the mechanistic 
atmosphere that embody his desires. Amiro joins others but 
follows his own dreams. He is not a total outcast, but his inde-
pendence helps him operate better than others and thereby 
mature. He constantly pursues improvement and is a desired 
body in the traumatic modern world of Iran. He strives not to 
give into his traumas and wills to fight for escape.

Fig. 12 | Amiro looking at the mirror in Naderi’s The Runner, 00:18:54. Center for the Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults, 1984.

Naderi is aware that modernity is a time of global engagement and that is why 
his hero Amir-o (Amir Naderi plus Hero) suggests a progressive protagonist 

who wishes to keep his independence while fully engaging with Others.
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CONCLUSION

The Runner ultimately reveals the story of a community trauma-
tized by modernity. This community views the charming face 
of modernity in the comfort and power produced by machines, 
yet this community lives in the shadows of the same machines. 
The modern machinery left bombs instead of prosperity. This 
condition—as well as the witnessing of the Other’s prosper-
ity—coerces Amiro (as the symbolic hero of the film) and other 
children to use their bodies to compete with the machine, 
challenge its power, and instruct their bodies to operate like 
the machine, too. However, Amiro takes a different route to 
utilize machines to his own benefit by riding his bike. Riding 
a bike as a materialist symbol of early machinery versus a more 
sophisticated airplane best represents the condition of Iranians 
of the time: on the verge of modernization yet gripped by a  
devastating war.

While this traumatic society sees its “characters [find-
ing] themselves oscillating between productive determination 
and destructive obsession” (Gadassik 480), the film does not 
wholly support the binary oppositions between the Orient and 
the Occident or the human and the machine. Naderi is aware 
that modernity is a time of global engagement and that is why 
his hero Amir-o (Amir Naderi plus Hero) suggests a progres-
sive protagonist who wishes to keep his independence while 
fully engaging with Others. He protects his own desires, does 
not imitate other children, and knows that his desires are the 
desires (and tensions) of many other children of his time. So, 
rather than drawing borders and oppositional lines, he decides 
to educate himself to learn the discourse of the machine which 
has secured the Others their power and leisure. His competition 
turns out to be a successful one when he manages to read the full 
Persian Alphabet (in a region where the majority speak Arabic 
with southern Iranian accents) against the roaring engines of  
sophisticated airplanes.

While being sympathetic to the miseries of children in 
south Iran, Naderi propagates a politics of perseverance and 
goal-oriented diligence. He advocates for literacy and systematic 
education as a panacea to overcome the miserable conditions for 
children in a developing country in the 70s. But the key to his 
quest is finding a way to streamline the local literacy in order to 
provide the requirements for comprehending the discourse of 
modernity. He desperately attempts to represent a materialist 
approach where, through utmost diligence, local literacy can 
live side-by-side with modern machinery—it is a significant 
symbol of an imported modern discourse. This optimistic quest 
for synchronization of parallel ways of being (traditional and 
modern lifestyles) has made The Runner a unique product of 
Middle Eastern cinema. The idea that children of the machine 
age need to learn the discourse of the Other and the machine 
to adjust their local lives with this ontology is of unparalleled 
significance since it represented the mindset rampant in the 70s 
and 80s; it resulted in highly educated youths in Iran today. Yet 
Naderi’s hopes and dreams did not come true. The gulf between 
Western modernity and the traditional values of the local Middle 

Eastern population has widened in the past decades and created 
innumerable tragedies in many Middle Eastern countries and 
the Islamic World.

Naderi also portrays the go-getter, semi-capitalist poli-
tics of rivalry which caused immense problems in Iranian soci-
ety for years to come. The idea that the comfort of reaching 
the ice (as a sweet product of modern machinery) should be 
the aim of every child in a modernizing country proved prob-
lematic. During the 70s, the politics of fierce competition for 
personal gain at the cost of Others overwhelmed the tradi-
tional Iranian society which was mainly based on communitar-
ian values. Despite the inevitability of rat-race social practices 
in modern cities, this mindset of the supremacy of personal 
gain introduced to Iranian society deep complications includ-
ing brutal individuation, devalued ethical norms, economic 
corruption, and many more cultural, political, and economic 
conflicts that were not compatible with older communitar-
ian systems of Iranian ethnic communities. Many years later, 
politics of social justice and equality replaced this outlook in  
Iranian cinema. 
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