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Psychological approaches to crime in cinema ,as a manifestation of popular criminology, have always
been among the purest approaches. Films, with their ability to depict the simultaneous functioning of
several psychological factors effective in committing a crime, play an important role in introducing
and developing psychological approaches to crime. The film Spider (2019) directed by Ebrahim
Irajzad, with a psychological-criminological reading of Saeed Hanai's serial murders, reflects
Harmening's criminal triad theory and contributes to the development of popular criminology. This
research, while focusing etiologically on Hanai's serial murders, shows, with the general theoretical
framework of popular criminology and focusing on the film Spider, from the method of cinematic
semiotics, how psychological theories of crime are emerging in Iranian cinema with new
interpretations and are also compatible with existing theories in academic discourse. This research
also shows that the spider provides its own theory for other crimes, from robbery to prostitution, and
illustrates the theory of pressure.

popular criminology, cinema, Harmening's crime trilogy, spider film, symbolic killer,
semiotics.
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1. Introduction

Psychological theories of crime have a much stronger presence in popular criminology, and especially
in cinema, than in academic criminology. One of the important reasons that compels us to take these
cinematic representations of the psychological criminal more seriously is the power that cinema has in
portraying these criminals as complex, mysterious, and multi-layered individuals, something that
academic criminology is not easily able to do.

Spider (2019) by Ebrahim Irajzad is a film in the form of popular criminology that advances its
narrative of a serial killer in full accordance with Harmening's Triad of Crime Theory. This film
depicts the story of Saeed Hanaei, known as the Spider Killer, a person who murdered sixteen women
in Mashhad from 1379 to 1380. This research examines whether Spider, as a cinematic work, has
been able to provide a new and different criminological response in explaining its theory about Saeed
Hanaei’s life and crimes? Also, has this film, as a source of popular culture, be able to play a role in
the development of popular and academic criminology while reexamining the complex causes of the
aforementioned murders?

2. Methodology

Considering the subject of the article and its cultural aspect, a qualitative method has been used in this
research. Cinematic semiotics deals with the interpretation and meaning-finding of films by using
specific rules of general semiotics, including referential and implicit connotation. Films use a lot of
implicit connotations due to their artistic dimension (Metz, 1395: 127).

3. Results and Discussion

The subject of the serial killer has always been one of the most important and controversial topics in
the field of crime and crime. Academic theories and popular culture are united in one issue regarding
the serial killer, and that is the psychological dimension of this phenomenon in most serial murders.
The theory that has been considered and used more than others in this study is William M.
Harmening's crime triad theory. According to this theory, serial killers are categorized into three types
of Killers: opportunistic, self-centered, and symbolic (Harmening, 1402: 138).

3. 1. The Spider and the Symbolic Killer, Analysis of Coexistence and Substitution

The Spider depicts the story of Saeed Hanaei (played by Mohsen Tanabandeh), one of the most feared
serial killers in Iranian history. The film begins its narrative before the murders and by analyzing the
personality of Saeed and his family. The first thirty minutes of the film introduce the dimensions of
Saeed's personality, his surroundings and his family members, and then gradually the murders begin
to be committed. Finally, the murderer is arrested and the film ends with the burning of Saeed's
manuscripts. The following is an explanation of the components of Harmening's criminal triad theory
and a scene-by-scene analysis of the film.

3. 1. 1. Primary sources of motivation

From the early sequences, we see that Saeed is a very extremist, not religious, person, and then in the
next sequence we notice his deep relationship with his mother, which shows the dominance, control
and tyranny of the mother over Saeed. In the early few sequences, the film emphasizes one of the
most key and important characteristics of a symbolic murderer, which is the tyrannical and abusive
parent. The symbolic Killer is usually the product of authoritarian or abusive parenting (Harmening,
1402: 146).

After the assault of Saeed's wife by the taxi driver, humiliation and control by the mother escalates.
Explaining the primary sources of motivation as the first psychological component of a symbolic
killer, Harmening explains: "His motivation is the need to relieve psychological tension by sacrificing
substitutes for the sources of his hatred and anger (usually his parents)" (ibid, 153). However, it is
necessary to mention a point at the end of this section, and that is that the source of Saeed's motivation
and anger was not only his mother; the man who had assaulted his wife, who was in fact a
representative of the male perpetrators, also constituted a second source of Saeed's anger.

3. 1. 2. Insecure attachment

Harmening summarizes the second component, insecure attachment, as follows: “Insecure attachment
is the result of abusive or authoritarian parenting” (ibid.), thus linking it to the first component. The
mother in Spider, like Norman Bates’ mother in Psycho, is depicted as one of Saced’s primary sources
of motivation.
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3. 1. 3. Moral development

The third psychosocial component of a serial killer in the criminal triad theory is presented as moral
development. Moral development is usually low in all three killers: opportunistic, egocentric, and
symbolic (ibid, 153). In Spider, we seem to be dealing with immature morality in the Killer, and Saeed
remains at the lowest stages of moral development and has no sense of altruism. This issue is
addressed in several sequences.

3. 1. 4. Identification

The fourth component of Harmening's criminal triad theory is identification, which he describes in the
case of the symbolic killer as follows: "An incomplete self-identity; they may experience self-
deprecation depending on the degree of development. In extreme cases, there is no sense of self."
(ibid, 153). Since it depicts the authoritarian and controlling parent-child relationships described
above, and also considering the depiction of Saeed's living and urban environment, which displays
religious slogans around him in scenes, it can be concluded that Saeed's religious beliefs played a
major role in his incomplete identification.

4. Conclusions

The findings from the semiotics and analysis of the film Spider show that the dominant aspect of
Saeed Hanaei's serial murders is not religious or sociological, but rather the psychological dimension
of the story, which is more prominent than other dimensions. Matching Saeed's personality with the
symbolic killer type shows that he has an incomplete identity that was deprived of the opportunity to
find his identity due to neglect or abuse during childhood, which is also a result of the authoritarian
parenting style. Therefore, Saeed's criminal and deviant behaviors can be justified in order to reduce
his psychological tensions, behaviors that are symbolically a reaction to his parents who were the
source of his feelings of self-deprecation or people such as street troublemakers who are the source of
his anger.
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