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Imprisonment, In addition to being a legal phenomenon, is also a social and cultural phenomenon.
Therefore, to fully understand its transformations, it is essential to go beyond purely legal
frameworks. The neoclassical approach in the sociology of culture, with an emphasis on the symbolic
aspect of punishment, views imprisonment as a social institution and a symbol of cultural
transformations in contemporary Iran. According to this cognitive framework, the changes that have
occurred over different periods in the realm of penal systems reflect deep shifts in the underlying and
hidden layers of the society’s culture. This study Seeks to analyze, using the methods of the sociology
of culture and, focusing on the neoclassical approach the reasons behind the fluctuations in the
attention given to the punishment of imprisonment in contemporary Iran—from a century ago to the
present. It will also examine and analyze the social and cultural factors influencing these changes.
Ultimately, this research shows that cultural and social transformations in society have a direct impact
on the meanings of imprisonment as a symbolic form. In this regard, imprisonment, as an official
punishment during the Pahlavi political system, has gradually undergone semantic changes and has
been revisited and reassessed at different periods.
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1. Introduction

The penal system in contemporary Iran has undergone significant transformations. During the
establishment of the Pahlavi political regime and the discourse of absolute quasi-modern power, the
General Penal Code was enacted. Simultaneous with the adoption of this law in 1925, imprisonment
was recognized for the first time as one of the primary penalties for criminal offenses. However,
following the collapse of this discourse from power and the establishment of the Islamic Republic's
political system — which was based on a religiously traditionalist discourse — attention to corporal
punishments as an alternative to imprisonment increased. Nevertheless, this was not the end of the
story. After about a decade of the establishment of the religiously traditionalist discourse,
imprisonment regained its prominent position in the penal system, and corporal punishments were
relegated to the margins. These transformations in contemporary Iran have been influenced by various
factors, including social, cultural, and political changes. This article analyzes these transformations
from a cultural sociology perspective, with the aim of examining the changes in the concept and
meaning of imprisonment as a form of punishment within Iran's social system.

2. Methodology

This study examines the transformations of imprisonment as a punishment in contemporary Iran from
a sociological perspective. Within this sociological framework, the focus is on the sociology of
culture, particularly through the use of theories and propositions derived from its neoclassical
approach. This approach is grounded in the belief that all social realities are symbols created for the
transmission of meaning. Therefore, in this research, imprisonment will be understood as a symbol
with hidden yet identifiable meanings.

3. Results and Discussion

This research demonstrates that cultural and social transformations in Iranian society have directly
influenced the meanings of imprisonment as a symbol. In fact, throughout different historical periods,
imprisonment has evolved from a mere punishment to a more complex tool for reflecting social and
cultural structures. Specifically, this form of punishment, initially introduced as an official penalty
during the Pahlavi political regime, gradually underwent semantic changes and, over various periods,
was revisited and reconsidered. Ultimately, the findings of this study suggest that imprisonment, as a
social symbol, has not only changed due to legal transformations but has continuously been redefined
and reconstructed in response to cultural and social changes. This ongoing process underscores the
crucial role of symbols and meanings in shaping social institutions and highlights how social and
cultural transformations consistently have a profound impact on the understanding and application of
punishments.

4. Conclusions

The present study emphasizes the importance of paying attention to the hidden meanings within penal
systems and demonstrates that examining the changes in the penalty of imprisonment can contribute
to a better understanding of social transformations and legal structures in Iran. By analyzing the
transformations of imprisonment in Iran, this study not only provides a deeper insight into the social
and cultural dimensions of punishments but also paves the way for reconsidering existing penal
concepts and policies. The findings may play a crucial role in shaping more advanced and humane
penal policies. Specifically, this analysis could be insightful for policymakers, researchers, and human
rights activists, as gaining a clearer understanding of the reasons behind the transformations in
imprisonment and the evolution of its meaning will help improve penal policymaking and reform the
criminal justice system.
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