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Problem Statement

The phenomenon of the automobile in contemporary Iran — despite the common
perception — has not only been understood as a technical-engineering object but also
as a “technological artifact” in connection with social, cultural, environmental, and
even political systems. The automobile in everyday life, along with its intended
functions and subsequent unintended consequences in other areas of the lives of
social actors, has led to various studies in the fields of social sciences and art.
However, despite the relatively significant volume of articles published in the last
two decades, due to limitations such as thematic dispersion, focus on survey
approaches, and lack of theoretical coherence, obtaining a clear picture of studies on
the automobile in Iranian society has faced a fundamental problem. The
aforementioned point justifies the necessity of conducting the present research.
Thus, the multiplicity and dispersion of research conducted in the field of
automobile-related studies require a critical review and consolidation of the set of
findings at a more abstract level. The main objective of the research is to critically
analyze the 2003-2024 articles published in Iran in the field of social sciences and
art around the automobile phenomenon. This evaluation attempts to suggest new
directions for future research by focusing on the existing adequacy and
shortcomings, while simultaneously identifying the neglected and strong points of
existing studies.
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Materials and Methods

The study was conducted based on a critical review approach and using the matrix
analysis and thematic analysis methods. The research population includes 893
articles indexed in reputable domestic scientific databases, which were filtered in the
first step based on inclusion and exclusion criteria. Ultimately, 26 articles that
directly or indirectly addressed the topic of automobiles and their social and cultural
dimensions were selected. The analysis was conducted at two levels: matrix analysis
and thematic analysis. To ensure the validity of the research, two independent coders
were used to analyze the articles, and the results were reviewed in multiple stages.

Results

The research findings showed that the focus of most articles is based on the
following axes: 1) Focus on large cities; in fact, a large part of the articles have
studied the consequences of the automobile in metropolitan areas and have paid less
attention to small towns, rural areas, or intercity spaces. This demonstrates a kind of
"urban bias" in existing studies. 2) Predominance of survey approach and secondary
data; many studies have limited themselves to collecting quantitative data and
secondary analysis of official data. This has led to the marginalization of qualitative
dimensions of the lived experience of the automobile, such as cultural meanings,
collective memory, or social identities linked to the automobile. 3) Playing with a
set of urban-policing variables; to put it more clearly, in most articles, variables such
as air pollution, traffic, road safety, and accidents have been the focus of discussion
as independent or dependent variables; although the aforementioned topics are of
great importance, limiting themselves to them has limited the analytical scope of the
research. In addition to the three axes mentioned above, the study's findings from a
paradigmatic perspective reveal that a limited number of articles have considered
recent theories in the sociology of technology. These include actor-network theory,
the theory of cultural objects, and the paradigm of memory and technology studies.
In contrast, perspectives that focus on technological determinism and pathological
approaches have consistently garnered the most attention in the articles. According
to these viewpoints, the automobile is not portrayed as a complex socio-cultural
phenomenon; instead, it is viewed primarily as a source of crisis and social
problems. Methodologically speaking, the most prominent gap is the absence of
qualitative and ethnographic methods in Iranian automobile-related studies. The
absence of participant observation, in-depth interviews, narrative analysis, and
critical discourse studies has led to a lack of understanding of the deeper layers of
everyday and cultural experiences of the automobile in Iranian society.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that, despite significant growth in the quantity of
automotive research in Iran, it still faces fundamental theoretical and methodological
shortcomings. Overreliance on quantitative data and disregard for the cultural,
psychological, and lived experience-related dimensions of the automobile have led
to a kind of "reductionism." The mentioned reductionism has presented a limited
picture of the role of the automobile in Iranian society; a picture that revolves more
around urban and environmental crises and less about the meanings, identities,
memories, and cultural resistances associated with the automobile. In addition, the
absence of recent paradigms of the sociology of technology indicates that many
Iranian researchers continue to adhere to technological determinism or pathological
approaches, while global studies suggest that the automobile can be examined as a
“network complex” intertwined with humans, objects, spaces, and cultural
meanings. The present study showed that to improve the level of automobile studies
in Iran, it is necessary to pay attention to the following three axes: 1) Developing
new theoretical paradigms: Using actor-network theories, object studies, and
memory theories can reveal new dimensions of the relationship between the
automobile and society. 2) Methodological diversity: Combining quantitative
methods with qualitative methods such as ethnography, discourse analysis, and
narrative analysis allows for a deeper understanding of the lived experience of the
automobile. 3) Expanding research fields: It is necessary to expand the focus from
metropolitan cities to small towns, villages, and interurban spaces to provide a more
comprehensive picture of the automobile in relation to the context of Iranian society.
The innovation of this study lies in a coherent and systematic critical review of
domestic articles on automobiles over the past twenty years. The review not only
highlights the adequacy and shortcomings of existing research but also offers new
directions for future studies. These suggestions are grounded in the integration of
recent theories related to the sociology of technology and the use of qualitative and
interdisciplinary methods.

Keywords: Actor—network theory, Technological Determinism, Social Construction
of Technology, Car, City.
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