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Abstract

Since the 1980s, Sacred Defense cinema has served as a clear
manifestation of the ideological discourse of the Islamic Republic,
accompanied by portrayals of heroism, myth-making, narratives,
and the introduction of war heroes. This discourse was constructed
around the Iran-lragq war, which is generally referred to as the
Sacred Defense discourse. Although it emerged from a real war
occurring in a specific time and place, this discourse did not remain
confined to its immediate context. Rather, it reflected a particular
mode of thought that transcended the military struggles of that
period. The aim of this analysis is to explore the applicability of
Roland Barthes’ theory in analyzing the screenplay of Gilaneh,
which belongs to the Sacred Defense genre. Thus, the main research
question is posed as follows: To what extent is Barthes' discourse
analysis theory applicable to the screenplay of Gilaneh? The
findings indicate that Barthes' five narrative codes can indeed be
utilized in the analysis of this screenplay. The research method in
this study is descriptive-analytical and grounded in Barthes’
theoretical framework.

Keywords: Discourse, Screenplay, Sacred Defense, Roland
Barthes, Homeland, Hero.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Since the 1980s, Sacred Defense cinema has

emerged as a powerful vehicle for conveying the
ideological discourse of the Islamic Republic,
deeply rooted in themes of heroism, martyrdom,
and patriotism constructed around the Iran-Iraq
war. This discourse, while grounded in the material
reality of war, has extended well beyond its
historical confines to shape cultural, political, and
religious narratives in Iran. The film Gilaneh is
emblematic of this discourse, serving not only as a
cultural product of wartime ideology but also as a
medium for reflecting on postwar trauma and social
memory. This study explores the applicability of
Roland Barthes' semiotic theory, specifically his
five narrative codes—hermeneutic, proairetic,
semantic, symbolic, and cultural—to analyze
Gilaneh’s screenplay. It argues that Barthes'
concepts provide a robust framework to unpack the
deeper ideological, symbolic, and cultural
dimensions encoded in the narrative. Sacred
Defense cinema, although originally formed as a
response to the invasion by Iraq on September 22,
1980, has since evolved into a genre with specific
aesthetic and ideological functions, reflecting the
revolutionary ideals of the Islamic Republic while
mobilizing collective memory through visual
storytelling (Vafaee & Atashipour, 2020). The
discursive structure of Sacred Defense was
strategically reinforced by state institutions, which
brought together artists, filmmakers, writers, and
religious scholars to propagate the "culture of
martyrdom" (Dorraj, 1997). This laid the
foundation for institutionalized mythmaking and
ideological memorialization, wherein films like
Gilaneh gained prominence for their dual focus on
national trauma and individual suffering.

Barthes’ theoretical model, particularly his
elaboration on second-order signification and
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mythologies, proves exceptionally relevant for
dissecting the ideological apparatus of Sacred
Defense narratives. At the core of Barthes’
semiology lies the tripartite relationship between
the signifier (form), the signified (concept), and the
sign (meaning), which he expands into a second-
order mythological structure where the original
sign becomes the signifier of a broader ideological
message (Barthes, 1967). In this sense, myth
becomes a depoliticized speech that presents
historical and ideological constructs as natural and
eternal truths (Barthes & Richard, 1974). Barthes
warns that myths obscure the complexities of
historical and social processes, and function as
tools of ideological control. Within the Iranian
context, the myth of martyrdom, framed around the
Karbala paradigm, becomes central to Sacred
Defense discourse. The bodies of soldiers and the
land they defend are transformed into sacred
symbols, divinely sanctioned through repetition
and visual ritual. These mythic structures are
deeply embedded in Sacred Defense cinema and
serve not only to glorify sacrifice but to inscribe a
teleological narrative about the Iranian nation, its
revolutionary path, and its righteous confrontation
with both domestic and foreign enemies. The
mythic dimension, as Barthes posits, is read in an
"instantaneous flash” and elicits immediate
emotional response, effectively bypassing rational
critique (Barthes & Richard, 1981). Furthermore,
his classification of readerly (lisible) and writerly
(scriptible) texts helps distinguish between films
that invite passive consumption versus those that
open space for interpretive multiplicity. In Gilaneh,
these categories blur as the film employs realist
performances and symbolic imagery that
destabilize  conventional heroic tropes and
foreground embodied suffering.
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The analysis of Gilaneh within this framework
reveals a dense interplay of Barthesian codes. The
hermeneutic code, associated with enigmas and
narrative delays, is palpable in sequences where
meaning is deferred, such as the tense opening
scenes  depicting  Ismaeil’s  uncontrollable
convulsions and the viewer’s prolonged
anticipation for medical intervention or narrative
resolution. These techniques invoke a sense of
suspense and emotional investment, aligning with
Barthes’ description of textual traps that resist
immediate closure (Barthes & Richard, 1974). The
proairetic code, by contrast, operates through
sequences of action and causality. Director
Rakhshan Bani-Etemad structures scenes around
performative acts—Gilaneh tending to her son,
traveling under threat of bombing—which
construct a rhythm of suffering and endurance.
These actions gain symbolic gravity as they unfold
within a narrative that lacks a conventional
resolution or catharsis. Notably, Gilaneh is not
framed as a heroic figure in the mythic sense, but
rather as a weary, solitary caretaker whose
suffering is rendered visible in every movement.
The symbolic and semantic codes are also closely
intertwined throughout the film. Objects such as
Ismaeil’s wheelchair, the broken pomegranate, and
the desolate rural landscapes serve as signifiers of
loss, memory, and resistance. The pomegranate, in
particular, traditionally associated with fertility and
renewal in Persian culture, becomes a polyvalent
symbol—a metonym for hope, but also a somber
reminder of bodily fragmentation and the random
destructiveness of war (Rylance, 2016). It aligns
closely with Barthes’ notion of symbolic
antitheses—hope versus destruction, fertility
versus death—offering deeper thematic tensions
that challenge the straightforward narrative of
patriotic sacrifice.

Most salient, however, is the deployment of the
cultural code, which Barthes defines as elements
that draw upon shared knowledge systems—
history, religion, medicine, and so forth (Huppatz,
2011). In Gilaneh, cultural codes are mobilized
through intertextual references to Iran’s Shi’a

o

mourning traditions, historical trauma, and wartime
propaganda. The metaphor of Gilaneh as the
archetypal "mother of the nation" is enriched by
symbolic associations with mourning rituals and
maternal sacrifice, akin to the figure of Zaynab in
Shi’a iconography. Yet, Gilaneh complicates this
symbol by emphasizing the protagonist’s embodied
fragility and her economic and emotional
marginalization in the postwar era. By juxtaposing
Gilaneh’s suffering with indifferent urban youth
who trivialize the notion of martyrdom for
economic gain, the film undermines the myth of
collective spiritual victory and instead underscores
the asymmetry of suffering and remembrance. This
contrast is dramatized in scenes where urban
characters joke about veterans’ benefits or
speculate on postwar market opportunities, while
Gilaneh is left alone to care for her severely
disabled son. Such moments exemplify Barthes’
insight that myth operates by naturalizing selective
ideologies—aqlorifying sacrifice while obscuring
its long-term human costs (Zlatev, 2009). The
film’s rejection of triumphant closure and its
persistent return to scenes of trauma, domestic
labor, and bodily decay situate it within what Varzi
calls a "haunted space," where the past refuses to
fade and demands ongoing mourning (Varzi &
Richard, 2002).

Moreover, the narrative architecture of Gilaneh
aligns with Barthes’ description of texts composed
of intertwined narrative threads—each code a
"voice" contributing to a woven polyphony of
meaning. The film’s bifurcated structure—one half
set in 1988, the other in 2003—accentuates the
thematic continuity of trauma across time,
reinforcing the nonlinearity of grief and national
identity. The transitional scenes are especially
potent: the television broadcasts of U.S. bombings
in Irag mirror earlier depictions of the Iran-Iraq
conflict, suggesting that war is cyclical and
persistent, embedded in the global modern
condition. Through these media interjections,
Gilaneh evokes a Barthesian myth not of heroism,
but of historical recurrence and collective amnesia.
While mainstream Sacred Defense films celebrate
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resolution and closure, Gilaneh resists both. Its use
of cultural and symbolic codes often deconstructs
state-sanctioned narratives, proposing instead a
paradigm of unresolved mourning and muted
resistance. The film's final scenes, with Gilaneh
seated alone, watching a mist-covered road, evoke
Barthes’ vision of the mythological sign emptied of
content, where presence stands in for meaning, and
the viewer is left to interpret the silence. This visual
stillness operates as a text in itself, emphasizing the
absence of redemption and the enduring scars of
war.

Ultimately, this analysis of Gilaneh using Barthes’
semiotic framework illuminates how Sacred
Defense cinema can function not only as a tool for
ideological reinforcement but also as a space for
critical reflection and emotional complexity. By
applying Barthes’ five narrative codes, the film
reveals multiple layers of signification that
transcend simplistic readings of patriotism or
national sacrifice. The hermeneutic code delays
meaning to draw viewers into the uncertainty of
trauma; the proairetic code constructs a rhythm of
endurance through action; the semantic and
symbolic codes complicate visual and narrative
motifs to highlight contradictions; and the cultural
code anchors the film in a specific Iranian
historical, religious, and social milieu. Far from
reiterating official myths, Gilaneh interrogates
them, exposing the limitations and exclusions
embedded in ideological narratives of war and
martyrdom. Its treatment of memory, care, and
maternal resilience invites a reconceptualization of
heroism not as violent confrontation, but as
intimate survival. In this respect, the film offers a
more nuanced, perhaps more honest portrayal of
the aftermath of war and the burdens borne by those
left behind.

In conclusion, the application of Roland Barthes’
narrative codes to Gilaneh demonstrates the
screenplay’s richness in ideological and semiotic
complexity. The film’s careful deployment of
symbolic imagery, fragmented narrative, and
embodied performances works to subvert the
mythological expectations of Sacred Defense

\§

cinema. Rather than glorifying war through a
metaphysical or redemptive lens, Gilaneh insists on
the materiality of suffering and the necessity of
sustained mourning. It positions the viewer not as a
passive consumer of nationalist myth, but as a
critical interpreter of a text marked by loss,
disillusionment, and quiet resilience. By situating
the film within Barthes’ semiotic paradigm, this
analysis affirms the capacity of cinema to function
as both a mirror and a critique of cultural ideology,
particularly in contexts marked by historical trauma
and collective memory.
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