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Abstract

In the contemporary world, the representation of voluntary death in cinema has become an effective tool for
legitimizing political violence and shaping public opinion. This representation, particularly after the events of
September 11, has produced contrasting political and ideological meanings in the cinematic systems of the Islamic
Republic of Iran and Hollywood. The present study aims to conduct a comparative analysis of the discourse of
martyrdom and suicide and their role in shaping identity and legitimacy in these two systems. Using a qualitative
approach and discourse analysis method, grounded in a socio-cultural, phenomenological, and discursive-
ideological theoretical framework, data were extracted from six selected films (three Iranian films: When the Moon
Was Full, Zero Day, The Queen; and three American films: Lone Survivor, Eye in the Sky, Paradise Now). The
analysis focused on dialogues, visual symbols, and discursive structures. Findings reveal that in Iranian cinema,
martyrdom is portrayed as a transcendent, collectivist act tied to religious-national values, while suicide is depicted
as an individualistic and condemned act. In contrast, Hollywood constructs a binary of the American hero versus
the Muslim suicide bomber, reinforcing discourses of national security and interventionist actions. The study
concludes that both cinematic systems exploit voluntary death as a tool to manage symbolic resources and
consolidate ideological discourse.
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lived experiences, often in subtle yet profound
ways. Cinema, with its vivid storytelling and
visuals, blurs reality and fiction, crafting
cultural narratives. Representation isn’t just
reflection, it’s a process weaving meaning,
language, and culture to shape social reality,
often using “difference” and “otherness.”
Voluntary death, martyrdom or suicide, in film
carries heavy ideological weight, its meaning
shifting by context. In Iran’s Islamic Republic,
martyrdom is portrayed as a sacred, patriotic act
tied to faith and nation, shining in war and
contemporary films. Post-9/11 Hollywood,
however, often links it to Muslim Middle
Eastern terrorism, using stereotypes to fuel
Western security fears. It also shows “secular
martyrdom,” where sacrifices for freedom or
homeland become heroic myths. Yet both
cinemas tie such acts to Muslim identity and the
Middle  East, ignoring their  global
occurrence.Shaped by power structures like
ownership and politics, media perpetuate biases
and justify certain violence. The “Muslim
terrorist” stereotype persists, amplified by
Hollywood’s global reach, even as other
extremisms rise. This study explores how post-
9/11 Iranian and Hollywood films portray
voluntary death, showing how they justify
political violence and shape group identities.
Iranian cinema exalts martyrdom as sacred and
patriotic while condemning suicide; Hollywood
ties it to Muslim Middle Eastern terrorism to
craft a “dangerous other.” In both, films shape
public views and reinforce dominant beliefs.
Through a comparative lens, this research digs
into how violence, death’s meaning, and
identity are shaped, offering ideas for cultural
policies and media awareness.

This qualitative study utilizes discourse analysis
to explore representations of voluntary death
(martyrdom/suicide) in six films—three Iranian
(When the Moon Was Full, Zero Day, Queen)
and three Hollywood (Lone Survivor, Eye in the
Sky, Paradise Now). Data were collected via

purposive sampling. Analysis focused on
narrative  structures,  dialogues,  visual
symbolism, and thematic coding of key
concepts such as “sublime martyrdom,”
“rejected suicide,” “‘secular heroization,” and
“legitimization of violence.” Codes were
interpreted  through a  multidisciplinary
theoretical framework combining socio-
cultural, phenomenological, and ideological-
discursive approaches. The study aims to
comparatively analyze dominant discourses and
their narrative role in shaping the construction
of voluntary death across these cinematic
contexts.

The analysis shows contrasting portrayals of
voluntary death in Iranian and Hollywood
cinema. In Iranian films it is mainly framed as
martyrdom, an ideological and sacred act tied to
religion, revolution and national identity, while
suicide is depicted as illegitimate, linked to
nihilism or external manipulation. Works such
as When the Moon Was Full and Zero Day
juxtapose martyrdom with ideological suicide,
exposing its use in patriarchal and violent
structures, whereas The Queen presents
voluntary death as an existential response to
despair. In post-9/11 Hollywood, voluntary
death is represented through secular
martyrdom, where American soldiers embody
national sacrifice and battlefield heroism, while
the Muslim Other is reduced to a faceless threat.
Lone Survivor glorifies Western heroism
against Eastern barbarity, Paradise Now
reframes suicide operations as protest against
oppression, and Eye in the Sky reduces death to
technocratic calculations. The body is also
symbolized differently, in lIranian cinema the
martyr’s body is sacred and collective, tied to
homeland and faith, while in Hollywood the
American soldier’s body reflects individual
heroism and the Middle Eastern body is
dehumanized. These cinematic discourses
shape cultural understandings of sacrifice, duty
and heroism in contexts of ideology and crisis.

Voluntary death in both Iranian and Hollywood
cinema extends beyond cultural and aesthetic
dimensions, functioning as a strategic tool for
human and cultural resource management and
public opinion engineering. In the discourse of
the Islamic Republic, martyrdom is presented
not only as a sacred voluntary act but also as an
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ideological-human asset with the capacity for
symbolic reproduction in cinema, memory,
values and propaganda. The martyr’s body is
transformed into a medium of resistance,
legitimizing the political-cultural order through
the management of discursive capital derived
from death rather than the productivity of the
living body. In contrast, Hollywood frames self-
inflicted death through a dual lens: the
American hero versus the Muslim suicide
bomber. The American hero embodies liberal-
democratic values and justifies military and
security actions, while the suicide bomber is
portrayed as irrational and threatening, shaping
Western public opinion to accept aggressive

policies and surveillance. In both contexts, the
dead body becomes a symbolic resource for
directing sentiment and sustaining ideological
hegemony. The study concludes that despite
their differences, both cinematic systems
exploit voluntary death as a manageable
resource for shaping collective attitudes and
regulating human and cultural resources. This
underscores the need to redefine HR by
considering its cultural, psychological and
media dimensions, and highlights the
importance for policymakers and strategists to
recognize the symbolic economy of death and
sacrifice in shaping long-term morale, identity
and organizational culture.
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