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Abstract

Hero characterization has always been one of the central pillars of narrative
construction in war cinema, serving not only as a vehicle for storytelling but
also as a cultural mirror that reflects the ideological, aesthetic, and psycho-
logical dimensions of societies. The war film genre, with its thematic focus
on human endurance, moral conflict, and existential struggle, offers a fertile
ground for exploring the ways in which different cultures conceptualize and
represent heroism. In this context, the comparative study of Iranian and
Western war cinema provides a rich field for examining how diverse ideo-
logical frameworks and narrative traditions shape the depiction of the hero-
ic subject. This research investigates the representation of the hero in two
landmark war films emerging from distinct cinematic and cultural traditions:
"The Situation of Mehdi” and “Saving Private Ryan.” While both films center
on the figure of a military commander navigating the moral and psychologi-
cal challenges of war, they differ profoundly in their narrative structures,
aesthetic strategies, and underlying cultural assumptions. The central re-
search question asks, how do these two films, through their internal and
external character construction, transformation arcs, and narrative forms,
represent their respective heroes? The study argues that the divergent por-
trayals of Mehdi Bakeri and Captain John Miller reflect two fundamentally
different paradigms of heroism: the sacred, collectivist, and spiritually an-
chored hero of Iranian war cinema versus the existential, humanistic, and
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psychologically conflicted hero of Western war cinema. By examining how
narrative form interacts with ideology and cultural discourse, this research
seeks to uncover the aesthetic and ethical mechanisms through which cine-
matic narratives construct the figure of the hero as a bearer of collective
identity and moral meaning. In doing so, the study contributes to compara-
tive film studies by bridging narrative analysis, cultural semiotics, and ideo-
logical critique across two distinct traditions of war representation. This
study adopts a qualitative, comparative, and narrative-analytical methodol-
ogy to explore the cultural and aesthetic mechanisms shaping the represen-
tation of the hero in war cinema. Grounded in the theoretical frameworks of
narratology (Chatman, 1978; Prince, 2003; Herman, 2009), character con-
struction (Egri, 2003; Truby, 2024; Seger, 2019), and cultural discourse theo-
ry, the research integrates textual analysis, thematic coding, and contextual
comparison. Both “The Situation of Mehdi” and “Saving Private Ryan” were
examined through repeated viewings, with scene-by-scene notes taken to
identify key narrative patterns, turning points, and character developments.
Using open and axial coding, the analysis focused on four core dimensions:
internal structures (motives, beliefs, and moral dilemmas), external con-
texts (social and cultural settings), the transformation arc (psychological and
ethical change), and formal representation (cinematography, editing, and
perspective). The findings from each film were then interpreted within their
respective cultural and ideological frameworks to reveal intersections and
contrasts in how heroism, duty, faith, and vulnerability are portrayed. Sup-
plementary scholarly sources on war cinema, narrative theory, and film psy-
chology provided theoretical depth and validation. The use of qualitative
narrative analysis enabled the study to move beyond surface-level descrip-
tion, emphasizing how meaning is constructed and mediated through cine-
matic form. By situating each film within its broader cultural and historical
milieu, this methodology illuminates how narrative form not only reflects
but also constructs collective memory, moral identity, and ideological worl-
dview, positioning the cinematic hero as both a narrative agent and a cultur-
al symbol. Mehdi Bakeri, the protagonist of “The Situation of Mehdi,” em-
bodies an idealized and spiritually centered hero rooted in the ideological
foundations of Iran’s Sacred Defense cinema. His character unites moral
conviction, emotional restraint, and metaphysical faith, presenting a form of
heroism grounded in devotion, sacrifice, and ethical steadfastness. Internal-
ly, Mehdi’s actions are driven by faith in divine providence and a deep sense
of duty that grants him psychological stability even amid doubt and hard-
ship. Externally, he operates within a collectivist moral framework where his
role as commander, brother, and comrade signifies the inseparability of in-
dividual identity and communal responsibility. His leadership is empathetic
and humane rather than authoritarian, reflecting the Iranian-Islamic ideal of
the moral warrior, a figure whose authority derives from compassion and
spiritual integrity. The film situates him within a discourse that sanctifies
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martyrdom and frames war not as a destructive necessity but as a sacred
and ethical journey toward transcendence. From a narrative perspective,
Mehdi’s heroism does not emerge through radical transformation but
through revelation and inner illumination. His path reflects deepened
self-awareness and spiritual insight rather than psychological upheaval. The
film’s contemplative aesthetic, marked by non-linear storytelling, reflective
silences, and restrained visual composition, internalizes his experience and
emphasizes meditation over action. Long takes, muted color tones, and
measured editing immerse the audience in his introspective world, translat-
ing moral conviction into visual calmness. Mehdi’s stillness, patience, and
faith thus construct an image of transcendental heroism, one defined not by
victory or survival but by constancy of belief and moral clarity amid chaos.
In contrast, Captain John Miller, portrayed by Tom Hanks in “Saving Private
Ryan,” represents the modern Western hero, fractured, self-reflective, and
morally burdened. His heroism arises from struggle, uncertainty, and ethical
questioning rather than faith or collective conviction. Internally, Miller wres-
tles with the psychological toll of leadership, the erosion of moral certainty,
and the human cost of war. His restraint and silence conceal profound inner
turmoil, reflected in his trembling hands and hesitant speech. Externally, he
operates within a secular, pragmatic ethical framework that reflects post-
World War Il American humanism. His mission, to rescue a single soldier for
symbolic moral value, serves as both an affirmation of compassion and a
critique of bureaucratic logic that reduces human life to institutional objec-
tives. The tension between discipline and empathy, order and chaos, de-
fines his moral journey and mirrors the Western emphasis on individual con-
science and moral autonomy. Miller’s transformation unfolds gradually,
from detached professionalism to moral awakening. His final words, “Earn
this,” encapsulate his realization that heroism is not the preservation of self
but the transference of moral responsibility to others. His death becomes a
moment of ethical fulfillment, aligning with the archetypal return with
awareness phase of the hero’s journey. Spielberg’s use of handheld camer-
as, desaturated colors, and chaotic mise-en-scéne immerses viewers in Mill-
er’s disorientation, conveying the psychological fragmentation of modern
warfare. Through this aesthetic realism, the film constructs a humanist vi-
sion that recognizes both the horror and the moral complexity of war, por-
traying heroism as the capacity for compassion in the face of chaos. When
viewed together, Mehdi Bakeri and John Miller reveal two fundamentally
different cultural paradigms of heroism. Both are leaders confronting moral
crises and mortality, yet they inhabit contrasting moral universes. Mehdi’s
heroism is transcendent, rooted in divine purpose and collective identity;
Miller’s is immanent, defined by individual conscience and ethical uncer-
tainty. Mehdi’s coherence and spiritual faith stem from belief in divine or-
der, while Miller’s heroism arises from self-doubt and moral struggle. In Ira-
nian Sacred Defense cinema, war functions as a sacred test of faith and
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moral purification; in Western cinema, it becomes an existential confronta-
tion with human fragility. Mehdi’s narrative follows a spiritual ascent from
duty to transcendence, while Miller’s culminates in death as moral reconcil-
iation. This comparative narrative analysis demonstrates that the cinematic
representation of the hero in war films is a culturally mediated construct
that synthesizes narrative form, ideology, and collective memory. Both “The
Situation of Mehdi” and “Saving Private Ryan” depict war as a crucible for
moral testing, yet they articulate contrasting answers to the question of
what it means to be heroic. In Iranian war cinema, heroism emerges as an
ethical totality: a synthesis of faith, sacrifice, and spiritual endurance. The
hero is portrayed as an unwavering moral compass, embodying the sacred
continuity of communal values. His transformation is inward, an unveiling of
divine awareness rather than an existential shift. Death, in this paradigm, is
not tragedy but transcendence, reinforcing the metaphysical legitimacy of
the collective struggle. In Western war cinema, heroism is existential and
humanistic; the hero’s strength lies in acknowledging vulnerability, ques-
tioning moral absolutes, and affirming ethical agency amid chaos. Captain
Miller’s journey from command to compassion signifies the modern human
condition, defined not by certainty but by the courage to act amid ambigui-
ty. His death, unlike Mehdi’s martyrdom, is not sanctified but humanized,
serving as a moral inheritance for those who survive. Ultimately, the study
underscores that cinematic heroism functions as a discourse of cultural
self-definition. The hero in each film acts as a symbolic vessel through which
societies negotiate their values, histories, and moral boundaries. By contrast-
ing the metaphysical faith of Iranian cinema with the existential humanism
of Western cinema, this research highlights how narrative structure and cin-
ematic form become arenas of cultural dialogue. Both films, despite their
ideological distances, converge on one essential truth: in the chaos of war,
the essence of heroism lies not in victory, but in the search for meaning, a
search that transcends borders, languages, and belief systems.

Keywords: War Cinema, Holy Defense, Characterization, Hero Representa-
tion, The Situation of Mehdi, Saving Private Ryan
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1. Character Arc
2. Hand-held camera
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