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ABSTRACT

This study undertakes a socio-semiotic analysis of the visual representation of the military
attack on the “Shajareh Tayebeh Minab” school as circulated in Iran’s official media, with
a particular focus on the Fars News Agency. Its primary objective is to elucidate how a
catastrophe is discursively transformed into national mourning through visual codes and the
gendering of loss. Conceptually, the study is grounded in Afsaneh Najmabadi’s notion of
the “gendered homeland” and Judith Butler’s concept of “grievability.” Empirically, the
data are interpreted through a qualitative approach, drawing on van Leeuwen’s social
semiotics as an analytical technique. The findings are articulated around three interrelated
themes: 1. the gendering of the national body; 2. selective grievability and the amplification
of loss through gender; and 3. a parallel narrative—an absent body and the modulation of
gendered mourning. The analysis demonstrates that, by foregrounding the girl’s body,
feminized signs, and memorial objects, the media turns “girlhood” into the central signifier
of wounded innocence and the injured homeland. Moreover, through a hierarchical regime
of visibility, certain lives are rendered more grievable than others. Yet this representational
order is neither fully homogeneous nor hermetically closed. The mediated narrative of
Makan Nasiri—one of the male students for whom, according to media accounts, no bodily
trace had been recovered at the time of burial—generates a parallel and disruptive storyline
in relation to the dominant template of girl-centered mourning.
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INTRODUCTION

The visual representation of collective trauma is not a neutral process of documenting
suffering. Media images participate in determining whose lives become visible,
whose deaths acquire emotional significance, and which forms of loss are
incorporated into collective memory. This issue becomes particularly important in
the representation of wartime violence against children, where gender may operate
as a significant symbolic resource through which innocence, vulnerability, national
belonging, and collective loss are articulated. The present study examines the visual
representation of the military attack on Shajareh Tayebeh School in Minab, Iran,
focusing on the coverage of the tragedy by the Fars News Agency. Although the
victims included students of both genders, as well as teachers, parents, and other
adults, the visual coverage examined in this study displays a marked concentration
on girls, female-coded objects, and feminized representations of innocence and loss.
This discrepancy between the demographic composition of the victims and their
mediated visibility raises an important question concerning the gendered organization
of national mourning. Rather than treating images as transparent reflections of the
tragedy, this study approaches them as socially organized signifying practices
through which particular bodies, objects, and forms of suffering are rendered more
visible and emotionally resonant than others. Drawing on Afsanech Najmabadi’s
theorization of the gendered relationship between woman, honor, and homeland in
modern Iran, together with Judith Butler’s concept of grievability, the study
investigates how girlhood becomes symbolically connected to the wounded
homeland and how this connection contributes to the formation of a gendered
hierarchy of mourning.

The study aims to explain how gender is visually represented in the construction
of national mourning following the Minab school tragedy. More specifically, it asks
how visual codes transform the figure of the girl student from an individual victim
into a symbolic signifier of innocence, vulnerability, and an injured homeland, and
how this process affects the public visibility and grievability of different victims. The
study further seeks to identify whether the dominant gendered pattern of mourning is
entirely homogeneous or whether alternative narratives emerge that complicate or
disrupt it. Accordingly, the central research question is: How do media
representations, mediated through gender, rearticulate a multidimensional wartime
catastrophe as a gendered symbolic narrative of national mourning?

METHODOLOGY

The study adopts a qualitative research design and employs social semiotics as its
principal analytical approach. The empirical field consists of visual materials
published by Fars News Agency concerning the Minab school attack from 10 Esfand
1404 (1 March 2026), the day following the attack, through 31 Tir 1405 (22 July



2026). Fars News Agency was selected as the case because of its position within
Iran’s official media environment and the wider circulation of its reporting in the
broader media field. Using the hashtag “Minab” as the principal retrieval term, 72
images related to the tragedy were identified during the five-month period. All 72
images were initially subjected to a gender-oriented descriptive content analysis. Of
these, 55 images, representing 76% of the visual corpus, foregrounded girls or
predominantly female-coded signs and were therefore selected for detailed semiotic
analysis.

The selected images were analyzed through the three dimensions of social
semiotics associated with Kress and van Leeuwen: representational, interactive, and
compositional meanings. Observable features included shot type, social distance,
camera angle, gaze, center—margin organization, visual salience, bodily
representation, clothing, facial features, school-related objects, and other gendered
visual signs. The analysis proceeded in three stages: identification and coding of
observable visual features; grouping recurrent codes into broader semantic categories
such as innocence, vulnerability, individualization, and collective loss; and
interpretation of these categories in relation to the concepts of the gendered homeland
and grievability. Particular attention was given not to isolated signs but to the
articulation and repetition of multiple signs within the overall visual composition.
The analysis therefore examined how images organize relations among bodies,
objects, textual elements, and symbolic references to produce particular meanings of
loss and national belonging.

FINDINGS

The findings reveal three interrelated patterns. First, the national is gendered through
the recurrent association of girlhood with innocence, vulnerability, purity, and the
wounded homeland. Female students are not represented merely as victims of a
military attack; their bodies, faces, school uniforms, white head coverings, pink
backpacks, and other feminized signs are repeatedly organized into visual
configurations that transform girlhood into a condensed symbol of injured innocence
and collective loss. In several images, religious motifs, heavenly settings, light,
angels, and references to the homeland further connect the girl’s body to sacred and
national meanings. Through this symbolic articulation, mourning for individual
victims is expanded into mourning for a violated collective entity.

Second, the images reveal a selective distribution of visibility and emotional
attention. The girl student becomes a privileged object of empathy through the
combination of childlike bodily representation, feminized objects, visual
prominence, repetition, and emotionally charged compositions. Pink backpacks,
empty seats, damaged classrooms, school uniforms, and other objects operate as
material substitutes for absent bodies and transform physical absence into
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emotionally accessible signs of loss. Other visual constructions aestheticize and
ritualize death, presenting groups of girls in ordered, luminous, or heavenly settings
rather than emphasizing the violence and material destruction of the attack. In this
process, gender does not merely characterize the victims; it functions as an affective
mechanism through which suffering is intensified, softened, ritualized, and made
publicly legible. The findings therefore suggest a hierarchical organization of
grievability in which certain victims acquire greater visual and emotional prominence
than others.

Third, the dominant girl-centered configuration is complicated by a parallel
narrative surrounding Makan Nasiri, a male student whose body, according to media
accounts, was not recovered at the time of burial. His later media representation,
including the discovery of a single shoe associated with him, introduces a different
semiotic structure of mourning. Whereas the dominant visual narrative relies heavily
on the presence of recognizable female bodies, faces, school clothing, and feminized
objects, the narrative surrounding Makan is organized around bodily absence and
material traces. The surviving shoe becomes a sign through which an absent body is
made perceptible and the incompleteness of mourning is rendered visible. This
narrative does not replace the dominant gendered pattern but creates a limited
disruption within it, shifting the emotional focus from the visible girl’s body to the
absent male body and from embodied innocence to material absence and unfinished
loss.

CONCLUSION

The study concludes that national mourning in the mediated representation of the
Minab school tragedy is not produced simply through the scale of the catastrophe or
the number of victims. Rather, it is shaped through processes of visual selection,
framing, repetition, salience, and symbolic association that organize how victims
become visible and emotionally meaningful. Within the analyzed corpus, girlhood
functions as a central signifier through which innocence, vulnerability, future loss,
and the wounded homeland are condensed into a single visual configuration. This
finding connects Najmabadi’s account of the gendered symbolic relationship between
women and the homeland with Butler’s argument that grievability is socially and
politically structured rather than equally distributed across all lives.

At the same time, the case of Makan Nasiri demonstrates that this representational
order is neither completely uniform nor closed. His absent body and the material trace
represented by a single shoe generate a different mode of mourning and expose the
limits of a visual economy centered predominantly on the girl’s body. The findings
should nevertheless be understood as specific to the selected corpus and to Fars News
Agency during the defined period, rather than as evidence of a uniform pattern across
all Iranian media. The study consequently highlights the importance of examining



gender, visibility, and semiotic organization together when analyzing the
transformation of wartime loss into national mourning.

NOVELTY

The study contributes to the literature by bringing together three analytical domains
that have generally been examined separately: gendered representations of the
homeland, the politics of grievability, and the visual semiotics of wartime mourning.
Previous Persian-language studies have extensively examined the symbolic
relationship between woman, mother, home, and homeland in literary and cultural
texts, while international scholarship has addressed the gendered construction of
nationalism, mediated suffering, and the unequal recognition of lives as grievable.
The present study extends these discussions into the specific context of a
contemporary national mourning event and examines how gender operates through
concrete visual practices rather than solely through literary metaphor or discursive
representation. Its distinctive contribution lies in showing how the figure of the girl
student can become a central visual mediator between individual death and collective
national loss, while the parallel narrative of an absent male body reveals points of
disruption within this gendered symbolic order. In doing so, the study conceptualizes
national mourning as a semiotic and gendered process of organizing visibility, affect,
and collective memory.
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