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ADVANCE  PRAISE FOR

Guilty: Hollywood’s Verdict on Arabs after 9/11

“My first step in researching what would become the film, ‘Syriana,’ was the confrontation of an inherent bias against the Arab world. So many of my received (often received from films and television) notions were simply wrong. This was a starting point for our script and Jack Shaheen's mission over the last many years. He provides an incredibly valuable book in the breaking down of the stereotyping and racism that fires miscommunication from both sides of the ideological gulf.”

—Stephen Gaghan, director, writer

“Brimming with insight, erudition, and personal wisdom, Jack Shaheen's Guilty is a crucial, timely work. This analysis of Hollywood’s portrayal of Arabs not only describes a dire situation—placing it in global and historic context—but offers readers important solutions with wide-ranging artistic, social, and political implications. Hard hitting and true.”

—Diana Abu Jaber, author of Crescent

“Stereotypes are the life-blood of Hollywood yet the bane of existence for the human beings misrepresented. It is the duty of film scholars to study the formation and impact of such stereotypes and, thereby, limit their pernicious influence. Dr. Shaheen  has performed in a heuristic service with this book, giving perspective on a contemporary issue that affects our daily lives.”

—Professor Peter C. Rollins, Film & History: An Interdisciplinary Journal

“Jack G. Shaheen is a legend in American media criticism—a singular voice questioning media portrayals of Arabs and Muslims. He is tireless in scrutinizing the cascade of stereotypes that demonize whole groups and create hatred and fear-almost as tireless as Hollywood is in manufacturing the images. But his book is not just a complaint. It's a plea for artists to build bridges of understanding among peoples-not walls of hate.”

—Jeff Cohen, founder, Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR)

“Jack Shaheen’s Guilty rings true on the continued ugly and demeaning stereotyping of Arabs in American popular culture, and it reminds us that such misperceptions threaten any hope of encouraging civic and civil engagement and realistic public policy. Expansive in reach and probing in detail, Shaheen’s powerful indictment of American mass media, reeling after 9/11, should be ready at hand, next to our television and film guides, to help ‘see’ beyond myths and to block out the hatred that keeps us from realizing our common humanity.”

—Professor Randall M. Miller, St Joseph’s University




PRAISE  FOR


Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a People

“Caricatured villains are as vital to the movie business as car chases and shootouts. But the spotlight of derision shifts. When blacks were no longer shiftless jokes, the Asians no longer the Yellow Peril, and good Indians no longer had to be dead Indians, Arabs became the all-purpose bad-guys. Countless movies have portrayed them as loathsome lechers who terrorize, murder, and finally die in droves. In Reel Bad Arabs scholar Jack Shaheen exposes in appalling detail this nightmare side of the Hollywood dream machine.”

—Christopher Dickey, author of Innocent Blood and Middle East Editor 
for Newsweek Magazine

“A must-read! Dr. Jack Shaheen's superb book exposing the film industry’s mistreatment of the Arab peoples goes far beyond their travail to give all peoples a sense of reconciliatory balance between skewed image and calm reality...Shaheen’s definitive reference volume is a perfect guide for the new generations—the owners of the future. His book should be in all libraries nationwide, especially those of government officials and film makers.”

—Camelia Anwar Sadat

“This world class presentation sets the facts straight about Hollywood's Arabs. Jack Shaheen, an articulate arbiter of fair play, has written a sterling book. It is a major contribution to the literature of film, and will change the way you think about movies and slanderous screen images.”

—Casey Kasem, radio and television personality

“In this pacesetting and courageous book, Jack Shaheen makes it clear that Hollywood films do not simply entertain, but function mainly as teaching machines. Focusing on Hollywood’s production of long standing racist stereotypes aimed at Arabs and Middle Eastern culture Reel Bad Arabs drives home that the movies are an important site of struggle over how identities are shaped, legitimated, and vilified. More important, this book is a rousing wake up call to Americans and others to take the meaning of democracy seriously by addressing the racism toward Arabs and others that increasingly poisons the movies and other forms of cultural pedagogy. As the force of educations shifts from the schools to the sphere of popular culture, it is all the more crucial to read seriously Shaheen's book. Anybody concerned about education, racial justice, democracy, and critical literacy should buy and read this book, and then pass it on to a friend.”

—Henry A. Giroux, Waterbury Chair, Professor of Secondary Education
at the Pennsylvania State University, author of The Mouse That Roared:
 Disney and the End of Innocence
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“Dear Dr. Shaheen,” wrote Ryan, “thank you for exposing people to Arab stereotypes in your Reel Bad Arabs (2001) book. Your example of Gentleman’s Agreement (1947),  a movie exposing anti-Semitism, serves as a perfect model for a future movie, one that would dispose of prejudices. Stereotypes wound  a person for a long time. I know this because I still gasp during the Agreement scene when Dave Goldman (played by John Garfield) is called a ‘kike.’ One day, I hope to make a feature that supports your call-to-arms by humanizing Arabs.”

Leah Bracegirdle wrote: “I am an undergraduate student at Mount Allison University in New Brunswick, Canada. I myself do not have Arab  roots,  nor do I know many  Arab  people  here. Nonetheless, I am proud to say your Reel Bad Arabs book helped make this terrible injustice more public. My eyes are now open to Hollywood’s misrepresentations of the Arab people, which I regrettably overlooked in the past. More people, especially educators, should write about this stereotype. The public needs a wake-up call. As your book found its way all the way to rural New Brunswick, it will certainly make its mark in more places over the years.”

Thank you to Ryan and Leah and others like them for their generous comments.

 Individually and in concert let us move forward, keeping in mind A.J. Liebling’s dictum: A journalist’s duty is “to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.” The quiet power of your activism is an indispensable and effective ingredient that will help terminate injurious myths. I humbly request that when you, the reader of Guilty, come across any balanced/heroic and/or slanderous reel Arabs, kindly write to me at: info@interlinkbooks.com. 
	
I am here to support your wake-up calls.
	

	PROLOGUE

The Arab stereotype is the only vicious racial stereotype that’s not only  still permitted but actively endorsed by Hollywood.

—Godfrey Cheshire, film critic
	
At a time when the wounds of 9/11 remain raw, some of my colleagues asked about my motivation for writing a new book about Hollywood’s portrayal of Arabs. Simple: Given the conflict in Iraq and Afghanistan, the al-Qaeda threat, and the repercussions of 9/11, it seems more important than ever to remain alert to prejudicial portraits, to test our own stereotypes, and our own sense of fairness. I decided to follow Robert Frost’s wisdom— “more light, more light”—by offering fresh thoughts about reel Arabs, insights intended to stimulate thought and encourage discussion leading to a corrective. Seven years have passed since the July 2001 publication of my book Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies  a  People;  has  anything—reel-wise—improved?  Have Hollywood’s powerful post–9/11 images smashed stereotypes or reinforced them? And if images have solidified viewers’ perceptions of the Arab as the evil “other,” as someone threateningly different, what steps should be taken to resolve the problem?

Arabs  remain  the  most  maligned  group in the  history  of Hollywood. Malevolent stereotypes equating Islam and Arabs with violence have endured for more than a century; sweeping mischaracterizations and omissions continue to impact us all. One of the first lessons children learn about this evil “other” and one of the last lessons the elderly forget is: Arab = Muslim = Godless Enemy. And the context in which these images are viewed—against a montage of real-life images and reports of terror attacks (successful and thwarted) across the globe, of videotaped beheadings and messages from al-Qaeda, of the killing of American soldiers, journalists, and civilians in Iraq—has changed drastically. Today, the stereotype’s power to inflict damage on innocent people is much greater than before 9/11. During times of armed conflict, stereotyping meets the least resistance; its mendacity most convincingly masquerades as truth, and it is most vigorously defended and justified as truth. Arabs have been so demonized that it has become  impossible for some world citizens to believe they are real people; they are perceived only as the enemy, as terrorists, as the “other.”
	
The demonic “other” is especially dangerous and seductive during conflicts.  Be he Arab,  Asian,  black,  Hispanic,  Jew, or Indian, he has harmed us in the past and intends to harm us even more in the future. The “other” is always outside the circle of civilization, usually threateningly exotic or dark-looking. He speaks a different language, wears different clothing, and dwells in a primitive place such as Africa’s jungles and Arabia’s deserts—reel hostile environments with signposts. The “other” poses a threat—economic, religious, and sexual—to our way of life. He lusts after the fair-complexioned Western woman. Fortunately, he is inept in the bedroom and on the battlefield. Unlike our noble selves, the unkempt “other” is unethical and inferior, someone who plays dirty; he worships a strange, different deity and does not value human life as much as we do. Incapable of democracy, the “other” is projected as a violent primitive mass opposing world peace and religious tolerance. Only a brave white man and a light saber can save the “other” from himself. As settlers sing in Disney’s Pocahontas (1995), “Savages, savages… not like you and me.”

During times of war, government campaigns and media systems exert an especially strong influence in helping to create and shape public attitudes about the “other.” Consider World War I. In this war, the “other” was white. So Anglo-Saxon Germans ceased being celebrated as torchbearers of civilization (forget Goethe, Schiller,  Beethoven,  and  Mozart);  instead,  they  became  ugly “Huns” contaminating Americans with narcotics and determined to destroy civilization. US propaganda posters displayed steel-helmeted  “Huns”  threatening  to murder  women  and  children. Belgium’s war films depicted the reel Hun horde torching villages and historical churches; Huns raped young girls, old ladies, and nuns and chopped off the hands of children. The Belgian films, points out film scholar Leen Engelen, were especially effective as propaganda, presenting Belgium as “a holy land that’s been nailed to the cross by German devils.” Sums up director Sally Potter, when governments and imagemakers collaborate to “reduce people to a  single clichéd image of who they are—they become one homogenous thing.” Thus, it’s easy to despise and kill the evil ‘other’—he’s just not quite human.

Arab = Muslim

From cinema’s beginning, Hollywood’s fractured mirrors of popular imagination lumped together Muslims and Arabs as  one homogenous blob. Yet, Arabs represent a minority of Muslims. Only one-fifth of the world’s 1.3+ billion Muslims are Arabs. These distinctions are often blurred in American popular culture. For decades news reporters, editorial cartoonists, novelists, imagemakers, and other media professionals have vilified Arab Muslims.

This enduring mythology that “Muslim” is synonymous with “Arab” has two primary deficiencies. First, it glosses over the religious diversity of the Arabs themselves. Though faith plays an important role in the Arab world, just as it does here in the United States, it’s also true that much of the Arab world is quite secular. When we think of the region does Christianity come to mind? After all, there are more than 20 million Arab Christians in the Arab world—ranging from Eastern Orthodox to Roman Catholic to Protestant—who have lived side by side with Muslims for centuries. The vast majority of Arab Americans (including me) are Christian. I’ve attended Mass in at least twelve Arab nations, praying at an Anglican cathedral in Bahrain, as well as lighting candles in memory of departed loved ones at a Coptic monastery in Egypt. Filmmakers, however, balk at projecting reel Christian Arabs, and their absence on silver screens misleads viewers into thinking all Arabs are Muslims. The exclusion also makes it much easier for directors to paint Arab Muslims as an alien “other,” with no links to Western Christians.

Second, failure to present on movie screens Muslims of other ethnic extractions also makes it easier for producers to overlook Islam’s universality, thereby simplifying its denigration of Arabs. If Hollywood demonized Turks, Indonesians, Asians, and Indians, the stereotype would lose some of its appearance of credibility. And, these ethnic groups and others would more readily mobilize against the stereotyping. Indonesia, for example, is the world’s most populous Muslim country, but its residents are not projected as Hollywood’s reel bad Indonesians; nor should they be.

The reality is that Muslims reside on five continents, speak dozens of different languages, and embrace diverse traditions and history. Like Christians, Jews, and  others, “Muslims are as diverse as humanity itself,” explains Vartan Gregorian, president of the Carnegie Corporation of New York and a specialist in Middle Eastern history. “Religious, cultural, and population centers for Muslims are not limited to far-off Asia and the Middle East,” says Gregorian; “they also include Paris, Berlin, London, New York, Los Angeles, and Washington, DC. Muslims represent the majority population in more than fifty nations—one in five people in the world are Muslims.”

Thankfully, most of Hollywood’s more notorious portraits of other groups like Asians, blacks, Indians, and Hispanics are behind us. Lingering still, however, is the insidious Arab Muslim stereotype.

Post–9/11 Images

“Movies are part of the air we all breathe,” reminds critic Michael Medved. While each of us watches films through the lenses of our own experience,  my discussions  here  are  based  on decades  of painstaking research and the reality of Hollywood’s post–9/11’s images, and not on my personal beliefs about real and/or reel Arabs.

The total number of films that defile Arabs now  exceeds 1,150. In Reel Bad Arabs I discussed more than 950 pre–9/11 Hollywood features. Since then, I have viewed another 100+ pre–9/11 films defiling Arabs that were not included in Reel Bad Arabs. Plus, in this book I analyze 100 or so post–9/11 films: Team America: World Police (2004), Munich (2005), the brilliant Babel (2006), and others. In my detailed review of post–9/11 films I found that 22 movies (1 in 4) that otherwise have nothing whatsoever to do with Arabs or the Middle East contain gratuitous slurs and scenes that demean Arabs. Arab villains do dastardly things in 37 films (mostly gunning down or blowing up innocent people); ugly sheikhs pop up as dense, evil, over-sexed caricatures in 12 films; 3 of 5 films display  unsavory  Egyptian  characters;  6  of  15 films  project not-so-respectable images of maidens; and 6 out of 11 movies offer stereotypical portraits of Palestinians. Finally, DreamWorks studios went out its way to distort folk tales and cinema history, seemingly depriving young viewers of not seeing reel images of traditional Arab heroes like Sinbad. Their animated Arabian adventure film, Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas (2003), displays no reel good Arabs. Not one, including Sinbad himself! Not even a burnoose or a chord  of Arab music. The film was so anglicized it could have been billed Homer: Legend of the Seven Seas.

Refreshingly, about a third of the post–9/11 films discussed here, a total of 29, projected worthy Arabs and decent Arab Americans: Arab champions—men and women—are displayed in 19 movies; Arab Americans appear as decent folk in 10 of 11 films. Though the vast majority of films discussed here were released by major Hollywood studios, I also comment on some reel positive American and British independents, and several films from France, Israel, Italy, and Spain, such as Only Human (2004). And, I review three first-rate Arab–Israeli co-productions, including Syrian Bride (2005). I also comment on two 2005 dramas where Sikhs are tragically mistaken for Arabs (Waterborne and The Gold Bracelet).

Disturbingly, I found new, vicious, violent stereotypes polluting TV screens. I came across more than 50 post-9/11 TV shows that vilify Arab Americans and Muslim Americans. Thus, I devote an entire chapter to TV’s new bogeymen. In other chapters, I discuss the impact of 9/11, reel negatives and reel positives. In the real solutions chapter, I offer suggestions toward eliminating the stereotype and concluding comments. Finally, following my discussions  of  post–9/11  films,  the  reader  will  find  lists  of recommended, evenhanded, and worst films, as well as a listing of movies by their respective categories.

Reel Bad Omnipresent Arabs

Constant in their malevolency, reel Arabs have not been static, but have mutated over time, like a contaminated virus. In conjunction with current events, filmmakers have mixed and embellished new and polluted stereotypes with old, familiar ones. In the early 1900s, for example, movie-land’s Arabs appeared as sex-crazed, savage, and exotic camel-riding nomads living in desert tents. When not fighting each other and Westerners, they bargained at slave markets, procuring blond women for their harems. In the late 1960s, the stereotyping of Arabs began to accelerate with the Israeli–Palestinian issue and by the 1970s—likely in connection with the 1973 Arab–Israeli war, the oil embargo, and the 1979–1981 Iranian hostage crisis—reel dark Palestinians appeared not as a real displaced people but as reel “terrorists.” Other Arabs began surfacing as fanatic sheikhs: rich, vengeful, corrupt, sneaky, repulsive, and almost invariably fat.

Add to the reel mix the intersection of “news” programming— cable and network. It, too, had a profound  impact on perceptions of “Arabs” and “Muslims,” selectively framing them as Hollywood’s evil “other”—violent ruthless people. Starting with the 1980s, especially since Israel’s invasion of Lebanon (1982), Operation Desert Storm (January 1991), the military incursions into Afghanistan and Iraq (2001 and 2003), and the fighting between Hezbollah and Israel (2006), all those reel desert nomads and obese oily sheiks were suddenly dispatched to the dressing rooms to make room for the new head attraction: Arab as crazed Islamic fundamentalist bent on destruction.

Carried on the backs of the films that bear a single-minded vitriol, cinematic renderings of the Arab are infecting world viewers, from Bombay to Boston. “Cinema has been global since day one,” says the noted Argentine critic Eduardo Antin, “and American studios have had distribution offices in every country since day two.” In Cuba, for example, moviegoers watch more Hollywood films than movies from neighboring Latin America countries. Sums up Variety’s Peter Bart, “Hollywood’s movies influence the way people see the world.” Daily, American films become even more accessible. It works like this. Not long after films first appear in theaters they are released throughout the world to about 150 nations. Months later, world viewers purchase and/or rent the movies from discount outlets such as Wal-Mart and video stores such as Blockbuster; movie buffs go online to view movies, and they also rent or purchase them from sites such as Netflix, Amazon, Sinister Cinema, and eBay. Next, cable TV and commercial TV networks telecast the films—again and again and again. Even cable outlets in small towns regularly beam into our homes, by my estimate, more than two dozen anti-Arab films every week.

Large media companies such as Time Warner, CBS, Disney, and Sony take such popular brands as Batman, Spiderman, or Superman from comic books and turn them into movies, books, clothes, toys, and TV programs, with each of those outlets generating  revenues  worldwide.  Movies  are  screened  in airplanes, hospitals, schools, universities, bars, prisons, even in dentists’ chairs. The more successful movies are pirated online, and cloned, leading to TV series, video games, records, CDs, games, trading cards in cereals, coloring books, theme-park rides, and magazines. Record companies release soundtracks, bookstores display glossy books about how-this-movie-was-made, and on and on.

Today, overseas box-office income overtakes domestic receipts, explains author Neal Gabler. At least “sixty percent of the studios’ profits come from abroad.” In France, Hollywood movies account “for nearly 70 percent of box office receipts.” Muslim countries, says Gabler, make up “about ten percent” of the overseas box office. A former US ambassador to Algeria and Syria, Christopher Ross points out, “the electronic media are the premiere media in the Arab and Muslim worlds today.” Thus, Arab viewers are regularly exposed to reel demeaning stereotypes of themselves and their culture.  Arab  teenagers,  especially,  he  says, are  impacted  by reel stereotypes. Politics may be worlds apart, but young Arabs and Muslims are ardent movie buffs who regularly purchase and/or rent American films, old and new, for as little as fifty cents. Our movies, says Ross, “are the truly potent examples of our cultural imperialism.”

A casual visitor abroad can see Hollywood’s influence in little ways, every day, just walking down the street of capital cities across the globe: posters and billboards advertising the latest releases, eateries and bars named after famous film characters, and establishments emulating all things Hollywood. For example, in the heart of Berlin you can find the Hollywood Media Hotel; this luxury facility brims with movie memorabilia and all its ornate rooms are named after famous stars and directors.

As  actor  Leonardo  DiCaprio  said,  “Film is  forever”—and indeed movies seem to never die, no matter how bad, dull, or poorly done; the reel Arab in all its evolutions of ugliness lives on and on. I offer you Ashanti, a 1979 big-budget disaster that presents Arabs as vile slavers who abuse African boys and young women. Given this abominable film’s age and its poor profit showing, I had hoped it would have been tossed onto a dump  heap long ago, where its trashy images could rot in their own waste. Not so. On Christmas Eve, 2004, while I was with my family in Prague, happily preparing to attend midnight Mass, Ashanti resurfaced in the Czech Republic. My son turned on the TV and found a German TV station beaming the 25-year-old American film into our hotel room. Before I could turn off the TV, our granddaughters had already witnessed deranged desert Arabs raping and whipping chained African youths. After Mass, I lingered inside the church and mused about cinema’s pervasive powers. Is there no safe place to take refuge from these images? The words of my supportive parish priest from Pittsburgh came to mind. “Movies are so powerful,” he confided to me. “Some have more influence on my parishioners than church services.”

Reel Political Implications

Filmmaking is political. Movies continuously transmit selected representations of reality to world citizens from Baghdad to Boston. Dehumanizing stereotypes emerging from the cinema, TV, and other media help support government policies, enabling producers to more easily advance and solidify stereotypes. “It has been a truism for a century that media stereotypes set the tone of many public events,” writes Daniel Henninger in the Wall Street Journal. Policies enforce stereotypes; stereotypes impact policies. It’s a continuous spiral, no matter which comes first. CNN’s Peter Arnett describes the linkage best: “The media elite follow US policy,” he says, “and those shaping policies are influenced in part by the stereotypical pictures in their heads.”

Congress has never declared war on Iraq, not in March 2003, nor during Operation Desert Storm, January 1991. “For soldiers engaged in combat, there’s probably not a difference—but in a legal and constitutional sense there is,” explains my friend Professor Donald Bittner, who teaches at the Marine and Staff College. “The two US operations against Iraq,” writes Bittner, “were authorized by Congressional resolutions that allowed the President to use whatever military force he saw fit, with minimal accountability and no limitations.” Bittner characterizes the current conflict as “intervention, to repel aggression and to force regime change.”

You, dear reader, should mull over this telling political–entertainment linkage: Long before the United States launched real expeditionary operations against Iraq in March 2003, Hollywood was already launching a reel war against reel Arabs. For years, numerous pre–9/11 Arab-as-Enemy movies helped fuel misperceptions and prejudices. Pre–9/11 action films showed Captain Kit Carson unloading bombs over Baghdad’s “devil-worshippers” in Adventure in Iraq (1943); in Deterrence (1999) the US president dispatches a nuclear bomb over Baghdad. Viewers saw a marine captain blow up a Saddam  look-alike and Iraqis in The Human Shield (1992); viewers also saw Meg Ryan and her troops gunning down Iraqis in Courage under Fire (1996). Kill-’em-all films like Navy SEALs (1990), True Lies (1994), Executive Decision, (1996) and Rules of Engagement (2000) projected our GIs, civilians, secret agents, the American president, Israeli troops, even cowboys, terminating reel barbaric Arabs. These scenarios and others depicted us as perfectly good angels killing them perfectly evil infidels. They assured audiences that God was on our side, that we were good Clint “Make my day” Eastwood guys, sure to win easily over bad Arab guys. After seeing our reel Western heroes shoot those bad Arabs dead in their sandals, some viewers stood and applauded.

Our speedy 2003 military incursions into Iraq prompted Los Angeles Times critic Kenneth Turan to pose timely questions: Did pre–9/11 films help incite xenophobia and war fever? Did the Arab fiendish enemy “other” stereotype help “feed the unusual haste with which we became involved in Iraq?” Movies, explains Turan, are really “hard-wired into our psyches, shaping how we view the world.” Regrettably, pre–9/11 features glossed over a needed view of Iraq—the suffering of civilians. As we may recall, the United States bears primary responsibility for the tough United Nations sanctions imposed against Iraq in 1990 following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and continuing until the US-led 2003 invasion of Iraq. According to a UNICEF report, the UN sanctions resulted in the deaths of over a million Iraqis, most of whom were children. Turan notes this omission, writing that “It’s when politics infiltrates entertainment that it is most subversive—and most effective. [Fiction films] change minds politically… Artful entertainment easily beats full-on propaganda.” To support his thesis, Turan reminds us that during the 1930s, just prior to the Holocaust, the average, cinema-going Germans were watching and “being influenced not by documentaries,  but  by Leni  Riefenstahl’s  entertainment  movies [emphasis added].” Riefenstahl’s fantasy films “permeated German popular culture, forming a background on which the nation came to judge the emerging Nazi Party and its Aryan superiority.”

Some critics have tried to bamboozle us into thinking reel images, public opinion, and politics are not linked, that movies do not impact viewers that much, here and abroad. They do. Carl Sagan calls “one of the saddest lessons of history” this: “If we’ve been bamboozled long enough, we tend to reject any evidence of the bamboozle; the bamboozle has captured us.” Hollywood bamboozles us by placing influential stereotypes into the minds of viewers. One example: 300 (2007),  a blockbuster hit celebrating, as Azadeh Moaveni wrote in Time, “war, militarism, and battlefield carnage.” The movie follows other anti-Arab and anti-Islamic features,  TV  shows,  and  video  games.  In 300, the  evil,  dark, uncivilized Persian “beast prepares to devour tiny Greece.” The Persians represent tyranny, the barbaric Muslim East, while the heroic white Spartans represent liberty, the civilized Judeo-Christian West. When watching 300, US Marines serving at Camp Pendleton cheered the outnumbered courageous Spartans as they brought down the Persian enemy horde. In Iran, however, nearly everyone was outraged—from dentists to taxi drivers—saying the film “was secretly funded by the US government to prepare Americans for going to war against Iran.” One Tehran newscast declared: “Hollywood has opened   a new front in the war against Iran.” Though the  film does  not belittle  Arabs,  300’s  dark-skinned “towel-headed” soldiers may be perceived as reel menacing Arabs, because many Americans think that like Iraq, Iran is also an Arab country, and that Iranians/Persians are Arabs.

“Of all the art forms,” observes film historian Annette Insdorf, “film is the one that gives the greatest illusion of authenticity, of truth.” Early on, astute political leaders recognized that motion pictures could be used to manipulate public policies and the social attitudes  of mass  audiences.  In the  1920s,  long before  color, widescreens, DVDs, video outlets, and TV, Russia’s Lenin declared, “For us, the cinema… is the most important of all the arts.” Lenin and other political leaders began using black-and-white entertainment  films  as   effective  propaganda,   advancing  an  agenda. Concurrently, in 1922, the Mexican government banned any US movie that was offensive to Mexicans. Mexico’s actions prompted President Woodrow Wilson himself to intervene by asking Hollywood’s leaders to: “Please be a little kinder to the Mexicans.”

Advance  ten  years  to the  early  1930s,  when  Germany’s Goebbels put into play the timeless blueprint for effective propaganda: “[Propaganda] must always be simple and repetitious… it confines itself to just a few points [and images] and repeats them over and over.” Or, as the classic Arab proverb, has it: “By repetition, even the donkey learns.” At about the same time, British filmmaker Alexander Korda was about to make  a movie about T. E. Lawrence (decades before the release of David Lean’s classic Lawrence  of  Arabia [1962]). But the  British  Foreign  Office objected, arguing that because of political unrest in the Middle East it would be ill advised to depict Turks as villains. Pressure from the Foreign Office prompted Korda to acquiesce; he did not make the movie. Move ahead to the 1960s. One scene in The 7th Dawn (1964) shows British troops torching a Malaya village, displacing hundreds of men, women, and children. British officials refused to assist the producers, saying the scene was too violent. The filmmakers turned to the government of Australia for help, and found it. About 80 troops from the 2nd Battalion of the royal Australian regiment are in the film, portraying British soldiers.

Flash  forward  to France,  2006. Demonstrating  anew  the power of one motion picture to effect political change, in September  French  President  Jacques  Chirac  decided  to restore  full pensions to the 80,000 Arab soldiers from North Africa who fought valiantly  for the  country against  the  Germans.  What prompted President Chirac to decide to correct this long-standing and obvious injustice? He watched the superb film Indigènes (Days of Glory, 2006), which depicts heroic Arab soldiers in the French army fighting to liberate France during World War II. The scene in which the North Africans are not served the same food as the French troops, though they are fighting alongside them, against the same enemy, may have helped influence Chirac. A French sergeant who commands the regiment advises his captain to resolve the problem, telling him not to tag the Arabs “natives” nor to call them “Muslims—that’s just as bad.” Asks his officer: “What should I call them, then?” Says the sergeant, “The men, sir; the men.”

Government strategies enforce stereotypes here at home, as well. In turn, the stereotypes influence policies. During times of conflict, especially, media systems function as common carriers for government policies. During World War II, for example, Washington turned to Hollywood to produce anti-Axis films that would inspire Americans on the front lines and their families back home. The government enlisted the services of talented filmmakers such as Frank Capra (Why We Fight), John Huston, Alfred Hitchcock, and Walt Disney animators. Not surprisingly, as most of our major media outlets  are  now owned  by corporations  with “vested  interests  in Washington policy,” points out Bill Moyers, “the symbiotic relationships between the political elites and the media elites have grown.”

As early as 1987,   Fox  executives began screening their new motion pictures “in the nation’s capital for Congressmen, their wives and staffers.” Asked about the congressional screenings, Thomas R. Herwitz, Fox’s vice president for corporate and legal affairs, said: “We make sure members of the Congress and other government officials know what we’re doing; our discussions allow them to know what’s on our minds and us to learn what’s on theirs.” According to reports from New York’s International Action Center, weeks before Black Hawk Down (2002) was released, the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) held a private screening for senior White House advisors “and allowed them to make changes” in the film. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and Oliver North, along with 800 top officials and brass, attended the screening, applauding the premiere of Black Hawk Down in Washington.

US presidents, too, are linked with the industry. George W. Bush served from 1983 to 1992 on the board of Silver Screen Management, a company  that has produced movies exclusively for TriStar, then Walt Disney. Following the August 2000 Hollywood Gala Salute to President Bill Clinton—the largest Hollywood tribute ever produced for a sitting president—the president and Mrs. Clinton attended a reception at Sony Pictures studios. In February 2007, the MPAA conducted a first one-day symposium in Washington, DC. On hand to discuss the role of entertainment in a digital age were Hollywood heavyweights such as Will Smith and Steven  Soderbergh;  they  interacted  with politicians  Charles Rangel, Patrick Leahy, and Dianne Feinstein.

Best solidifying cinema’s long-standing influence and linkage with American politics are these observations, made by former Republican senator, 
Law & Order actor, and 2008 presidential candidate Fred Thompson and Jack Valenti, ex-chair of the MPAA. Appearing on NBC-TV’s Tonight Show Thompson confessed to host Jay Leno that he never intended to spend his life in Washington as a career politician, and that he had always “longed for the realism and sincerity of Hollywood.” Several years before Thompson articulated his infatuation with Hollywood, Jack Valenti got it right when he emphatically remarked: “Washington and Hollywood spring from the same DNA.”

No matter the country or its politics, the historical and ongoing connection between fiction film, public opinion, and public policies is real.


PART ONE

Analysis


CHAPTER  ONE

The Impact of 9/11

“If there’s an Arab-American family being rounded up without benefit of an attorney or due process, that threatens my civil liberties…. It’s that fundamental belief—I am my brother’s keeper; I am my sister’s keeper—that makes this country work.”

— Illinois Senator Barack Obama

Before I discuss post–9/11 movies allow me to provide you, the reader, with a synopsis of significant events after 9/11— that is, an overview of the policies and the war on terror, which  have affected  Americans,  notably  American  Arabs  and American Muslims, about 10 million citizens. Immediately after the deadly attacks of 9/11, President George W. Bush helped calm fears of a backlash against Arabs and Islam. Appearing at Washington, DC’s Islamic Center, the president spoke eloquently and candidly  about  the  dangers  of harmful  stereotypes:  “America counts millions of Muslims among our citizens.” They make “an incredibly valuable contribution to our country [and] need to be treated with respect.” At this crucial time, Bush also assured Americans that “the face of terror is not the true faith of Islam. That’s not what Islam is all about.” Elaborating on the president’s concerns was British Prime Minister Tony Blair. He, too, emphasized that the battle against the 9/11 terrorists was a battle “not between Christians and Muslims, but between civilized values and fanaticism.” “In that battle,” said Blair, “the vast majority of decent law-abiding Muslims opposed fanaticism.” Blair’s and Bush’s candid comments were especially influential and helpful; a different tone might have had damaging repercussions.

Both leaders spoke forcefully and effectively. Yet, later on nearly everyone—preachers, journalists, producers, entertainers, and  politicians—rushed  forward  to advance  well-entrenched media stereotypes that historically have damaged an entire people. Comments by President Bush, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld,    Republican    presidential    hopeful    Tom   Tancredo, Representatives Virgil Goode and Peter T. King, Attorney General John Ashcroft, and Lt. General William Boykin, a deputy undersecretary of defense, and others solidified fabricated labels and images. Said the president, just five days after the tragic 9/11 attacks: “This crusade, this war on terrorism, is going to take a while.” For many Arabs and Muslims the word “crusade” is emotionally  charged,  recalling  the  many  Christian  armies—the Crusaders—who invaded the Holy Land. Then on August 10, 2006, President Bush remarked that defeating the plot to destroy airliners over the Atlantic Ocean was a triumph in the “war against Islamic fascists.” There’s nothing fascist about Islam. As a result, for some, this false linkage—connecting an entire faith, Islam, with Nazism and totalitarianism—contradicted the president’s earlier statements that Islam was a religion of peace.

Later, Senator Sam Brownback (R, Kansas) spoke of the threat of “Islamofascism.” New York Times columnist Paul Krugman pointed out that this word “carries noxious undertones”; it “intimates  that  there  is  something  inherently  dangerous  about  all Muslims.” But such rhetoric continues. Presidential candidate Rudy Giuliani has warned about “radical Islamic fascism.” In October  2007, David  Horowitz  promoted  an “Islamofascism Awareness Week” on college campuses, with the aim to “discredit scholars” who take exception to these racist views.

Rumsfeld wrote a memo later, published in the Washington Post, that contained outrageous stereotyping of Arabs and Muslims, saying that they “are against physical labor,” that oil wealth has removed them from “the reality of work, effort, and investment that leads to wealth for the rest of the world.” This idleness, he contends, makes them “easy to recruit to radicalism.”

Colorado Representative Tom Tancredo has asserted that a terrorist attack on our homeland may be imminent. The US can best deter such an attack, he says, by threatening to “take out” Islam’s holiest cities, Medina and Mecca. If Tancredo watched National Geographic’s excellent 2003 documentary Inside Mecca, which documents the annual pilgrimage to Mecca made by some two million Muslims from around the world every year, perhaps he would contemplate retracting his threat. Representative Goode complained that too many persons from the Middle East were entering the US “legally.” He told his constituents: “I fear we will have many more [Arabs and] Muslims in the United States… To preserve the values and beliefs traditional to the United States of America [we must] adopt strict immigration policies.” Representative King, the ranking Republican on the House Homeland Security Committee, pitched in, remarking that the vast majority of American Muslim community leaders are “an enemy living amongst us.” He went on to say that 85 percent of American mosques are “ruled by extremists.” Although Muslims, Jews, and Christians pray to the God of Abraham, Ashcroft said: “Islam is a religion in which God requires you to send your son to die for him. Christianity is a faith in which God sent His son to die for you.” Boykin declared we should battle Islam “in the name of Jesus.” Regrettably, he also implied that “Allah” was not “a real God.” Boykin did not know that the word for God in Arabic is “Allah.” People who speak Arabic, be they Christians, Jews, or Muslims, say “Allah” to describe God, just as God is called Gott in German and Dieu in French. In Aramaic, the language of Jesus, God is Allaha, just a syllable away from Allah.

Some authors, journalists, and conservative talk-show hosts further fueled the stereotype. Publishers released books such as Antichrist: Islam’s Awaited Messiah, Terrorist, Allah’s Torch, Allah’s Scorpion, Allah’s Bomb, and Sword of Allah. Author Robert Spencer said Muslims were threatening Catholics and that “Islam is a serious threat to the peace… of the Western world.” Michael Graham, who hosts a show on Washington, DC’s WMAL Radio, told listeners: “Islam is a terrorist organization.” Syndicated columnist Mona Charen wrote: “Every Middle Eastern-looking truck driver should be pulled over and questioned wherever he may be in the United States.” Charen went on to say: “There are thousands of Arabs in the United States at this moment on student and travel visas. They should all be asked… to go home.” On Fox-TV, Bill O’Reilly said: “I’m tilted against the Muslim world.” On Fox’s Beltway Boys, Fred Barnes  advocated  profiling: “If  people  are  of Middle  Eastern extraction,” he said, they “should be treated a little differently, just for the security of the United States.” His colleague Mort Kondracke agreed, saying Arab Americans themselves should “spread the word that this is not discrimination, you know, this is necessary.” On C-SPAN, Ann Coulter declared: “We need to invade their countries, kill their leaders, and convert them to Christianity.” And on HBO, Bill Maher quipped that terrorism was a sexual problem, arguing that “if we really want to stop terrorism, we should hire women to infiltrate al-Qaeda cells and f— them.”

Several evangelical Christians labeled Islam as “evil.” Franklin Graham, Jerry Falwell, and Pat Robertson referred to Islam as a “wicked” religion, tagged the prophet Mohammed a “terrorist,” and said Muslims were “worse than Nazis.” Jerry Vines said the Prophet Mohammed was “a demon-possessed pedophile.” Speaking   at   the   2006 Missouri   Baptist   Convention,   Reverend David Clippard told delegates: “Islam has a strategic plan to defeat and occupy America.” “The Muslims,” he said, “are after your sons and daughters… If you don’t convert, your head comes off.” Atlanta’s syndicated radio talk-show host Neal Boortz told a Muslim caller that Islam was “a cult, not even a religion,” and warned that Muslims had better “straighten up or we’re gonna eradicate your beetles from the face of the earth.” Comedian  Jackie Mason tossed in a few slurs, calling “the whole Muslim religion” a “murderous organization” that teaches “hate, terrorism, and murder.”




OEBPS/images/coverpage.jpg
B8 08 00
GUILTY

Hollywood's
Verdict on Arabs
After 9/11

Jack G. Shaheen











OEBPS/images/img1.jpg





