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PRAISE FOR REEL BAD ARABS


“The stereotyping of Arabs in American movies is an old story, yet it is a story that, until now, no one has told. Shaheen has broken the silence with a book that will be the indispensable starting point for all future research on this neglected topic. The impact, even in summary, of scores of plots, one more vulgar and ignorant than the next, is numbing in its sheer ugliness. Shaheen attacks the stereotype not by denouncing it but, far more devastatingly, by documenting it.”

—Jack Miles, Pulitzer Prize–winning author and columnist at Beliefnet.com

“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 TV personality

“If you cut us, do we not bleed? I ask all my Jewish friends to come to the defense of their Semitic cousins.”

—F. Murray Abraham, Academy Award-winning actor

“Shaheen, through his extensive research, exposes the social injustice reinforced by Hollywood with regards to the Arab community. One can only be taken aback by the evidence of prejudice and insensitivity, which Shaheen illustrates... I hope this work will serve to sensitize those of us who can influence these images and, thereby the perceptions of our audience, to help to right a long overdue injustice.”

—Peter Macgregor-Scott, producer, A Perfect Murder and The Fugitive

“A must-read!... [Shaheen’s] book should be in all libraries nationwide, especially those of government officials and filmmakers.”

—Camelia Anwar Sadat

“The relentless cinematic assault on Arabs has been our culture’s most insidious yet closeted disgrace—until now. Jack Shaheen’s landmark work casts a penetrating spotlight on the movies that have shaped our infinitely distorted and warped views of Arab and Muslim life. With impeccable research, Shaheen combines a scholarly breadth, the irony of a keen social observer, and an advocate’s passion. Reel Bad Arabs is the definitive text on Arab screen images.

—Renee Tajima-Pena, producer-director, Sundance award-winning film, My America

“If you think overt racism in America is dead, think again. Jack Shaheen has shown in depressing detail in his book, Reel Bad Arabs, that anti-Semitism in motion pictures is more virulent than ever provided the Semites being portrayed are Arabs. Films from Exodus (1960) to Rules of Engagement (2000) have relentlessly stereotyped Arabs and Muslims in ways that would fit seamlessly into Der Stürmer and the films of Nazi Germany.”

—James E. Akins, Middle East specialist and former US diplomat

“[A] rousing wake-up call. 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, author of The Mouse That Roared: Disney and the End of Innocence

“For years, with rare passion and eloquence, Jack Shaheen has raised a constant, resonating voice on behalf of the Arab in America. An undaunted warrior devoted to righting the wrongs of a 
distortion that have too long persisted, Shaheen has displayed unwavering dedication to the cause of fair play for ethnic groups who have suffered from misrepresentation by our film industry—Arabs most of all. For his courage in protecting the integrity of an entire people against the tides of prejudice in American mass culture, we are all deeply in his debt.”

—Asaad Kelada, television and stage director

“When presented with this vast compendium about movie Arabs, I was at first delighted. But all too soon my emotions turned to sadness, then to anger. Were this book about movie Africans, Asians, Jews, Italians, Latinos, or Native Americans, the American public would be outraged. Yet for some perverted reason, we passively accept the film industry’s immoral stereotyping of Arabs that Reel Bad Arabs documents with such convincing power. In bringing together upwards of 1,000 motion pictures, Shaheen moves from professor to prophet. The reader is moved to exclaim, ‘Enough!’”

—Fred Strickert, professor of religion, Wartburg College

“Jack Shaheen is a one-man anti-defamation league who has exposed Hollywood’s denigration of Arabs in most, if not all, of its films. His book casts light on the stereotyping Arabs have suffered at the hands of movie makers. But as they learn tolerance, this too shall pass.”

—Helen Thomas, distinguished journalist, White House correspondent and author

“This important book delivers a frank and incisive look at how, for more than 100 years, American motion pictures have narrowly portrayed an entire people. Shaheen deserves plaudits for giving us this detailed, painstaking, and insightful study. His book is a must for all who care about the often abused teaching power of film images.”

—Carlos E. Cortés, author of The Children Are Watching: How the Media Teach about Diversity

“...Some day, as a society, we will look back in horror at the routine media vilification of Arabs, especially in motion pictures, and wonder how the American public could have put up with it for so long.... When we can come to terms with the evidence and analysis that Shaheen provides, we will rid ourselves of the delusion that mass media outlets have informed us about Arab people.”

—Norman Solomon, nationally syndicated columnist, author of The Habits of Highly Deceptive Media

“Jack G. Shaheen has long been a prophet in the Hollywood wilderness, writing from carefully documented scholarship that exposes the film industry’s negative portrayals of Arabs and Muslims. In this splendidly detailed book, he provides readers with a valuable resource which will enable them to identify specific films that perpetuate stereotypical images. He also points to a very limited number of films which offer a more humane, realistic view of an entire people. This is a valuable contribution to both the casual film goer and the film scholar.”

—James M. Wall, senior contributing editor, The Christian Century

“[R]ewards serious students and casual readers alike. Academic and public libraries with collections on the cinema would do well to add this fascinating and unique history. Highly recommended!”

—John Skillin, director of audio visual services, Montclair Public Library

“Reel Bad Arabs is a book we have needed for a long time... And it is a necessary book, for it forces us to consider how seeing is believeing and why diminishing any group threatens all.”

—Randall Miller, co-author of Ethnic and Racial Images in American Film and Television
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	AA
	Allied Artists



	ACI
	Action International



	AI
	American International



	BV
	Buena Vista



	CAN
	Cannon



	COL
	Columbia



	DW
	DreamWorks



	EMB
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	FOX
	Fox Studios



	INT
	International



	HOL
	Hollywood



	LIP
	Lippert



	MGM
	Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer



	MIR
	Miramax
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	New Line
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	Internet movie database
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	The New York Times
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FOREWORD


Hollywood is our great national entertainer and also the most effective teacher of our young. It is the authoritative creator of commonly shared attitudes and feelings and even the shared experiences of Americans. Hollywood is also, as this book documents in troubling detail, the leading source of propagandistic images that damage and isolate some citizens and can destroy the possibility of ever achieving genuine democratic relationships among us. The power to depict certain “others” as innately strange and dangerous—as foul creatures not like the rest of us—is surely as devastating as the physical force of weaponry. The malign images segregate some Americans from the whole experience of citizenship, impeding their capacity to speak and act for themselves in political life or intimidating any public leaders who dare to speak for them.

This is the cloud that shadows Arab Americans still and induces a kind of blindness among other Americans, who have unwittingly consumed the propaganda for generations in the process of being entertained. Folk prejudice is ancient among different peoples, of course, and not likely ever to disappear entirely. But Jack G. Shaheen’s inquiry is about manufactured prejudice—a product that stokes feelings of distrust and loathing. We can argue at length about how much of this process is accidental and unintentional, how much is purposeful and politically motivated. But the larger point that Shaheen documents is the perpetuation of this malignancy among us at the center of American’s popular culture. Indeed, he argues that, as other groups have protested and won redress against prejudicial stereotypes, as the Cold War ended and the familiar bogeyman of Soviet Communists was retired, the stereotypical confinement of Arabs has actually grown worse in films.

This book poses important challenges to the film industry, but it also asks questions of the rest of us. Why does our desire to experience a good story induce us to swallow the defamation so passively? Do we always need some one or other as villain to dread and despise? Or are we perhaps capable—as Americans, as human beings—of rising above the ugly stereotypes, escaping from their deleterious effects and joining Arab Americans in protest? One might start the process of escape by reading Shaheen’s account as if you and your children are Arabs too. As he describes your image as it is portrayed in American film, ask yourself how it feels.

—William Greider

William Greider is national correspondent for The Nation and author of One World, Ready or Not: The Manic Logic of Global Capitalism.






PREFACE TO THE 2009 EDITION


It has been more than seven years since the first edition of Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a People (RBA) was published. I was pleased at the incredibly encouraging response the book received worldwide. On the strength of the book’s reception, I presented dozens of lectures at major universities and multicultural conferences and participated in countless book signings across the US, Europe, and the Middle East. Additionally, I was interviewed by numerous print, radio, and television journalists regarding stereotypes of Arabs. I received complimentary feedback from media critics, scholars, students, and others through letters, e-mails, and phone calls. Many said they had not realized that so many hundreds of movies had projected such an assortment of hateful Arab images over such a long period of time. Often in thanking me for writing RBA, they hailed the book as a significant breakthrough—a much-needed, long overdue contribution to the literature of film.

RBA evoked such positive, thought-provoking responses from so many people that the Media Education Foundation (MEF) decided to produce and release a film version of the book, which itself became the first-ever TV documentary focusing on stereotypes of Arabs. The documentary, which shares my book’s title, is regularly shown and discussed at colleges and film festivals throughout the world.

Like this book and others I have written, the RBA documentary encourages viewers to see beyond the obvious. My friend and noted columnist Jim Wall, who has been consistently sensitive to the besmirching of Arabs, told me after he saw it, “Jack, I have a confession to make. The 1976 Academy Award-winning film Network is one of my favorite films because it shows how TV exploits our emotions to sell products. But it was not until I saw your Reel Bad Arabs documentary that I realized that Howard Beale, played by Peter Finch, was lambasting Arabs! Even though I had already been to Palestine twice, Beale’s vicious rants against Arabs did not register with me. I missed it. Now,” he says, “when I show the Network clip from your RBA DVD to my classes, I’ll ask them what they think about Beale’s anti-Arab rhetoric. I’ll be eager to hear how they respond.”

It’s not easy to face the fact that Arab-as-villain images have been around for more than a century, reaching and affecting most of the world’s six billion people. From the earliest silent films of the 1880s, damaging portraits have become so prevalent that viewers of film and TV shows demonstrating these stereotypes may come to perceive reel Arabs as real ones. Constantly repeated, these stereotypes manipulate viewers’ thoughts and feelings, conditioning them to ratchet up the forces of rage and unreason. And even persecution.

Given this all but universal misrepresentation, my primary objective as a scholar, commentator, and writer is to encourage you, the reader, to develop a newfound awareness and sense of discovery, to see films differently so that you will come to better understand the ramifications of damaging stereotypes, in particular those that dehumanize and injure innocent people. As Florentine political philosopher Niccolo Machiavelli cautioned centuries ago, fictional narratives have the capacity to alter reality: “The great majority of mankind is often more influenced by things that seem, rather than by things that are.”

The primary difference between this updated 2009 edition and the 2001 book is this: this edition contains analyses of an additional 125 pre–9/11 movies. That brings the total number of films covered in this book to nearly 1,100. Contrary to what some people may think, prior to September 11, 2001, Hollywood had already released nearly 1,100 movies with Arab characters or images in them, the vast majority demeaning. Of the additional films, a few are Dutch, French, and Japanese. But they are just as grotesque as all the other pre–9/11 films. All 1,100 movies clearly demonstrate that Arab stereotypes were contaminating minds long before 9/11.

Like most of the other pre–9/11 RBA movies, the 125 newly discovered films discussed here routinely elevate the humanity of Westerners and trample the humanity of Arabs, sometimes while also denigrating Islam. Sadly, Hollywood’s reel-bad-Arab formula has remained unaltered: filmmakers paint Westerners as bright, brave heroes and Arabs as dangerous, dumb baddies.

Nearly all the newly added films depict Arabs as villains: in films like Desert Thunder (1998) and Bravo Two Zero (1999), they focus on killing American soldiers in Iraq; in costume dramas such as The Black Knight (1954), Arabs relish killing unarmed, devout Christians. Movie serials such as The Black Box (1913) and The Adventures of the Flying Cadets (1943) also display Arab heavies; one Cadets chapter unmistakably alleges an Arab–Nazi connection.

Unscrupulous Arab sheikhs function as lurid sexual threats. These same desert potentates kidnap blondes in movies like Angelique and the Sultan (1968); the potentates are sinister slavers who torture and kill Africans in Nature Girl and the Slaver (1957).

Palestinians appear as “terrorists,” never as innocents who suffer under Israeli occupation. In The Seventh Sign (1988), they kill 34 Israeli school children. And the Palestinian fanatic in The Body (2001) intentionally destroys an ancient skeleton that the Israeli and American protagonists claim may have been the body of Christ.

Two pre–9/11 movies that project reel humane Palestinians are Hanna K (1983) and The Little Drummer Girl (1984). Yet Blockbuster and Netflix do not include these two 1980s films in their extensive online listings. Nor are the films available for purchase from major film distributors such as Amazon.com and Movies Unlimited.

Reel Arab maidens are still relegated to harems, where they wait for civilized Westerners to rescue them in A Harem Knight (1926); Princess Petunia—called “an overstuffed sofa,” “the old oil can,” and the “Fat Harem Girl”—pursues the American protagonist. In Tobe Hooper’s Night Terrors (1993), the Arab woman functions as an antagonist, deceiving and seducing an American woman.

Scores of villains and slurs are injected into seemingly harmless films that have nothing whatsoever to do with the region. “Desert marauders” threaten the heroes in Beyond the Rocks (1922); in Above Suspicion (1943), a cheap, “dirty” vendor harasses Americans in a Paris café; and a smiling Arab “terrorist” profits from his deadly acts in Croupier (1998). Scores of epithets besmirch reel Arabs, among them “sand niggers,” “filthy beasts,” “desert goons,” “low-down desert bamboozles,” and “flea-bitten sons of dogs.”

Bloodfist VI: Ground Zero (1995) and Bloodsucking Pharaohs in Pittsburgh (1991) project Arab Americans as clones of reel bad Arabs; they are ruthless murderers and religious fanatics intent on launching nuclear weapons. “We treat people of Arabic and Egyptian descent horribly,” the director of Pharaohs admits in the movie’s DVD commentary. “They’re all sleazy crooks [and killers] in this movie.” Only a few films display Arab Champions: a wise and devout sultan appears in Francis of Assisi (1961) and the animated Arab protagonists in Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp (1982) are reel heroic.

Movies like Back to Business (1996) show the American protagonist posing as a kinky Arab; he tells crude jokes and acts like a bumbling buffoon. The belligerent American in disguise also speaks a gibberish-sounding language—a pure Hollywood invention, just like Hollywood’s mythical Arab-land, the “Great Desert of Dhumbell.” When filmmakers back then focused on the Orient, especially in the early days, they knew little about world geography. For example, Arabia appears as Turkey in Two Arabian Knights (1927), and Arabia is projected as India in A Harem Knight (1926).

I came across an additional eight films made in Israel, including The Finest Hour (1999), Deadly Heroes (1994), and Delta Force One: The Lost Patrol (1999). They show American soldiers killing scores of Iraqis and blowing up Arab nuclear “terrorists.” Israeli actors rather than real Arabs portray the Arab baddies. Viewed together, these films and the movies of Israeli producers Golan and Globus, which I cite in the appendix, help to advance and perpetuate a vicious anti-Arab political agenda.

Hollywood’s reel Arabs spin around and around non-stop, like flywheels, magnifying ugly prejudices. Heinous images do not fade into the sunset. They continue to impact viewers without let-up, via TV repeats, big screen revivals, the internet, and movie rentals. Regretfully, they wreak their damaging psychological havoc on us all, inflaming bigotry and xenophobia.

Nearly all of the 125 additional films that I include here—comedies, dramas, love and war stories, science fiction, and horror films—project over and over 
again corrupt images of sameness. Arab villains pop up routinely, as expected. As viewers, don’t we expect to see Harrison Ford trounce Arabs in Indiana Jones shoot-’em-ups? Don’t we want comic book heroes like Iron Man to crush all those Arab bad guys? Haven’t some of us become so desensitized to the Arab-as-villain stereotype that we really enjoy watching us beat up them?

There is no escaping the Arab stereotype.

My work on reel Arab images began soon after I received a Fulbright grant enabling me to teach for one year at the American University of Beirut in 1974–75. At the time, I thought the stereotype was already more than bad. Since then it’s rapidly become much worse. For example, in my 1984 book The TV Arab, I wrote that producers were projecting Arabs as billionaires, bombers, and belly dancers (BBB). They’re still doing it. Stale plot after stale plot shows Bedouin bandits attacking Legion forts; rich, rotund sheikhs trying to make off with American women and US real estate; and sadistic guards torturing Western heroes in palace dungeons. These days, filmmakers have taken these themes to a new, more violent level, employing a whole new toolkit of disparaging images laced with hatred of Arabs and Islam. As I point out in my 2008 book, Guilty: Hollywood’s Verdict on Arabs after 9/11, today’s reel Arabs are much more bombastic, brutal, and belligerent, much more rich, ruthless, and raunchy. They are portrayed as the civilized world’s enemy, fanatic demons threatening people across the planet. Oily sheikhs finance nuclear wars; Islamic radicals kill innocent civilians; bearded, scruffy “terrorists,” men and women, toss their American captives inside caves and filthy, dark rooms and torture them.

Given all these ugly portraits, what does the future hold for us all, not least women, men, and children of Arab descent and Islamic persuasion? Will a celluloid breakthrough occur, bringing about a new awareness? Will writers include decent Arabs and Muslims in their screenplays, as they do with fellow human beings of other ethnic origins and religious faiths? Will directors one day cast an Arab-American actor like Ahmed Ahmed as a leading man in an all-American film like As Good as it Gets (1997); or cast actress Amina Annabi as a bright law student who moonlights as a jazz vocalist, in a charming comedy based on Legally Blonde (2001)? Will mainstream directors like the Coen Brothers, Martin Scorsese, Clint Eastwood, and Stephen Spielberg emulate the success of their earlier movies by producing films that humanize the Arab as a matter of professional filmmaking principle? Answering yes to these questions, as proof of good will and an overdue change of heart, would make all the difference.

Exporting films to the Middle East may be bad diplomacy, but it continues to be good business. In Palestine, Jordan, and other Arab countries, the demand for American-produced movies and TV shows is paradoxically stronger than ever. Two-thirds of the Arab world’s 300 million people are under the age of 30, and thanks to the creation of multiplexes in posh shopping malls, young Arabs now watch more movies than ever before. According to Tufts University’s Amahl 
Bishara, Arab TV channels that carry American movies are “particularly popular.” Who benefits if Hollywood’s one-dimensional lens continues to fixate on and defame all things Arab?

Jordan’s Queen Rania al-Abdullah is keenly aware of images that damage the Arab. Hoping Hollywood’s future films might bring Americans and Arabs closer together, the queen is trying to connect cultures. She is using YouTube as a platform to create a much-needed Arab-American dialogue, asking us to help her eradicate insipid portraits that injure Arabs and Muslims, and indeed all people. Her YouTube film of March 27, 2007 has already been seen by more than two million people.

The queen asks Hollywood’s producers to show viewers the real Arab world— “to see it unedited, unscripted, and unfiltered.” Like Queen Rania, I want Americans “to know the places and faces and the rituals and cultures that shape the part of the world that I call home... In a world where it’s so easy to connect with one another, we [Arabs and Americans] still remain very much disconnected. [So] it’s important for all of us to join forces, come together and try to bring down those misconceptions.”

One somewhat optimistic filmmaker, American producer Bryce Zabel, hopes Hollywood’s films will eventually begin to play a key role in swaying public opinion in the region. We have “the technological and creative expertise to improve relations between our country and the rest of the world,” he said in a New York Times article by Tim Arango. Studios like Disney have already taken a modest step forward to improve relations. Disney executives, in cooperation with Lebanese image makers, plan to finance and produce Disney’s first feature film in Arabic, The Last of the Storytellers.

Those who remain pessimistic about future portrayals should keep in mind that once upon a time, motion pictures tarred the Chinese and Japanese as “the Yellow Peril,” and Russians “the Red Menace.” Regularly, studios manufactured and released injurious stereotypes of our brothers and sisters—blacks, Hispanics, Native Americans, and others. For decades, many racial and ethnic groups, gays and lesbians, and others suffered from the stings of reel prejudicial portraits. No longer. People worked together, until finally they managed to become filmmakers themselves, producing, directing, and appearing in courageous movies that elevated their humanity.

There was also a time when anti-Semitism was prevalent throughout our nation—to such an extent that when Darryl F. Zanuck (who wasn’t Jewish) of 20th Century Fox decided to film Gentlemen’s Agreement (1947), a novel about anti-Semitism in contemporary America, Jewish movie moguls tried to talk him out of it. Fearing a backlash, notes Jeffrey Richards in Hollywood’s Ancient Worlds, “there were also attempts to dissuade the Jewish head of RKO, Dore Schary, not to film another attack on anti-Semitism, Crossfire (1947).” But both Zanuck and Schary made these classic films. These two excellent films have stood the test of 
time, exposing disguised racism and bigotry.

I have said it before, but it bears repeating. To help shatter this stereotype, a major studio should produce remakes of both films, with popular stars in leading roles. Only this time around, the films would expose and contest anti-Semitism directed at Arab Americans.

As a realist, I know that debunking fixed images is a difficult task, and our film-industry path ahead is littered with the detritus of ingrained, prejudicial precendents. Yet despite all this, I firmly believe that in time platitudinous portraits will be shattered, image by image, script by script, and movie by movie. Up-and-coming Arab-American and Muslim-American image makers will break through at last.

History is on their side. Already, several young moviemakers are making their presence felt in the industry: Annemarie Jacir (Salt of the Sea, 2008); Jackie Salloum (Slingshot Hip Hop, 2008); Rolla Selbak (Three Veils, 2009); Alain Zaloum (David and Fatima, 2008); Ahmad Zahra (American East, 2007); Ruba Nadda (Cairo Time, 2009); Eyad Zahra (The Taqwacores, 2009); Ali F. Mostafa (City of Life, 2009); Cherien Dabis (Amreeka, 2009); and Nabil Abou-Harb (Arab in America, 2009). They are bringing to silver screens artistically compelling films, many of which focus on Arabs, Arab Americans, and Muslim Americans. Thanks to them and their fellow image makers, the day is coming when Hollywood will project Arabs and Muslims in all their complexity, no better and no worse than they portray others.

In concluding this preface to the second edition, I cite the wisdom of Reverend Joseph Lowery, a remarkably humble man. In spite of all the sufferings endured by Lowery and others during the civil rights movement, Reverend Lowery never wavered; he continued to struggle for human rights despite the harassment, beatings, and killings. To this day he works for justice and remains optimistic about the future. In his memorable invocation concluding President Barack Hussein Obama’s inauguration in January 2009, Lowery, in everyday, elastic language, asked that we “make choices on the side of love, not hate.” To his joyful prayer imagining a world in which “black will not be asked to get in back, when brown can stick around, when yellow will be mellow, when the red man can get ahead, man,” I would add: When Jew and Arab get it right, see the light, refuse to fight.

Please continue your assistance by writing to me at this e-mail address: info@interlinkbooks.com.






INTRODUCTION


The culture for which Hollywood has shown its greatest contempt has been the [Arab or]

Middle East culture.1

—Max Alvarez, editor of Cinecism

The popular caricature of the average Arab is as mythical as the old portrait of the Jew.
He is robed and turbaned, sinister and dangerous, engaged mainly in hijacking airplanes
and blowing up public buildings. It seems that the human race cannot discriminate
between a tiny minority of persons who may be objectionable and the ethnic strain from
which they spring. If the Italians have the Mafia, all Italians are suspect; if the Jews have financiers, all Jews are part of an international conspiracy; if the Arabs have fanatics, all
Arabs are violent. In the world today, more than ever, barriers of this kind must be
broken, for we are all more alike than we are different.2

—Sydney Harris

For the great enemy of truth is very often not the lie—deliberate, continued and dishonest—but the myth—persistent, persuasive and unrealistic. Too often we hold fast to the clichés of our forebears.3

—President John F. Kennedy

Al tikrar biallem il hmar. By repetition even the donkey learns.

This Arab proverb encapsulates how effective repetition can be when it comes to education: how we learn by repeating an exercise over and over again until we can respond almost reflexively. A small child uses repetition to master numbers and letters of the alphabet. Older students use repetition to memorize historical dates and algebraic formulas.

For more than a century Hollywood, too, has used repetition as a teaching tool, tutoring movie audiences by repeating over and over, in film after film, insidious images of the Arab people. I ask the reader to study in these pages the persistence of this defamation, from earlier times to the present day, and to consider how these slanderous stereotypes have affected honest discourse and public policy.

Genesis

In this first comprehensive review of Arab screen images ever published, I document and discuss virtually every feature that Hollywood has ever made— more than 1,000 films, the vast majority of which portray Arabs by distorting at every turn what most Arab men, women, and children are really like. In gathering the evidence for this book, I was driven by the need to expose an injustice: cinema’s systematic, pervasive, and unapologetic degradation and dehumanization of a people.

When colleagues ask whether today’s reel Arabs are more stereotypical than yesteryear’s, I can’t say the celluloid Arab has changed. That is the problem. He 
is what he has always been—the cultural “other.” Seen through Hollywood’s distorted lenses, Arabs look different and threatening. Projected along racial and religious lines, the stereotypes are deeply ingrained in American cinema. From 1896 until today, filmmakers have collectively indicted all Arabs as Public Enemy #1—brutal, heartless, uncivilized religious fanatics and money-mad cultural “others” bent on terrorizing civilized Westerners, especially Christians and Jews. Much has happened since 1896—women’s suffrage, the Great Depression, the civil rights movement, two world wars, the Korean, Vietnam, and Gulf wars, and the collapse of the Soviet Union. Throughout it all, Hollywood’s caricature of the Arab has prowled the silver screen. He is there to this day—repulsive and unrepresentative as ever.

What is an Arab? In countless films, Hollywood alleges the answer: Arabs are brute murderers, sleazy rapists, religious fanatics, oil-rich dimwits, and abusers of women. “They [the Arabs] all look alike to me,” quips the American heroine in the movie The Sheik Steps Out (1937). “All Arabs look alike to me,” admits the protagonist in Commando (1968). Decades later, nothing had changed. Quips the US Ambassador in Hostage (1986), “I can’t tell one [Arab] from another. Wrapped in those bed sheets they all look the same to me.” In Hollywood’s films, they certainly do.

Pause and visualize the reel Arab. What do you see? Black beard, headdress, dark sunglasses. In the background—a limousine, harem maidens, oil wells, camels. Or perhaps he is brandishing an automatic weapon, crazy hate in his eyes and Allah on his lips. Can you see him?

Think about it. When was the last time you saw a movie depicting an Arab or an American of Arab heritage as a regular guy? Perhaps a man who works ten hours a day, comes home to a loving wife and family, plays soccer with his kids, and prays with family members at his respective mosque or church. He’s the kind of guy you’d like to have as your next door neighbor, because—well, maybe because he’s a bit like you.

But would you want to share your country, much less your street, with any of Hollywood’s Arabs? Would you want your kids playing with him and his family, your teenagers dating them? Would you enjoy sharing your neighborhood with fabulously wealthy and vile oil sheikhs with an eye for Western blondes and arms deals and intent on world domination, or with crazed terrorists, airplane hijackers, or camel-riding Bedouin?

Real Arabs

Who exactly are the Arabs of the Middle East? When I use the term “Arab,” I refer to the 265 million people who reside in, and the many more millions around the world who are from, the 22 Arab states.4 The Arabs have made many contributions to our civilization. To name a few, Arab and Persian physicians and scientists inspired European thinkers like Leonardo da Vinci. The Arabs invented 
algebra and the concept of zero. Numerous English words—algebra, chemistry, coffee, and others—have Arab roots. Arab intellectuals made it feasible for Western scholars to develop and practice advanced educational systems.

In astronomy Arabs used astrolabes for navigation, star maps, celestial globes, and the concept of the center of gravity. In geography, they pioneered the use of latitude and longitude. They invented the water clock; their architecture inspired the Gothic style in Europe. In agriculture, they introduced oranges, dates, sugar, and cotton, and pioneered water works and irrigation. They also developed a tradition of legal learning, of secular literature and scientific and philosophical thought, in which the Jews also played an important part.

There exists a mixed ethnicity in the Arab world—from 5000 BC to the present. The Scots, Greeks, British, French, Romans, English, and others have occupied the area. Not surprisingly, some Arabs have dark hair, dark eyes, and olive complexions. Others boast freckles, red hair, and blue eyes.

Geographically, the Arab world is one-and-a-half times as large as the United States, stretching from the Strait of Hormuz to the Rock of Gibraltar. It’s the point where Asia, Europe, and Africa come together. The region gave the world three major religions, a language, and an alphabet.

In most Arab countries today, 70 percent of the population is under age 30. Most share a common language, cultural heritage, history, and religion (Islam). Though the vast majority of them are Muslims, about 15 million Arab Christians (including Chaldean, Coptic, Eastern Orthodox, Episcopalian, Roman Catholic, Melkite, Maronite, and Protestant) reside there as well.

Two Fulbright-Hayes lectureship grants and numerous lecture tours sponsored by the United States Information Service (USIS) enabled me to travel extensively throughout the region. While lecturing and living in fifteen Arab countries, I came to discover that like the United States, the Arab world accommodated diverse, talented, and hospitable citizens: lawyers, bankers, doctors, engineers, bricklayers, farmers, computer programmers, homemakers, mechanics, businesspeople, store managers, waiters, construction workers, writers, musicians, chefs, architects, hairdressers, psychologists, plastic surgeons, pilots, and environmentalists.

Their dress is traditional and Western. The majority are peaceful, not violent; poor, not rich; most do not dwell in desert tents; none are surrounded by harem maidens; most have never seen an oil well or mounted a camel. Not one travels via “magic carpets.” Their lifestyles defy stereotyping.

As for Americans of Arab heritage, prior to World War I, nearly all the Arabs immigrating to America were Christians: Lebanese, Palestinians, and Syrians. Today, the majority of the United States’ Arab-American population is also Christian; about 40 percent are Muslim.

Through immigration, conversion, and birth, however, Muslims are America’s fastest growing religious group; about 500,000 reside in the greater Los Angeles 
area. America’s six to eight million Muslims frequent more than 2,000 mosques, Islamic centers, and schools. They include immigrants from more than 60 nations, as well as African Americans. In fact, most of the world’s 1.1 billion Muslims are Indonesian, Indian, or Malaysian. Only 12 percent of the world’s Muslims are Arab. Yet moviemakers ignore this reality, depicting Arabs and Muslims as one and the same people. Repeatedly, they falsely project all Arabs as Muslims and all Muslims as Arabs. As a result, viewers, too, tend to link the same attributes to both peoples.

In reality, of course, Mideast Arabs—and Arab Americans—are more than a bit like you and me. Consider, for example, two typical Arab-American families—the Jacobs and the Rafeedies. Jacob Mike Jacob, my grandfather, worked in the mills outside of Pittsburgh for nearly twenty years. Albert Rafeedie, my father-in-law, served in the United States Army during World War I; following the war he ran dry goods stores in Minneapolis and Los Angeles.

Both Jacob and Albert emigrated to America in the early 1900s. Their wives and children served their country during World War II and the Korean War, working in aircraft factories in the 1940s, enlisting in the US Army, Air Force, and Navy. Yet I have never seen their likes in a Hollywood movie—Arab immigrants and their children making good in America, just like the Irish, Italian, and Polish immigrants.

Hollywood’s past omission of “everyday” African Americans, Native Americans, and Latinos unduly affected the lives of these minorities. The same holds true with the industry’s near total absence of regular Arab Americans. Regular Mideast Arabs, too, are invisible on silver screens. Asks Jay Stone, “Where are the movie Arabs and Muslims who are just ordinary people?”5

Why is it important for the average American to know and care about the Arab stereotype? It is critical because dislike of “the stranger,” which the Greeks knew as xenophobia, forewarns that when one ethnic, racial, or religious group is vilified, innocent people suffer. History reminds us that the cinema’s hateful Arab stereotypes are reminiscent of abuses in earlier times. Not so long ago—and sometimes still—Asians, Native Americans, blacks, and Jews were vilified.

Ponder the consequences. In February 1942, more than 100,000 Americans of Japanese descent were displaced from their homes and interred in camps; for decades blacks were denied basic civil rights, robbed of their property, and lynched; Native Americans, too, were displaced and slaughtered; and in Europe, six million Jews perished in the Holocaust.

This is what happens when people are dehumanized.

Mythology in any society is significant, and Hollywood’s celluloid mythology dominates the culture. No doubt about it, Hollywood’s renditions of Arabs frame stereotypes in viewer’s minds. The problem is peculiarly American. Because of the vast American cultural reach via television and film—we are the world’s leading exporter of screen images—the all-pervasive Arab 
stereotype has much more of a negative impact on viewers today than it did thirty or forty years ago.

Nowadays, Hollywood’s motion pictures reach nearly everyone. Cinematic illusions are created, nurtured, and distributed world-wide, reaching viewers in more than 100 countries, from Iceland to Thailand. Arab images have an effect not only on international audiences, but on international moviemakers as well. No sooner do contemporary features leave the movie theaters than they are available in video stores and transmitted onto TV screens. Thanks to technological advances, old silent and sound movies impugning Arabs, some of which were produced before I was born, are repeatedly broadcast on cable television and beamed directly into the home.

Check your local guides and you will see that since the mid-1980s, appearing each week on TV screens, are fifteen to twenty recycled movies projecting Arabs as dehumanized caricatures: The Sheik (1921), The Mummy (1932), Cairo (1942), The Steel Lady (1953), Exodus (1960), The Black Stallion (1979), Protocol (1984), The Delta Force (1986), Ernest In the Army (1997), and Rules of Engagement (2000). Watching yesteryear’s stereotypical Arabs on TV screens is an unnerving experience, especially when pondering the influence celluloid images have on adults and our youth.

Early on, Plato recognized the power of fictional narratives, asserting in his Republic: “Those who tell the stories also rule society.” Functioning as visual lesson plans, motion pictures, like composed stories, last forever. They help to shape our thoughts and beliefs. “It is time to recognize that the true tutors of our children are not schoolteachers or university professors but filmmakers...,” writes Benjamin R. Barber in The Nation. “Disney does more than Duke; Spielberg outweighs Stanford.”

Actor Richard Dreyfuss made this comment, “There are film artists who affected me more than any textbook, civics teacher, or even a lot of what my parents taught me. And that’s big.”6 If Barber and Dreyfuss are right—and I believe they are—what can we expect our children to know and feel about Arabs? After all, teenagers not only watch a lot of television, they are avid moviegoers and nowadays purchase four out of ten movie tickets.7

Arabs, like Jews, are Semites, so it is perhaps not too surprising that Hollywood’s image of hook-nosed, robed Arabs parallels the image of Jews in Nazi-inspired movies such as Robert and Bertram (1939), Die Rothschilds Aktien von Waterloo (1940), Der Ewige Jude (1940), and Jud Süss (1940). Once upon a cinematic time, screen Jews boasted exaggerated nostrils and dressed differently—in yarmulkes and dark robes—than the films’ protagonists. In the past, Jews were projected as the “other”—depraved and predatory money-grubbers who seek world domination, worship a different God, and kill innocents. Nazi propaganda also presented the lecherous Jew slinking in the shadows, scheming to snare the blonde Aryan virgin.

Yesterday’s Shylocks resemble today’s hook-nosed sheikhs, arousing fear of the “other.” Reflects William Greider, “Jews were despised as exemplars of modernism,” while today’s “Arabs are depicted as carriers of primitivism—[both] threatening to upset our cozy modern world with their strange habits and desires.”8

Though Arabs have been lambasted on silver screens since cameras started cranking, the fact remains that it is acceptable to advance anti-Semitism in film—provided the Semites are Arabs. I call this habit of racial and cultural generalization “The New Anti-Semitism.” I call it “new” not because stereotypical screen Arabs are new (they aren’t) or because anti-Semitism against Jews is dead (it isn’t). I use the word “new” because many of the anti-Semitic films directed against Arabs were released in the last third of the twentieth century, at a time when Hollywood was steadily and increasingly eliminating stereotypical portraits of other groups.

Few would argue that today’s Jew is subjected to the type of stereotyping in film that existed in the first half of the century. I hope and believe those days are gone forever. But this earlier incarnation of anti-Semitism, where Jews were portrayed as representing everything evil and depraved in the world, has in many ways found a new life in modern film—only this time, the target is Arabs.

Flashback. In the 1930s, the star director of Hitler’s cinema was Viet Harlan, whose Jud Süss (1940) encouraged Germans to despise Jews.

Fast forward to two producers with a political agenda: Menachem Golan and Yoram Globus. In 1982 Yoram Globus was appointed Israel’s director of the Film Industry Department, a unit that monitors all movies made in Israel. Meanwhile, back in the United States, Globus and co-producer Golan formed the American film company Cannon. Under the Cannon label, the producers functioned as cinematic storm troopers, churning out upward of 26 hate-and-terminate-the-Arab movies. In Cannon’s Hell Squad (1985), The Delta Force (1986), and Killing Streets (1991), Las Vegas showgirls, US Marines, and US special forces in turn kill off Palestinians.

Writing about Edward Zwick’s The Siege (1998), Roger Ebert picks up on this theme: “The prejudicial attitudes embodied in the film are insidious, like the anti-Semitism that infected fiction and journalism in the 1930s—not just in Germany but in Britain and America.”9

Though there are several major reasons why the stereotype has endured for a century-plus—politics, profitable box offices, apathy, and the absence of Arab Americans in the industry—the fact remains: “You can hit an Arab free; they’re free enemies, free villains—where you couldn’t do it to a Jew or you can’t do it to a black anymore,” affirms Sam Keen.10

Because of Hollywood’s heightened cultural awareness, producers try not to demean most racial and ethnic groups. They know it is morally irresponsible to repeatedly bombard viewers with a regular stream of lurid, unyielding, and 
unrepentant portraits of a people. The relation is one of cause and effect. Powerful collages of hurtful images serve to deepen suspicions and hatreds. Jerry Mander observes, screen images “can cause people to do what they might otherwise never [have] thought to do...”11

One can certainly make the case that movie land’s pernicious Arab images are sometimes reflected in the attitudes and actions of journalists and government officials. Consider the aftermath of the 19 April 1995 bombing of the federal building in Oklahoma City. Though no American of Arab descent was involved, they were instantly targeted as suspects. Speculative reporting, combined with decades of harmful stereotyping, resulted in more than 300 hate crimes against them.12

Months following the tragedy, even Henry Kissinger cautioned, “In an age when far more people gain their understanding from movies... than from the written word, the truth is not a responsibility filmmakers can shrug off as an incidental byproduct of creative license.”13 Frequent moviegoers may even postulate that illusionary Arabs are real Arabs.

Our young people are learning from the cinema’s negative and repetitive stereotypes. Subliminally, the onslaught of the reel Arab conditions how young Arabs and Arab Americans perceive themselves and how others perceive them, as well. Explains Magdoline Asfahani, an Arab-American college student: “The most common questions I was asked [by classmates] were if I had ever ridden a camel or if my family lived in tents.” Even worse, “I learned at a very young age [that] every other movie seemed to feature Arab terrorists.”14

It must be trying for young Arab Americans to openly express pride in their heritage when they realize that their peers know only Hollywood’s reel Arabs— billionaires, bombers, and bellydancers—which is to stay, they don’t know real Arabs at all.

The stereotype impacts even well-established Arab Americans. When Academy Award winner [Amadeus (1984)] F. Murray Abraham was asked what the “F” in F. Murray Abraham stood for, he said: “F stands for Farid. When I first began in the business I realized I couldn’t use Farid because that would typecast me as a sour Arab out to kill everyone. As Farid Murray Abraham I was doomed to minor roles.”15

The Stereotype’s Entry

How did it all start? Obviously, filmmakers did not create the stereotype but inherited and embellished Europe’s pre-existing Arab caricatures. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, European artists and writers helped reduce the region to colony. They presented images of desolate deserts, corrupt palaces, and slimy souks inhabited by the cultural “other”—the lazy, bearded heathen Arab Muslim. The writers’ stereotypical tales were inhabited with cheating 
vendors and exotic concubines held hostage in slave markets. These fictional renditions of wild foreigners subjugating harem maidens were accepted as valid; they became an indelible part of European popular culture. The Arabian Nights stories especially impacted Western perceptions. Until 1979, the Arabian Nights’ 200-plus tales had been printed in more languages than any other text except the Bible.

During the early 1900s, imagemakers such as the Frenchman Georges Méliès served up dancing harem maidens and ugly Arabs. In Méliès’ mythic Arabia, Arabs ride camels, brandish scimitars, kill one another, and drool over the Western heroine, ignoring their own women. In Méliès’ The Palace of Arabian Nights (1905), submissive maidens attend a bored, greedy, black-bearded potentate; a stocky palace guard cools the ruler, fluttering a huge feather fan.

From the beginning, Méliès and other moviemakers conjured up a mythical, uniform “seen one, seen ‘em all” setting, which I call “Arab-land.” The illusory setting functions as a make-believe theme park complete with shadowy, topsyturvy sites, patronized by us all. Arab-land is populated with cafes and clubs like the “Shish-Ka-Bob Cafe” and “The Pink Camel Club,” located in made-up places with names like “Lugash,” “Othar,” “Tarjan,” “Jotse,” “Bondaria,” and “Hagreeb.”

The desert locale consists of an oasis, oil wells, palm trees, tents, fantastically ornate palaces, sleek limousines, and, of course, camels.16 To complement Arab-land’s desert landscapes producers provide performers with “Instant Ali Baba Kits.” Property masters stock the kits with curved daggers, scimitars, magic lamps, giant feather fans, and nargelihs. Costumers provide actresses with chadors, hijabs, bellydancers’ see-through pantaloons, veils, and jewels for their navels. Robed actors are presented with dark glasses, fake black beards, exaggerated noses, worry beads, and checkered burnooses. Contemporary filmmakers embellished these early stereotypical settings and characters, trashing Arabs as junk dealers who smash automobiles. As ever, both autos and Arabs are recast as refuse.

In The Desert Song (1929), producers display devout and daring Arabs riding across swift-swept sands, helping the French protagonists defeat evil French colonialists. Flash forward to The Desert Song remakes of 1943 and 1953. Both films are decidedly different from the 1929 version. Here, the producers opt to frame Arabs as an unruly, unkempt, feuding lot—one of them is even pro-Nazi.

King Solomon’s Mines (1950) contains no Arabs. But Cannon’s Allan Quatermain and the Lost City of Gold (1987), a remake of King Solomon’s Mines, presents sleazy Arabs trying to rape the blonde heroine (Sharon Stone).

Only one villain, a lumbering mummy, appears in Universal’s classic film, The Mummy (1932). Attempting to duplicate the original’s success, Universal released in 1999 an $80 million movie displaying the reawakened mummy as a superhuman terminator intent on killing Western protagonists. Assisting him are hordes of Egyptian baddies: a fat and lecherous prison warden, saber-wielding 
mummies, desert bandits, and zombie look-a-likes carrying torches.

Observes film critic Anthony Lane,

Finally there is the Arab question. The Arab people have always had the roughest and most uncomprehending deal from Hollywood, but with the death of the Cold War the stereotype has been granted even more wretched prominence. In The Mummy (1999), I could scarcely believe what I was watching... So, here’s a party game for any producers with a Middle Eastern setting in mind; try replacing one Semitic group with another—Jews instead of Arabs —and THEN listen for the laugh.17

Unfortunately Lane’s poignant comments had no effect on Universal. They still populate their 2001 sequel, The Mummy Returns, with repugnant caricatures.

Islam, particularly, comes in for unjust treatment. Today’s imagemakers regularly link the Islamic faith with male supremacy, holy war, and acts of terror, depicting Arab Muslims as hostile alien intruders, and as lecherous, oily sheikhs intent on using nuclear weapons. When mosques are displayed onscreen, the camera inevitably cuts to Arabs praying, and then gunning down civilians. Such scenarios are common fare.

Film criticism is an integral part of the cultural landscape. Allegations of moviemakers’ discriminatory practices are hardly new. Documentary filmmakers as well as scholars have commented upon Hollywood’s stereotypes of other groups. Especially informative are insightful and incisive texts: The Hollywood Indian, From Sambo to Superspade, The Jew in American Cinema, The Latin Image in American Film, Hollywood’s Wartime Woman, and The Kaleidoscopic Lens: How Hollywood Views Ethnic Groups. What I find startling is that although sordid-looking reel Arabs regularly imperil the very heartland of civilized societies, so little attention has been given to the plethora of Arab screen portraits in cinema texts until now.

Andrew Dowdy’s text The Films of the Fifties: The American State of Mind,18 for example, offers a detailed examination of the “movie culture of the fifties.” More than 100 films released during the fifties featured Arab caricatures. Yet Dowdy does not mention a single Arab scenario.

From 1930–34 Hollywood released more than 40 fiction films featuring Arabs. Thomas Doherty writes about this period in his 1999 Pre-Code Hollywood: Sex, Immorality and Insurrection in American Cinema 1930–34. He points out that “racism [propelled] a hefty percentage of the escapist fantasies of pre-code Hollywood.” To support his thesis, Doherty cites stereotypical portraits of Native Americans, Africans and African Americans, Asians and Asian Americans, Jews and Jewish Americans, Irish and Irish Americans, and Italians and Italian Americans. But Doherty does not mention Arabs or Arab Americans at all.

From 1929 through 1956, Hollywood produced a total of 231 movie sound serials, averaging 8.5 serials a year.

The racial attitudes of the period [were] none too enlightened. For the most part... Orientals were portrayed as sinister cultists bent upon the destruction of the white race; blacks were merely ignorant natives who followed the leader who most successfully played upon their primitive superstitions

write Ken Weiss and Ed Goodgold in To Be Continued..., their book on the period.19 The authors make no mention, however, of the Arab caricatures that appeared in thirteen movie serials from 1930–1950.

These early serials are important because they present several firsts. The Black Coin (1936) was the first film to portray an Arab skyjacker threatening to blow up a plane. Another, Radio Patrol (1937), introduced Arab immigrants as shoddy criminals threatening America, while Federal Agents vs. Underworld, Inc. (1948) displayed federal agents contesting “evil” Nila, the cinema’s first Arab woman terrorist. During an invasion of the United States, Nila, a reel Egyptian assassin, convinces her comrades to “rise up against the [Western] infidels.” After Nila sets off a bomb, she tries to gun down a federal agent.

Surprisingly, all sorts of hokey Arab caricatures pop up in movie serials, beginning with the cliffhanger Son of Tarzan (1920) up to and including Adventures of Captain Africa (1955). Negative stereotyping of the Arab thrives profusely in eighteen cliffhangers, notably in the Captain Africa serial. This thrill-a-minute drama presents heroic Westerners and Africans crushing Arab slavers and terrorists, as well as pro-Nazi Arabs.

Some decent Arabs appear, albeit briefly, in three serials. In The Vigilante (1947), an Arab arrives in time to save the American protagonist. In Queen of the Jungle (1935), Arabs befriend Americans. And an intelligent and attractive Egyptian heroine appears in The Return of Chandu (1934).

As most serials are low-budget ventures, the performances suffer. At times, serial actors portraying Arabs speak gibberish; other robed characters speak with Southern drawls and thick Italian accents.

Determined to maximize profits, as soon as the serials exited movie theaters, producers rushed back to the editing tables. They selected key scenes, then spliced and edited the serial footage, transforming the most interesting frames into ten feature-length motion pictures. By successfully managing to extend the staying power of yesteryear’s Arab serials, the producers’ serial stereotypes reached new audiences.

A Basis for Understanding

In this book, I list and discuss, in alphabetical order, more than 900 feature films displaying Arab characters. Regrettably, in all these I uncovered only a handful of heroic Arabs; they surface in a few 1980s and 1990s scenarios. In Lion of the Desert (1981), righteous Arabs bring down invading fascists. Humane Palestinians surface in Hanna K (1983) and The Seventh Coin (1992). In Robin 
Hood, Prince of Thieves (1991), a devout Muslim who “fights better than twenty English knights” helps Robin Hood get the better of the evil Sheriff of Nottingham. In The 13th Warrior (1999), an Arab Muslim scholar befriends Nordic warriors, helping them defeat primitive cavemen. And in Three Kings (1999), a movie celebrating our commonalities and differences, we view Arabs as regular folks, with affections and aspirations. This anti-war movie humanizes the Iraqis, a people who for too long have been projected as evil caricatures.

Most of the time I found moviemakers saturating the marketplace with all sorts of Arab villains. Producers collectively impugned Arabs in every type of movie you can imagine, targeting adults in well-known and high-budgeted movies such as Exodus (1960), Black Sunday (1977), Ishtar (1987), and The Siege (1998); and reaching out to teenagers with financially successful schlock movies such as Five Weeks in a Balloon (1962), Things Are Tough All Over (1982), Sahara (1983), and Operation Condor (1997). One constant factor dominates all the films: Derogatory stereotypes are omnipresent, reaching youngsters, baby boomers, and older folk.

I am not saying an Arab should never be portrayed as the villain. What I am saying is that almost all Hollywood depictions of Arabs are bad ones. This is a grave injustice. Repetitious and negative images of the reel Arab literally sustain adverse portraits across generations. The fact is that for more than a century producers have tarred an entire group of people with the same sinister brush.

Hundreds of movies reveal Western protagonists spewing out unrelenting barrages of uncontested slurs, calling Arabs: “assholes,” “bastards,” “camel-dicks,” “pigs,” “devil-worshipers,” “jackals,” “rats,” “rag-heads,” “towel-heads,” “scum-buckets,” “sons-of-dogs,” “buzzards of the jungle,” “sons-of-whores,” “sons-of-unnamed goats,” and “sons-of-she-camels.”

Producers fail to recognize that “Allah” is Arabic for God, that when they pray, Arab Christians and Muslims use the word “Allah.” When producers show Jewish and Christian protagonists contesting Arab Muslims, the Western hero will say to his Arab enemy in a scornful and jeering manner, “Allah.” The character’s disrespectful “Allah”s mislead viewers, wrongly implying that devout Arab Muslims do not worship the “true God” of the Christians and Jews, but some tribal deity.

Still other movies contain the word “Ayrab,” a vulgar Hollywood epithet for Arab that is comparable to dago, greaser, kike, nigger, and gook.

All groups contain some Attila-the-Hun types; some Israelis and Latinos are militant zealots; some Irishmen and Arabs are terrorists; some Italians and Indonesians are gangsters; some Asians and Africans are rapists; and some Americans and Englishmen are child-abusers. Every group has among its members a minority of a minority committing heinous acts. But the overwhelming majority of all people are regular, peace-loving individuals who vigorously object to violent crimes.

These pages represent the foundation for making sense of Hollywood’s Arab narratives. The vast majority of the 1,000-plus features that I scrutinize here are English-language feature films and movie serials made by Hollywood. I use “Hollywood” in the generic sense, as some movies theatrically released in the United States were produced by independent American filmmakers, as well as by producers from Australia, Canada, England, France, Sweden, Spain, Germany, Italy, and Israel. Documentaries and movies made for television are not included.

Given time constraints and the vast numbers of Arab scenarios, my discussions of some non-viewed films are brief, usually one or two paragraphs. Many silent movies were destroyed, and some sound features are not yet available on video. I was unable to see about 140 features, including silent classics with stereotypical Arabs such as Beau Sabreur (1928), and A Daughter of the Gods (1916). When I refer to these non-viewed movies, I rely solely on my only available source: film reviews.

Research and Methodology

I began the research process that forms the content of this book in 1980. For two decades I searched for, collected, and studied motion pictures related to Arab portraits and themes. Assisting me was my research partner—my wife Bernice. Initially, to identify the films, we launched extensive computer searches. We put into play dozens of keywords such as Bedouin, Egypt, Algiers, desert, and sheikh. Using keywords as a guide, we examined thousands of movie reviews, searching for “Arab” story lines, settings, and character casts.

I proceeded to uncover and write about more than 1,000 features released between 1896 and 2001. During the research, I sometimes came across movie titles and reviews that misdirected me. For example, critics and promotions for Universal’s horror film, The Mad Ghoul (1943), refer to Egyptians using “ancient Egyptian gases” to stun one’s victims. In fact, the movie displays generic “natives,” and makes no mention of Egyptians or their gases. Fully expecting to see Egyptians and harem maidens in The Sphinx (1933) and Lost in a Turkish Bath (1952), I purchased the films. But The Sphinx, a murder mystery, has no Arabs; and Lost in a Turkish Bath is about an American canary salesman, not dancing maidens.

In the late 1980s, I began visiting various research centers to screen and study those motion pictures not available on video, television, or in movie theaters. I screened scores of feature films, about a quarter of those I discuss here, at various institutions: the Library of Congress (Motion Picture, Broadcasting, and Recorded Sound Division), Washington, DC; the Film and Television Archive, University of California, Los Angeles; the Wisconsin Center for Film and Theater Research, University of Wisconsin, Madison; and the Museum of Modern Art, New York City.

At these centers, I also examined primary reference works, and thousands of motion picture reviews dating from when cameras started cranking to the 
present. I relied on sources such as Motion Picture Daily, Motion Picture Guide, Motion Picture Herald, Motion Picture News, Motion Picture World, International Motion Picture Almanac, Moving Picture World, American Film Institute Catalog, Film Daily Yearbook of Motion Pictures, Halliwell’s Film Guide, The New York Times, Variety, Hollywood Reporter, Photoplay, Magill’s Survey of Cinema, Landers Film Reviews, and Showman’s Reviews. In the mid-1990s, I began using the Internet Movie Database, an invaluable resource.

Additionally, I appraised every film listed in movie/video guidebooks and catalogs, including those published by individual collectors. I shopped at obscure video rental stores and garage sales, rummaging through videos, checking out cassette covers and plot descriptions. Weekly, I scrutinized TV/film guide magazines and texts.

For those especially hard-to-find movies-on-video, I placed advertisements in film magazines. Surprisingly, channel surfing led me to discover dozens of unknown films. Without warning, ugly Arabs would suddenly surface on our TV screens. And friends, colleagues, relatives, video rental clerks, and film buffs directed me to fresh films.

From the research, I came to discover that Hollywood has projected Arabs as villains in more than 1,000 feature films. The vast majority of villains are notorious sheikhs, maidens, Egyptians, and Palestinians. The rest are devious dark-complexioned baddies from other Arab countries, such as Algerians, Iraqis, Jordanians, Lebanese, Libyans, Moroccans, Syrians, Tunisians, and Yemeni.

Locked into a cycle of predictable plots, these five basic Arab types—Villains, Sheikhs, Maidens, Egyptians, and Palestinians—pop up in a hodgepodge of melodrama and mayhem. Repeatedly, Arab evil-doers are seen in every sort of film imaginable: sword-and-sandal soaps, Foreign Legion and terrorist shoot ’em-ups, camel operas, musical comedies, magic-carpet fantasies, historical tales, movie serials, and even contemporary dramas and farces that have absolutely nothing to do with Arabs.

When you come across rigid and repetitive movies brandishing stereotypical slurs and images, keep in mind not all negative images are alike; there are distinctions and nuances. Some Arab portraits are dangerous and detestable and should be taken seriously; others are less offensive. And pay special attention to those Arabs you do not see on movie screens. Missing from the vast majority of scenarios are images of ordinary Arab men, women, and children living ordinary lives. Movies fail to project exchanges between friends, social and family events.

Nor should you expect to encounter friendly children, those real Arab youths who participate in sporting events, or who are Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. Absent also are frames showing gracious and devout Arab mothers and fathers, grandmothers and grandfathers, caring for each other and their neighbors. Such scenes are as sparse as geysers in the Sahara.

Do not expect to see movie characters patterned after Arab scholars, those 
innovative individuals who provided us with the fundamentals of science, mathematics, medicine, astronomy, and botany. Arab seamen pioneered navigational techniques, enabling them to traverse oceans. The Arabs brought to Indonesia and Spain a fresh and vigorous religion, new technology, and new knowledge that helped transform the civilizations.

To guide the reader, I present more than 900 films in alphabetical order. In each of my silent and sound entries, I highlight specific scenes and dialogue pertaining to on-screen Arabs. I also include summaries of scenarios, cast listings, and production credits. Throughout, I pay particular attention to the five Arab character types—Villains, Sheikhs, Maidens, Egyptians, and Palestinians—many of which overlap.

In addition, I offer several appendices:

1) A.K.A.—Alternate Titles. Many of these films have different titles in

video release, or in distribution worldwide.

2) Best List.

3) Recommended Viewing. These scenarios offer balanced and humane
portraits; young people may view them without being ashamed of their
heritage.

4) Worst List.

5) Cannon (Golan-Globus) Films.

6) Epithets Directed at the Film Arab.

7) Reel Arabia: Hollywood’s Arab-Land.

8) Silent Shorts, Travelogues, and Documentaries.

9) Films for Future Review.

10) Glossary: Arabic words and phrases.

Villains

Beginning with Imar the Servitor (1914), up to and including The Mummy Returns (2001), a synergy of images equates Arabs from Syria to the Sudan with quintessential evil. In hundreds of movies “evil” Arabs stalk the screen. We see them assaulting just about every imaginable foe—Americans, Europeans, Israelis, legionnaires, Africans, fellow Arabs—even Hercules and Samson, for heaven’s sake.

Scores of comedies present Arabs as buffoons, stumbling all over themselves. Some of our best known and most popular stars mock Arabs: Will Rogers in Business and Pleasure (1931); Laurel and Hardy in Beau Hunks (1931); Bob Hope and Bing Crosby in Road to Morocco (1942); the Marx Brothers in A Night in Casablanca (1946); Abbott and Costello in Abbott and Costello in the Foreign Legion (1950); the Bowery Boys in Bowery to Bagdad (1955); Jerry Lewis in The Sad Sack (1957); Phil Silvers in Follow that Camel (1967); Marty Feldman in The Last Remake of Beau Geste (1977); Harvey Korman in Americathon (1979); Bugs Bunny in 1001 Rabbit Tales (1982); Dustin Hoffman and Warren Beatty in 
Ishtar (1987); Pauly Shore in In the Army Now (1994); and Jim Varney in Ernest In the Army (1997).

Some protagonists even refer to Arabs as “dogs” and “monkeys.” As a result, those viewers laughing at bumbling reel Arabs leave movie theaters with a sense of solidarity, united by their shared distance from these peoples of ridicule.

In dramas, especially, Hollywood’s stars contest and vanquish reel Arabs. See Emory Johnson in The Gift Girl (1917); Gary Cooper in Beau Sabreur (1928); John Wayne in I Cover the War (1937); Burt Lancaster in Ten Tall Men (1951); Dean Martin in The Ambushers (1967); Michael Caine in Ashanti (1979); Sean Connery in Never Say Never Again (1983); Harrison Ford in Frantic (1988); Kurt Russell in Executive Decision (1996); and Brendan Frasier in The Mummy (1999).

Perhaps in an attempt to further legitimize the stereotype, as well as to attract more viewers, in the mid-1980s studios presented notable African-American actors—among them Eddie Murphy, Louis Gossett, Jr., Robert Guillaume, Samuel Jackson, Denzel Washington, and Shaquille O’Neal—facing off against, and ultimately destroying, reel Arabs.20

In the Disney movie Kazaam (1996), O’Neal pummels three Arab Muslims who covet “all the money in the world.” Four years later, director William Friedkin has actor Samuel Jackson exploiting jingoistic prejudice and religious bigotry in Rules of Engagement (2000). The effects of ethnic exploitation are especially obvious in scenes revealing egregious, false images of Yemeni children as assassins and enemies of the United States.

To my knowledge, no Hollywood WWI, WWII, or Korean War movie has ever shown America’s fighting forces slaughtering children. Yet near the conclusion of Rules of Engagement, US marines open fire on the Yemenis, shooting 83 men, women, and children. During the scene, viewers rose to their feet, clapped and cheered. Boasts director Friedkin, “I’ve seen audiences stand up and applaud the film throughout the United States. ”21 Some viewers applaud Marines gunning down Arabs in war dramas not necessarily because of cultural insensitivity, but because for more than 100 years Hollywood has singled out the Arab as our enemy. Over a period of time, a steady stream of bigoted images does, in fact, tarnish our judgment of a people and their culture.

Rules of Engagement not only reinforces historically damaging stereotypes, but promotes a dangerously generalized portrayal of Arabs as rabidly anti-American. Equally troubling to this honorably discharged US Army veteran is that Rules of Engagement’s credits thank for their assistance the Department of Defense (DOD) and the US Marine Corps. More than fourteen feature films, all of which show Americans killing Arabs, credit the DOD for providing needed equipment, personnel, and technical assistance. Sadly, the Pentagon seems to condone these Arab-bashing ventures, as evidenced in True Lies (1994), Executive Decision (1996), and Freedom Strike (1998).

On November 30, 2000, Hollywood luminaries attended a star-studded 
dinner hosted by Defense Secretary William Cohen in honor of Motion Picture Association President Jack Valenti, for which the Pentagon paid the bill—$295,000. Called on to explain why the DOD personnel were fraternizing with imagemakers at an elaborate Beverly Hills gathering, spokesman Kenneth Bacon said: “If we can have television shows and movies that show the excitement and importance of military life, they can help generate a favorable atmosphere for recruiting.”

The DOD has sometimes shown concern when other peoples have been tarnished on film. For example, in the late 1950s, DOD officials were reluctant to cooperate with moviemakers attempting to advance Japanese stereotypes. When The Bridge Over the River Kwai (1957) was being filmed, Donald Baruch, head of the DOD’s Motion Picture Production Office, cautioned producers not to over-emphasize Japanese terror and torture, advising:

In our ever-increasing responsibility for maintaining a mutual friendship and respect among the people of foreign lands, the use of disparaging terms to identify ethnic, national or religious groups is inimical to our national interest, particularly in motion pictures sanctioned by Government cooperation.22

Arabs are almost always easy targets in war movies. From as early as 1912, decades prior to the 1991 Gulf War, dozens of films presented allied agents and military forces—American, British, French, and more recently Israeli— obliterating Arabs. In the World War I drama The Lost Patrol (1934), a brave British sergeant (Victor McLaglen) guns down “sneaky Arabs, those dirty, filthy swine.” An American newsreel cameraman (John Wayne) helps wipe out a “horde of [Arab] tribesmen” in I Cover the War (1937).

In Sirocco (1951), the first Hollywood feature film projecting Arabs as terrorists, Syrian “fanatics” assail French soldiers and American arms dealer Harry Smith (Humphrey Bogart). The Lost Command (1966) shows French Colonel Raspeguy’s (Anthony Quinn) soldiers killing Algerians. And Israelis gun down sneaky Bedouin in two made-in-Israel films, Sinai Guerrillas (1960) and Sinai Commandos (1968).

Arabs trying to rape, kill, or abduct fair-complexioned Western heroines is a common theme, dominating scenarios from Captured by Bedouins (1912) to The Pelican Brief (1993). In Brief, an Arab hitman tries to assasinate the protagonist, played by Julia Roberts. In Captured, desert bandits kidnap a fair American maiden, but she is eventually rescued by a British officer. As for her Bedouin abductors, they are gunned down by rescuing US Cavalry troops.

Arabs enslave and abuse Africans in about ten films, including A Daughter of the Congo (1930), Drums of Africa (1963), and Ashanti (1979). Noted African-American filmmaker Oscar Micheaux, who made “race movies” from 1919 to 1948, also advanced the Arab-as-abductor theme in his Daughter of the Congo. Though Micheaux’s movies contested Hollywood’s Jim Crow stereotypes of 
blacks, A Daughter of the Congo depicts lecherous Arab slavers abducting and holding hostage a lovely mulatto woman and her maid. The maiden is eventually rescued by the heroic African-American officers of the 10th US Cavalry.

Anti-Christian Arabs appear in dozens of films. When the US military officer in Another Dawn (1937) is asked why Arabs despise Westerners, he barks: “It’s a good Muslim hatred of Christians.” Islam is also portrayed as a violent faith in Legion of the Doomed (1959). Here, an Arab is told, “Kill him before he kills you.” Affirms the Arab as he plunges a knife into his foe’s gut, “You speak the words of Allah.” Yet in The Castilian (1963), Spanish Christians triumph over Arab Muslim zealots. How? By releasing scores of squealing pigs! Terrified of the pigs, the reel Arabs retreat.

Arabs invade the United States and terrorize innocents in Golden Hands of Kurigal(1949), Terror Squad(1988), True Lies (1994), and The Siege (1998). The Siege is especially alarming. In it, Arab immigrants methodically lay waste to Manhattan. Assisted by Arab-American auto mechanics, university students, and a college teacher, they blow up the city’s FBI building, kill scores of government agents, blast theatergoers, and detonate a bomb in a crowded bus.

I discussed the movie’s violent images with director Edward Zwick in New York on April 2, 1998. Zwick told me that because some scenes show innocent Arab Americans being tossed indiscriminately into detention centers, the film would “provoke thought.” Provoke violence, more likely, I thought.

I pointed out that his scenario may be fiction, but the terrorists’ on-screen killings take place in a real city—the Arabs are rounded up in Brooklyn, where many peace-loving Arab Americans reside. After watching reel Arab terrorists murder more than 700 New Yorkers, I said, some viewers may think that Arab Americans belong in those camps.

Zwick argued that he had created balance in the film, pointing out that actor Tony Shalhoub plays a decent Arab-American FBI agent. Zwick’s token good guy reminded me how yesteryear’s producers tried to justify their hostile depictions of Native Americans. In movies showing savage Native Americans massacring settlers, they would point to Tonto, claiming balance. The Siege’s virulent and prejudicial images continue to trouble me, profoundly.

Oily Arabs and robed thugs intent on acquiring nuclear weapons surface in roughly ten films. See Fort Algiers (1958) and Frantic (1988).

At least a dozen made-in-Israel and Golan-Globus movies, such as Eagles Attack at Dawn (1970), Iron Eagle (1986), and Chain of Command (1993), show Americans or Israelis crushing evil-minded Arabs, many of whom are portrayed by Israeli actors.

More than 30 French Foreign Legion movies, virtually a sub-genre of boy’s-own-adventure films, show civilized legionnaires obliterating backward desert Bedouin. These Legion formula films cover a span of more than 80 years, from The Unknown (1915) to Legionnaire (1998). Scenarios display courageous, 
outnumbered legionnaires battling against, and ultimately overcoming, unruly Arabs. Even Porky Pig as a legionnaire and his camel join in the melee, beating up Bedouins in the animated cartoon Little Beau Porky (1936).

Movies imply savage imagery by applying indiscriminately to Arabs and Native Americans both the colonialist’s expression “tribes.” Prototypes of cowboy shoot-’em-ups, screen legionnaires bring down Arabs much the same way as US Cavalrymen terminate Native Americans. Three Beau Geste movies, adaptations of P.C. Wren’s 1924 book, portray British legionnaires as American cowboys; they shoot Arabs as if they were Native Americans.

Though screen Arabs and Native Americans share commonalities, there are some differences. Celluloid Native Americans are projected as war-like and cruel, but unlike reel Arabs, they are seldom depicted as venal, greedy, or hypocritical. Yet some films, notably Broken Arrow (1950), Dances with Wolves (1990), and Last of the Mohicans (1992), portray Native Americans as “noble” savages.

I never expected to encounter movies pitting cowboys against Arabs, but I came across eight shoot-’em-ups, released from 1922 through 1952. Galloping from the Wild West to the Arabian desert in search of adventure and romance are cowboy favorites Tom Mix, Hopalong Cassidy, and Hoot Gibson. Six-shooters drawn, the men in white hats gun down “foul” Arabs. To paraphrase General Philip Henry Sheridan, the images imply that the only good Arab is a dead Arab.

Observes William Greider of the Washington Post, “Much of what Westerners ‘learned’ about Arabs sounds similar to what nineteenth-century Americans ‘discovered’ about Native Americans on this continent... acceptable villains make our troubles so manageable.” In the past, imagemakers punctuated “anti-human qualities in these strange people,” Native Americans. They projected them as savages, not thinking like us, “not sharing our aspirations.” Once one has concluded that Native Americans thrive on violence, disorder, and stealth, it becomes easier to accept rather than challenge “irrational” portraits. Today, says Greider, “The Arab stereotypes created by British and French colonialism are still very much with us.” 23

Film producers, broadcast journalists, and military leaders echo Greider’s Arab-as-Native-American analogy. Seeing marauding desert Arabs approach, the American protagonist in the war movie The Steel Lady (1953) quips, “This is bandit area, worse than Arizona Apache.” In talking up his film Iron Eagle (1986), producer Ron Samuels gushed: Showing an American teen hijacking a jet and wiping out scores of Arabs “was just the kind of story I’d been looking for... It reminded me of the old John Wayne Westerns” [my emphasis].

Seeing Arabs about to attack, an American soldier in Hot Shots! Part Deux (1993) warns his buddies: “Indians on the warpath.” After Demi Moore terminates Arabs in her role as a Navy SEAL recruit in G.I. Jane (1996), she tells her SEAL pals: “Let’s get out of Dodge.”

Declares Scholastic magazine, Native Americans are our “new energy sheikhs!” 
To boost this absurd declaration, the editors placed on their March 5, 1980 “Senior Weekly Reader” cover a stereotypical Native American sitting “astride a camel [not a horse] laden with containers labeled Gas, Oil, and Coal.” Explains Carlos Cortés in his insightful book, The Children Are Watching: How the Media Teach about Diversity, the editors’ disrespectful Native-American-as-sheikh image reinforces “the negative image of Arabs as manipulative moguls while simultaneously using ‘Arabness’ to frame—better yet—taint Native Americans.”

In the mid-1980s, as CNN reporter Mike Greenspan 24 was filing a report from the Israeli-Lebanese border, the camera cut to Israelis on horseback. Greenspan tagged the Israelis “Cowboys” defending against Lebanese “Indians.” And days prior to the 1991 Gulf War, a US Army Colonel appeared on CNN News to tell the viewers he was dispatching “scouts” to “Indian country.”

I discuss a few scenarios that focus on Iranians/Persians, such as The Invincible Six (1970) and Into the Night (1985). Though Iranians are not Arabs, I’ve added the films because some filmmakers and viewers mistakenly perceive them as Arabs, and for a personal reason. The heavies in Into the Night are tagged “Shaheen’s boys.” Since I’m a Shaheen myself, it grates.

Sheikhs

The word “sheikh” means, literally, a wise elderly person, the head of the family, but you would not know that from watching any of Hollywood’s “sheikh” features, more than 160 scenarios, including the Kinetoscope short Sheik Hadj Tahar Hadj Cherif (1894) and the Selig Company’s The Power of the Sultan (1907)—the first movie to be filmed in Los Angeles. Throughout the Arab world, to show respect, people address Muslim religious leaders as sheikhs.

Moviemakers, however, attach a completely different meaning to the word. As Matthew Sweet points out, “The cinematic Arab has never been an attractive figure... in the 1920s he was a swarthy Sheik, wiggling his eyebrows and chasing the [Western] heroine around a tiled courtyard. After the 1973 oil crisis...” producers revitalized the image of the fabulously wealthy and slothful sheikh, only this time he was getting rich at the expense of red-blooded Americans; “he became an inscrutable bully—a Ray-Ban-ed variation of the stereotypes of the Jewish money lender.” 25

Instead of presenting sheikhs as elderly men of wisdom, screenwriters offer romantic melodramas portraying them as stooges-in-sheets, slovenly, hooknosed potentates intent on capturing pale-faced blondes for their harems. Imitating the stereotypical behavior of their lecherous predecessors—the “bestial” Asian, the black “buck,” and the “lascivious” Latino—slovenly Arabs move to swiftly and violently deflower Western maidens. Explains Edward Said, “The perverted sheikh can often be seen snarling at the captured Western hero and blonde girl... [and saying] ‘My men are going to kill you, but they like to amuse themselves before.’”26fs

Early silent films, such as The Unfaithful Odalisque (1903), The Arab (1915), and The Sheik (1921), all present bearded, robed Arab rulers as one collective stereotypical lecherous cur. In The Unfaithful Odalisque, the sheikh not only admonishes his harem maiden, he directs a Nubian slave to lash her with a cat-o’-nine-tails. In The Sheik (1921), Sheikh Ahmed (Valentino) glares at Diana, the kidnapped British lovely and boasts: “When an Arab sees a woman he wants, he takes her!”

Flash forward 33 years. Affirms the sheikh in The Adventures of Hajji Baba (1954): “Give her to me or I’ll take her!”

Moving to kidnap or seduce the Western heroine, clumsy moneyed sheikhs fall all over themselves in more than 60 silent and sound movies, ranging from The Fire and the Sword (1914) to Protocol (1984). Sheikhs disregard Arab women, preferring instead to ravish just one Western woman.

But Hollywood’s silent movies did not dare show Western women bedding sheikhs. Why? Because America’s movie censors objected to love scenes between Westerners and Arabs. Even producers experiencing desert mirages dared not imagine such unions.

Some viewers perceived Valentino’s The Sheik (1921) to be an exception to the rule. Not true. Valentino’s Sheikh Ahmed, who vanquishes Diana, the Western heroine in the movie, is actually a European, not an Arab. This helps explain why the European lover-boy dressed in Arab garb was viewed so positively by his essentially female audience. Note the dialogue, revealing Ahmed to be a European:

Diana, the heroine: His [Ahmed’s] hand is so large for an Arab.

Ahmed’s French friend: He is not an Arab. His father was an Englishman, his mother a Spaniard.

Other desert scenarios followed suit, allowing the hero and heroine to make love, but only after revealing they were actually Western Christians!

In Europe, it was otherwise. As early as 1922, a few European movies such as The Sheik’s Wife (1922) countered fixed themes, showing Western heroines embracing dashing Arab sheikhs.

Both good and evil sheikhs battle each other in about 60 Arabian Nights fantasies, animated and non-animated. A plethora of unsavory characters, wicked viziers, slimy slavers, irreverent magicians, and shady merchants contest courageous princes, princesses, lamp genies, and folk heroes such as Ali Baba, Sinbad, Aladdin and, on occasion, the benevolent caliph. You can see some of them in the four Kismet fantasies (1920, 1930, 1944, 1955), Prisoners of the Casbah (1955), and Aladdin (1992).

Even animated cartoon characters thump Arabs. My childhood hero, Bugs Bunny, clobbers nasty Arabs in 1001 Rabbit Tales (1982). Bugs trounces an ugly genie, a dense sheikh, and the ruler’s spoiled son. My other cartoon hero, Popeye, also trounces Arabs. In the early 1930s, Fleischer Studios’ lengthy Popeye 
cartoons presented Arab folk heroes as rogues, not as champions. Popeye clobbers, not befriends, Ali Baba and Sinbad in Popeye the Sailor Meets Ali Baba’s Forty Thieves and Popeye the Sailor Meets Sinbad the Sailor.

Beginning in the mid-1970s, fresh directors also projected Arab leaders through warped prisms. Emulating their predecessors’ stereotypes they, too, displayed Western heroines fending off over-sexed desert sheikhs.

Yet there are dramatic differences in sheikh images. Once-upon-a-time Arabian Nights movies, such as Ali Baba Goes to Town (1937) and Aladdin and His Lamp (1952), show indolent sheikhs lounging on thrones. And contemporary films present oily, militant, ostentatious sheikhs reclining in Rolls Royces, aspiring to buy up chunks of America.

Today’s films present anti-Christian, anti-Jewish Arab potentates perched atop missile bases, armed with nuclear weapons, plenty of oil, and oodles of cash. Using Islam to justify violence, today’s reel mega-rich hedonists pose a much greater threat to the West, to Israel, and to fellow Arabs than did their predecessors. You can catch a few of their kind in Rollover (1981), Wrong Is Right (1982), The Jewel of the Nile (1985), and American Ninja 4: The Annihilation (1991).

Scantily clad harem maidens attend sheikhs in more than 30 scenarios. The rulers shrug off some, torture others, and enslave the rest. Enslaving international beauties in the X-rated movie Ilsa: Harem Keeper of the Oil Sheikhs (1976) is a depraved Arab ruler and his cohort—Ilsa, the “She-Wolf of the S.S.” Depraved sheikhs also subjugate dwarfs and Africans; see Utz (1992) and Slavers (1977).

Often, producers falsify geopolitical realities. During WWII many Arab nations actively supported the Allies. Moroccan, Tunisian, and Algerian soldiers, for example, fought alongside French troops in North Africa, Italy, and France. Also, Jordanian and Libyan troops assisted members of the British armed services. And late in the conflict, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq declared war on Germany.27

Yet most movies fail to show Arabs fighting alongside the good guys. Instead, burnoosed pro-Nazi potentates, some belonging to the “Arabian Gestapo,” appear in more than ten sheikh movies; see, for example, A Yank in Libya (1942), Action in Arabia (1944), and The Steel Lady (1953). As early as 1943, about fifty years before the Gulf War, Adventure in Iraq (1943) depicts the US Air Force bombing the pro-German Iraqi ruler’s “devil-worshiper” minions into oblivion.

From the start, protagonists ranging from Samson to 007 have battled burnoosed chieftains. Flashback to the 1910s. Two 1918 films, Tarzan of the Apes and Bound in Morocco, show Tarzan and Douglas Fairbanks, respectively, trouncing shifty sheikhs.

Cut to the 1940s. Abbott and Costello and Bing Crosby and Bob Hope follow suit by belittling Arabs in Lost in a Harem (1944) and Road to Morocco (1942).

Advance to the 1950s. The Bowery Boys and Tab Hunter thrash robed rulers in Looking for Danger (1957) and The Steel Lady (1953), respectively.

Flash forward to the 1960s and the 1970s. Elvis Presley, Pat Boone, and Jerry 
Lewis deride Arabs in Harum Scarum (1965), The Perils of Pauline (1967), and Don’t Raise the Bridge, Lower the River (1968). Other stars bashing sheikhs were Ron Ely in Slavers (1977), Michael Douglas in The Jewel of the Nile (1985), Cheech and Chong in Things Are Tough All Over (1982), and Eddie Murphy in Best Defense (1984). And I almost forgot—Burt Braverman drubs two of movie land’s ugliest sheikhs in Hollywood Hot Tubs 2: Educating Crystal (1990).

The movies of the 1980s are especially offensive. They display insolent desert sheikhs with thick accents threatening to rape or enslave starlets: Brooke Shields in Sahara (1983), Goldie Hawn in Protocol (1984), Bo Derek in Bolero (1984), and Kim Basinger in Never Say Never Again (1986).

Finally, five made-in-Israel films lambast sheikhs. Particularly degrading is Golan and Globus’ Paradise (1981). A combination of Western teenagers and chimpanzees finish off the “jackal,” a Christian-hating Bedouin chieftain, and his cohorts.

Maidens

Arab women, meanwhile, are humiliated, demonized, and eroticized in more than 50 feature films.

Half-Arab heroines as well as mute, enslaved Arab women appear in about sixteen features, ranging from foreign Legion films to Arabian Nights fantasies. “The Arabian Nights never end...,” writes William Zinsser:

It is a place where young slave girls lie about on soft couches, stretching their slender legs, ready to do a good turn for any handsome stranger who stumbles into the room. Amid all this décolletage sits the jolly old Caliph, miraculously cool to the wondrous sights around him, puffing his water pipe... This is history at its best.28

Stereotypical idiosyncrasies abound, linking the Arab woman to several regularly repeated “B” images:

1. They appear as bosomy bellydancers leering out from diaphanous veils, or as disposable “knick-knacks,” scantily clad harem maidens with bare midriffs, closeted in the palace’s women’s quarters.

2. Background shots show them as Beasts of Burden, carrying jugs on their heads. Some are “so fat, no one would touch them.”

3. In films such as The Sheltering Sky (1990) they appear as shapeless Bundles of Black, a homogeneous sea of covered women trekking silently behind their unshaven mates.

4. Beginning in 1917 with Fox’s silent Cleopatra, starring Theda Bara, studios labeled Arab women “serpents” and “vampires.” Subsequently, the word “vamp,” a derivation of that word, was added to English dictionaries. Advancing the vampire image are movies such as Saadia (1953) and Beast of Morocco (1966). Both display Arab women as Black magic vamps, or enchantresses “possessed of devils.”

5. In The Leopard Woman (1920) and Nighthawks (1981) they are Bombers intent on killing Westerners.

When those dark-complexioned femmes fatales move to woo the American/British hero, they are often disappointed. The majority of movies, such as Outpost in Morocco (1949), posit that an Arab woman in love with a Western hero must die.

A few films allow Arab maidens to embrace Western males. In A Café in Cairo (1925) and Arabesque (1966), actresses Priscilla Dean and Sophia Loren appear as bright and lovely Arab women. Only after the women ridicule and reject Arab suitors does the scenario allow them to fall into the arms of Western protagonists.

Regrettably, just a handful of movies—Anna Ascends (1922), Princess Tam Tam (1935), Bagdad (1949), Flame of Araby (1951), and Flight from Ashiya (1964), present brave and compassionate Arab women, genuine heroines. There are also admirable queens and princesses in several Cleopatra films and Arabian fantasy tales.

The costume is one way imagemakers make personal and political statements. By covering the reel Arab woman in black and relegating her to silence, the costumer links her with oppression. But throughout the Arab world, from Bahrain to Lebanon, women wear a wide variety of apparel. Some don the traditional black cloaks and veils; others dress in the latest Western fashions, whether it be jeans, designer dresses, or bikinis.

Taken together, her mute on-screen non-behavior and black-cloaked costume serve to alienate the Arab woman from her international sisters, and vice versa. Not only do the reel Arab women never speak, but they are never in the work place, functioning as doctors, computer specialists, school teachers, print and broadcast journalists, or as successful, well-rounded electric or domestic engineers. Movies don’t show charitable Arab women such as those who belong to the Mosaic Foundation, which donates millions to American hospitals. Points out Camelia Anwar Sadat, Syria and Egypt gave women the right to vote as early as Europe did—and much earlier than Switzerland. Today, women make up nearly one-third of the Egyptian parliament. You would never guess from Hollywood’s portrayal of Arab women that they are as diverse and talented as any others. Hollywood has not yet imagined a woman as interesting as Ivonne Abdel-Baki, the daughter of Lebanese immigrants and Ecuador’s ambassador to Washington. Abdel-Baki, a specialist in conflict resolution, graduated from Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government and is fluent in five languages. Or De’ Al-Mohammed, the University of Missouri’s blind fencing star.29 And many, many more.

Addressing movie land’s “B” stereotypes is my friend, a Palestinian film industry lawyer with two children. She, like Ms. Al-Mohammed and other bright, highly-educated Arab women, defy the stereotype. Concerned about stale screen portraits of women, she questions whether future films will present more 
honest images. “Many Arab women like myself work outside the home,” she said. “Some wear hijabs, others do not. What we wear, what kind of clothes other women choose to wear, should not matter. What matters most is how we live our lives, especially that we manage quite well to care for our little ones. Why doesn’t Hollywood make movies showing us bonding with and assisting other women, those like myself who are finding the proper balance between family and professional life?” Why not, indeed?

Egyptians

Egyptian caricatures appear in more than 100 films, from mummy tales to legends of pharaohs and queens to contemporary scenarios. Reel Egyptians routinely descend upon Westerners, Israelis, and fellow Egyptians. Interspersed throughout the movies are souk swindlers as well as begging children scratching for baksheesh. An ever-constant theme shows devious Egyptians moving to defile Western women; see Cecil B. DeMille’s Made for Love (1926) and Sphinx (1981).

Stephen Spielberg’s films Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), Young Sherlock Holmes (1986), and Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989) merit special attention, as do Golan-Globus’ 1960s scenarios, made in Israel: Cairo Operation (1965) and Trunk to Cairo (1965). The producers paint Egyptians as nuclear-crazed and pro-Nazi. Their scenarios are particularly objectionable given the real-life heroics of the Arab Brotherhood of Freedom, a group of brave Egyptians who sided with the Allies during World War II.

Imagemakers are not so harsh with Queen Cleopatra. Beginning with Helen Gardner’s Cleopatra (1912), Hollywood enlisted stars such as Ava Gardner, Theda Bara, Vivian Leigh, Sophia Loren, Claudette Colbert, and Elizabeth Taylor to portray Egypt’s seductive queen. Approximately fifteen movies show Egypt’s queen, encircled by stereotypical maidens, pining over Roman leaders. Only four movies display Egyptian queens romancing Egyptians. The majority display Egyptian royals feuding with fellow Egyptians as well as Rome’s soldiers.

A few movies, such as Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Commandments (1923) and DreamWorks’ Jeffrey Katzenberg’s The Prince of Egypt (1998), feature Egyptian rogues trying to crush heroic Israelites. I found the animated Prince of Egypt to be less offensive than DeMille’s scenarios. Though Katzenberg’s movie displays plenty of Egyptian villains, Prince of Egypt offers more humane, balanced portraits than do DeMille’s 1923 and 1956 versions of The Ten Commandments. DeMille’s 1923 film shows Egyptian guards beating “the dogs of Israel” and Pharaoh’s ten-year-old son whipping Moses.

From the start, moviemakers linked Egypt with the undead. In Georges Méliès’ film The Monster (1903), the camera reveals a bearded Egyptian magician removing a skeleton from its casket. Presto! He transforms the bony thing into a lovely maiden. But not for long. The cunning magician changes the woman back into a skeleton.

Say “Egypt” and producers think “Mummies” and “Money.” Beginning with Vitagraph’s The Egyptian Mummy (1914) and Dust of Egypt (1915), Hollywood presented about 26 mummy films. In order to spook viewers, cinematographers placed gauze over the camera’s lens, creating chilling, dreamlike, and exotic moods. Topping the list is Universal’s The Mummy (1932). Due to a fine screenplay and Boris Karloff’s performance as the mummy Imhotep, this classic stands the test of time as the mummy film. Other popular mummy movies are The Mummy’s Hand (1940), The Mummy’s Tomb (1942), and The Mummy’s Revenge (1973).

Mummy plots are relatively simple: Revived mummies and their caretaker “priests” contest Western archaeologists. In most scenarios, the ambitious gravediggers ignore tomb curses. So of course they suffer the consequences for daring to reawaken Egypt’s sleeping royals. Meanwhile, the Westerners dupe ignorant, superstitious, and two-timing Egyptians.

Once fully revived, the bandages-with-eyes mummy lusts after the archaeologist’s fair-skinned daughter. But the mummy crushes panicked Egyptian workers and all crypt violators— “infidels,” “unbelievers,” and “heretics.” Occasionally, movies like The Awakening (1980) pump up the action by offering decomposed horrors; also in this one, a queen’s evil spirit so contaminates the Western heroine, she kills her father.

Obviously, there’s more to the state of Egypt, the most heavily populated of all Arab countries, than pyramids and curses. Egypt is comprised of a people who take pride in their culture and their long and honorable history. Moving to modernize its economy and to improve the living standards of its population, Egypt now boasts more than fourteen state universities. The likes of scholarly students or noted Egyptian archeologists, men like the celebrated Kamal El Malakh, are absent from movie screens.

Nor do screenwriters present scenarios patterned after Egypt’s renowned journalists and authors, like Rose El-Yousef and Nobel Laureate Naguib Mahfouz. Egyptians, like most other Arabs, are deeply religious and are noted for their warm hospitality. In villages and throughout cosmopolitan cities like Cairo and Alexandria, Ahlan wa Sahlan (Welcome, this is your home) is spoken as often as “good morning.”

Though I do not analyze Mexican “Aztec” mummy and mayhem features, it’s important to point out that Aztec scenarios correspond with Egyptian curse movies. See Curse of the Aztec Mummy (1959), Attack of the Mayan Mummy (1963), and Wrestling Women Versus The Aztec Mummy (1964). Even Robot Versus the Aztec Mummy (1959) emulates Hollywood’s Egyptian formula films, with a tomb inscription that warns archaeologists: “He who defiles the tomb runs the risk of death. Those disregarding the warning perish.”


Palestinians


Observed Mark Twain, “We are all ignorant, just about different things.” When it comes to the Middle East, many Americans are ignorant about the history and plight of the Palestinian people. One reason is that moviegoers may mistakenly believe reel Palestinians, those ugly make-believe film “terrorists,” are real Palestinians. Should this be true, then what must viewers think of Palestinians after exiting movie theaters?

To assume viewers acquire some true knowledge of Palestinians after watching the 45 Palestinian fiction films that I discuss here is both dangerous and misleading. It’s the same as thinking that you could acquire accurate knowledge of Africans by watching Tarzan movies, or that you would know all about Americans after watching movies about serial killers.

More than half of the Palestinian movies were released in the 1980s and 1990s; nineteen from 1983–1989; nine from 1990–1998. Absent from Hollywood’s Israeli-Palestinian movies are human dramas revealing Palestinians as normal folk—computer specialists, domestic engineers, farmers, teachers, and artists. Never do movies present Palestinians as innocent victims and Israelis as brutal oppressors. No movie shows Israeli soldiers and settlers uprooting olive orchards, gunning down Palestinian civilians in Palestinian cities. No movie shows Palestinian families struggling to survive under occupation, living in refugee camps, striving to have their own country and passports stating “Palestine.” Disturbingly, only two scenarios present Palestinian families.

Watching these, I questioned the defamation of Palestinians. Is there an unwritten cinematic code stating Hollywood will present all Palestinians as irrational and bad, all Israelis as rational and good?

One year after the state of Israel was born, the film Sword of the Desert (1949) presented Palestine according to the popular Zionist slogan, as a land without a people—even though the vast majority of people living in Palestine at the time were, in fact, Palestinians. This myth—no-Palestinians-reside-in-Palestine—is also served up in Cast a Giant Shadow (1966) and Judith (1966).

A decade after Sword of the Desert, Paul Newman declared war on the Palestinians in Exodus (1960). Hollywood’s heroes followed suit. In Prisoner in the Middle (1974), David Janssen links up with Israeli forces; together they gun down Palestinian nuclear terrorists. Films from the 1980s such as The Delta Force (1986) and Wanted: Dead or Alive (1987) present Lee Marvin, Chuck Norris, and Rutger Hauer blasting Palestinians in the Mideast and in Los Angeles. In the 1990s, Charlie Sheen and Kurt Russell obliterate Palestinians in Lebanon and aboard a passenger jet, in Navy SEALs (1990) and Executive Decision (1996).

In Ministry of Vengeance (1989) filmmakers dishonor Palestinians and American military chaplains as well. In lieu of presenting the chaplain, a Vietnam veteran, as a devout, non-violent man, the minister exterminates Palestinians. The minister’s parishioners approve of the killings, applauding him.

Seven films, including True Lies (1994) and Wanted: Dead or Alive (1987), project the Palestinian as a nerve-gassing nuclear terrorist. In more than eleven movies, including Half-Moon Street (1986), Terror in Beverly Hills (1988), and Appointment with Death (1988), Palestinian evildoers injure and physically threaten Western women and children.

The reader should pay special attention to Black Sunday (1977), Hollywood’s first major movie showing Palestinians terrorizing and killing Americans on US soil. Telecast annually the week of Super Bowl Sunday, the movie presents Dahlia, a Palestinian terrorist, and her cohort Fasil. They aim to massacre 80,000 Super Bowl spectators, including the American President, a Jimmy Carter look-alike.

Dictating numerous Palestinian-as-terrorist scenarios is the Israeli connection. More than half (28) of the Palestinian movies were filmed in Israel. Nearly all of the made-in-Israel films, especially the seven Cannon movies, display violent, sex-crazed Palestinian “bastards [and] animals” contesting Westerners, Israelis, and fellow Arabs.

I believe Cannon’s poisonous scenarios are not accidental, but rather propaganda disguised as entertainment. Even in the early 1900s studio moguls knew that motion pictures could serve propagandists. Following WWI, Adolph Zukor, the head of Paramount Pictures, affirmed this film-as-propaganda fact, saying fiction films should no longer be viewed as simply “entertainment and amusement.” The war years, he said, “register[ed] indisputably the fact that as an avenue of propaganda, as a channel for conveying thought and opinion, the movies are unequaled by any form of communication.” 30

Gratuitous Scenes and Slurs

Shockingly, producers insert egregious, amoral Villains, Maidens, Sheikhs, Egyptians, and Palestinians in more than 250 movies that have absolutely nothing to do with Arabs or the Middle East. I refer to these films as cameos. Appearing like unexpected jumbo potholes on paved streets, nasty Arabs clutter hundreds of non-Arab scenarios—and even noted filmmakers such as Steven Spielberg, Francis Ford Coppola, and Ridley Scott participate in this. See The Black Stallion (1979), Back to the Future (1985), Young Sherlock Holmes (1985), and G.I. Jane (1997).

Renowned writers such as Neil Simon, Tom Wolfe, and Paddy Chayefsky also tarnished Arabs. About 40 films, including Network (1976), Chapter Two (1979), and The Bonfire of the Vanities (1990), contain discriminatory dialogue.

Between 1980–2001, Hollywood released more than 120 of these cameo features. Apparently, studio executives looked the other way, approving the insidious anti-Arab insertions. How would reasonable moviegoers react had the villains not been Arab? What if these hundreds of cameo movies had saturated audiences not with visions of “primitive” Arabs, but rather with cruel celluloid caricatures of other groups? Would you walk away in anger, thinking 
Hollywood’s slanderous insertions were intentional and discriminatory? Or would you leave the theater in an apathetic state, believing the corruptive insertions to be harmless and accidental?

Why the Stereotype?

Ask a film industry executive, director, or writer whether it is ethical to perpetuate ethnic or racial stereotypes and you can expect a quick negative response. How then, to explain that since 1970, these very same individuals produced, directed, and scripted more than 350 films portraying Arabs as insidious cultural “others”?

Either filmmakers are perpetuating the stereotype unknowingly, and would immediately disassociate themselves from such activities were they to realize the implications of their actions, or they are doing so knowingly and will only stop when sufficient pressure is brought to bear on them.

It is difficult to imagine that screenwriters who draft scenes of fat, lecherous sheikhs ogling Western blondes, or crazed Arab terrorists threatening to blow up America with nuclear weapons, are not precisely aware of what they are doing. But we sometimes forget that one of the elements that makes stereotyping so powerful, and so hard to eliminate, is that it is self-perpetuating. Filmmakers grew up watching Western heroes crush hundreds of reel “bad” Arabs. Some naturally repeat the stereotype without realizing that, in so doing, they are innocently joining the ranks of the stereotypes’ creators.

Huge inroads have been made toward the elimination of many racial and ethnic stereotypes from the movie screen, but Hollywood’s stereotype of Arabs remains unabated. Over the last three decades stereotypical portraits have actually increased in number and virulence.

The Arab stereotype’s extraordinary longevity is the result, I believe, of a collection of factors. For starters, consider print and broadcast “if it bleeds, it leads” news reports. Like most Americans, creators of popular culture (including novelists, cartoonists, and filmmakers) form their opinions of a people, in part, based on what they read in print, hear on the radio, and see on television. Like the rest of us, they are inundated and influenced by a continuous flow of “seen one, seen ’em all” headlines and sound bites.

New reports selectively and relentlessly focus on a minority of a minority of Arabs, the radical fringe. The seemingly indelible Arab-as-villain image wrongly conveys the message that the vast majority of the 265 million peace-loving Arabs are “bad guys.”

The image began to intensify in the late 1940s when the state of Israel was founded on Palestinian land. From that preemptive point on—through the Arab-Israeli wars of 1948, 1967, and 1973, the hijacking of planes, the disruptive 1973 Arab oil embargo, along with the rise of Libya’s Muammar 
Qaddafi and Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini—shot after shot delivered the relentless drum beat that all Arabs were and are the Godless Enemy Other.

Right through the 1980s, the 1990s, and into the twenty-first century, this “bad people” image prevailed, especially during the Palestinian intifada and the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. In 1980, the rabid followers of Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini held 52 Americans hostage at the US Embassy in Teheran for 444 days. Nightly, TV cameras blazoned across the planet Khomeini’s supporters chanting “Death to America!” and calling our country “the Great Satan” as they burned our flag and, in effigy, Uncle Sam himself.

At the height of the Iranian hostage crisis anti-Arab feelings intensified, as 70 percent of Americans wrongly identified Iran as an Arab country. Even today, most Americans think of Iranians as Arabs. In fact, Iranians are Persians, another people altogether.

Mindlessly adopted and casually adapted, the Arab-as-enemy stereotype narrows our vision and blurs reality. Juicy and marketable news headlines are picked up and repeated by the global news services, triggering further misunderstandings.

It got worse in the 1990s. Two major events, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait that led to the Gulf War, and the bombing of New York City’s World Trade Center, combined to create a misguided mindset, leading some Americans to believe all Arabs are terrorists and that Arabs do not value human life as much as we do. As a result, some of us began even perceiving our fellow Americans of Arab descent as clones of Iraq’s Saddam Hussein and the terrorist Osama bin Laden. Well, I think you get the picture.

Damaging portraits, notably those presenting Arabs as America’s enemy, affect all people, influencing world public opinion and policy. Given the pervasive stereotype, it comes as no surprise that some of us—and the US State Department—find it difficult to accept Egyptians, Moroccans, Palestinians, and other Arabs as friends.

Not only do these violent news images of extremists reinforce and exacerbate already prevalent stereotypes, but they serve as both a source and excuse for continued Arab-bashing by those filmmakers eager to exploit the issue. In particular, the news programs are used by some producers and directors to deny they are actually engaged in stereotyping. “We’re not stereotyping,” they object. “Just look at your television set. Those are real Arabs.”

Such responses are disingenuous and dishonest. As we know, news reports by their very nature cover extraordinary events. We should not expect reporters to inundate the airwaves with the lives of ordinary Arabs. But filmmakers have a moral obligation not to advance the news media’s sins of omission and commission, not to tar an entire group of people on the basis of the crimes and the alleged crimes of a few.

Taken together, news and movie images wrench the truth out of shape to 
influence billions of people. Regrettably, gross misperceptions abound and continue to plaster on movie screens those distorted “pictures in our heads” that Walter Lippmann bemoaned some 70 years ago.

Why would anyone take part in the denigration of a people knowingly? I think one answer is the Arab-Israeli conflict. Though the majority of moviemakers are fair-minded professionals, there are some who, in the interests of pursuing their own political or personal agenda, are willing to perpetuate hate. These individuals may be expected to continue to indict Arabs on movie screens for as long as unjust images are tolerated.

New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd offers another answer: “[S]tereotypes are not only offensive [but] they are also comforting. They... exempt people from any further mental or emotional effort. They wrap life in the arch toastiness of fairy tale and myth. They make complicated understandings unnecessary.”31 Convenient stereotypes make everyone’s job easier. Rather than having to pen a good joke, the writer inserts a stumbling, bumbling sheikh. Looking for a villain? Toss in an Arab terrorist—We all know what they look like from watching movies and TV. No thought required. As for the audience? Well, it also makes some of us feel better to see ourselves as superior to someone else. If one is no longer allowed to feel superior to Asians, Jews, Latinos, or blacks, at least we can feel superior to those wretched Arabs.

For some producers, Arabs are convenient scapegoats. Asked to explain why his Iron Eagle (1996) displayed heinous Arabs, writer-director Sidney J. Furie had this to say to NBC producer Arthur Lord:

Look, [in movies] there always has to be a bad guy. And so you make one up... an acceptable bad guy. I mean, it has to be something. It has to be somebody, cause there’s good and evil. Something has to represent evil. And in our picture, as an example, we didn’t give the country a name and we didn’t say it was Arab. I mean you have to be an idiot not to think it was [Arab]. But so what!32

But don’t forget about peer pressure. I recall asking one producer why he and his co-workers never projected Arabs and Arab Americans as “regular” folk in comedies and dramas. To my astonishment, he confided, “Jack, some of us are reluctant to present good Arabs, even good Arab Americans in our movies, because we’ll be labeled pro-Arab.”

Certainly, the Department of Defense’s rubber-stamping of motion pictures that lambast Arabs plays a role. The fact is, the government has a history of playing a role in what movies do and don’t get made. As early as 1917, the federal government not only acknowledged the power of film to influence political thought, it took on the wrongful role of censor. As soon as the United States declared war on Germany, the government declared that no Hollywood movie could arouse prejudice against friendly nations. The 1917 film The Spirit of ‘76 reveals heroic American revolutionaries such as Patrick Henry and Paul Revere. Yet some frames show British soldiers committing acts of atrocities. As England was our World War I ally, the government protested; a judge declared that producer Robert Goldstein’s movie advanced anti-British sentiments. Calling the film “potent German propaganda,”33 the judge sentenced Goldstein to prison.

Greed, too, is an incentive. Bash-the-Arab movies make money. Thus, some producers exploit the stereotype for profit.

Other moviemakers fail to offer a corrective because they may be indolent, inflexible, or indifferent. Certainly in the past, ignorance, the handmaiden of bigotry, was a contributing factor.

The absence of vibrant film criticism is another cause. A much-needed recourse against harmful Arab images would be more vigorous criticism emanating from industry executives and movie critics. I recall, still, Bosley Crowther’s New York Times review of Adventure in Sahara (1938). Instead of criticizing stereotypes, Crowther advanced them, writing: “We know the desert is no picnic and you can’t trust an Arab very far.”

Another factor is silence. No significant element of public opinion has yet to oppose the stereotype; even scholars and government officials are mum. For example, when Andrew Cuomo was running for governor of New York, a state where many Americans of Arab heritage reside, Cuomo said he was “very interested in the topic of discrimination” and stereotyping; he was alert to the fact that there is “a robust hunger for vulgar stereotypes in popular culture.” Imagemakers, he says, are “still stereotyping Italian Americans, Irish Americans, African Americans, Native Americans, and American Jews.”34 Yet Cuomo fails to mention coarse stereotypes of Arab Americans. If we are ever to illuminate our common humanity, our nation’s leaders must challenge all hateful stereotypes. Teachers need to move forward and incorporate, at long last, discussions of Arab caricatures in schools, colleges, military, and government classrooms.

Ethnic stereotypes do not die off on their own, but are hunted down and terminated by those whom the stereotypes victimize. Other groups, like African Americans, Asian Americans, and Jewish Americans, have acted aggressively against discriminatory portraits. Arab Americans as a group, however, have been slow to mobilize and, as a result, their protests are rarely heard in Hollywood and even when heard, are heard too faintly to get the offenders to back off.

Another reason is lack of presence. With the exception of a few movies like Party Girl (1995) and A Perfect Murder (1998), Arab Americans are invisible on movie screens. One reason, simply put, is that there are not many Arab Americans involved in the film industry; not one is a famous Hollywood celebrity.

What does their absence have to do with contesting stereotypes? Well, one answer is that movie stars have clout. Consider how Brad Pitt altered the scenario of The Devil’s Own (1996). After reading the initial script, Pitt protested, telling the studio the screenplay made him “uneasy” because it was loaded with 
stereotypes—“full of leprechaun jokes and green beer.” The dialogue, he argued, unfairly painted his character as a stereotypical Irish “bad” guy. Explains Pitt, “I had the responsibility to represent somewhat these [Irish] people whose lives have been shattered. It would have been an injustice to Hollywood-ize it.” Unless changes were made to humanize the Irish people, especially his character, Pitt threatened to walk. The studio acquiesced, bringing in another writer to make the necessary changes.

Also, when it comes to studio moguls, not one Arab American belongs to the media elite. The community boasts no communication giants comparable to Disney’s Michael Eisner, DreamWorks’ Jeffrey Katzenberg, Fox’s Rupert Murdoch, or Time-Warner’s Ted Turner.

The lack of an Arab-American presence impacts the stereotype in another way. The industry has a dearth of those men and women who would be the most naturally inclined to strive for accurate and balanced portrayals of Arabs. But a number of high-level Arab Americans in the industry over the course of time would rectify the situation. It’s difficult to demean people and their heritage when they’re standing in front of you, especially if those persons are your bosses.

Not so long ago, women and minorities were excluded from studios’ executive offices. Not anymore. Explains director Spike Lee, “Look at the number of women in the film industry now—Amy Pascal is running Sony, you have Sherry Lansing at Paramount, and Stacey Snider at Universal—and twenty years ago there were no women heads of studios... This is a gradual process.”35

Contesting cinema’s defamatory images is as American as apple pie. From the beginning, America’s blacks, Jews, and Irish moved to break down walls of mistrust and suspicion. What did these diverse peoples have in common? Well, they formed pressure groups, lobbying the industry for more balanced images.

In the early 1900s, “Cinema’s new presence as a form of mass entertainment made ethnic groups more sensitive to the way they were portrayed on the screen,” explains Charles Musser. Though “film stereotypes faded only slowly,” says Musser, “egregious representations were often followed by protest.”

It began with the Irish. The year, 1907. The manager of the Lyric Theater in Providence, Rhode Island, screened a comedy about Murphy, a drunken Irishman. Abruptly,

Irish film-goers in nearby Pawtucket [became] so outraged when they saw the picture that they threatened to destroy the Lyric [unless the film] was banned. [Enter] Mayor McCarthy of Providence. [He] saw the show, and banned the film.

Declared McCarthy: This movie is “a deliberate insult to a respectable race.” 36

Another “respectable race” was tarred in D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915), in which all blacks are portrayed as brutes. As a result, the film stirred up race hatred against blacks, prompting the Ku Klux Klan to use it for Klan recruiting. The mayor of Boston, James Curley, refused to ban or censor the film. He shrugged off protests from the NAACP’s Boston branch, arguing, “the objections to The Birth of a Nation as racist propaganda would be no more valid than protests against Shakespeare’s Henry VIII for maligning the Roman Catholic church.”

One year later, members of the B’nai Brith protested the portrayal of Jews as Christ-killers in D.W. Griffith’s biblical epic Intolerance (1916). Argued the B’nai Brith, too many Jewish extras surrounded the cross where Christ was to be crucified. Griffith responded by burning the protested footage. Yet he re-shot the controversial crucifixion scene, adding Roman extras, deleting some Jewish ones. A decade later, Jewish groups objected to Jewish images in Cecil B. DeMille’s spectacle The King of Kings (1927). DeMille, too, deleted the offending scenes. Later, Will Hayes, the chairman of the film censorship board, said that in the future, he and his committee would consult the B’nai Brith on films with subjects of Jewish interest.

Regrettably, America’s Arabs do not yet have an organized and active lobby in Los Angeles. To bring about fundamental changes in how motion pictures project Arabs, a systematic lobbying effort is needed. Though the Arab-American and Muslim-American presence is steadily growing in number and visibility in the United States, only a few Arab Americans meet with and discuss the stereotype with filmmakers. When dialogue does occur, some discriminatory portraits are altered. Declares a February 3, 2001 Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) fax: “The villains in Paramount’s upcoming film, The Sum of All Fears, were changed to ‘European neo-Nazis.’” CAIR officials acknowledged Paramount for this important change, as Tom Clancy’s book, on which the movie is based, presents Arab Muslims detonating a nuclear device at the Super Bowl in Denver. In a letter to CAIR, the film’s director, Phil Alden Robinson, wrote: “I hope you will be reassured that I have no intention of portraying negative images of Arabs or Muslims.”

Ongoing informal and formal meetings with movie executives are essential. Such sessions enable community members to more readily explain to producers the negative effects misperceptions of Arabs have on their children as well as on American public opinion and policy. Also, Arab Americans need to reach out and expand their concerns with well-established ethnic and minority lobbying groups—with Asians, blacks, Jews, Latinos, gays and lesbians, and others.

Positives

To see is to make possible new ways of seeing. In this book, I have tried to be uncompromisingly truthful, and to expose the Hollywood stereotype of Arabs for all to see.

While it is true that most filmmakers have vilified the Arab, others have not. Some contested harmful stereotypes, displaying positive images—that is, casting an Arab as a regular person.

In memorable well-written movies, ranging from the Arabian nights fantasy The Thief of Bagdad (1924) to the World War II drama Sahara (1943), producers present Arabs not as a threateningly different people but as “regular” folks, even as heroes. In Sahara, to save his American friends, a courageous Arab soldier sacrifices his life.

Note this father and son exchange from the film Earthbound (1980):

Son: Why do they [the police] hate us so?

Father: I guess because we’re different.

Son: Just because somebody’s different doesn’t mean they have to hate ‘em. It’s stupid.

Father: It’s been stupid for a long time.

At first, I had difficulty uncovering “regular” and admirable Arab characters— it was like trying to find an oasis in the desert. Yet I discovered more than 50 motion pictures sans Arab villains, five percent of the total number reviewed here. Refreshingly, these movies debunk stale images, humanizing Arabs.

As for those Arabian Nights fantasies of yesteryear, only a few viziers, magicians, or other scalawags lie in ambush. Mostly fabulous Arabs appear in The Desert Song (1929), Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves (1944), Son of Sinbad (1955), and Aladdin and His Magic Lamp (1969). The movies present viewers with brave and moral protagonists: Aladdin, Ali Baba, and Sinbad. Emulating the deeds of Robin Hood and his men of Sherwood Forest, Arabs liberate the poor from the rich, and free the oppressed from corrupt rulers.

Worth noting is the presence of glittering Arabs in non-fantasy movies. A heroic Egyptian princess appears in the movie serial Chandu the Magician (1932). A courageous Egyptian innkeeper assists British troops in Five Graves to Cairo (1943). Gambit (1966) displays a compassionate Arab entrepreneur. In King Richard and the Crusaders (1954), Saladin surfaces as a dignified, more humane leader than his counterpart, Richard.

Some independent Israeli filmmakers, notably those whose movies were financed by the Fund for the Promotion of Israeli Quality Films, allow viewers to empathize with Palestinians, presenting three-dimensional portraits. To their credit, producers of Beyond the Walls (1984) and Cup Final (1992) contest the self-promotional history and Palestinian stereotypes spun out by most other filmmakers. Both movies show the Palestinian and the Israeli protagonist bonding; the two men are projected as soul-mates, innocent victims of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

I recommend several top-notch movies, produced in Australia, France, Germany, and Italy. Three of the films offer telling illustrations of how prejudice impacts Arabs, blacks, Jews, and Germans. See Ali: Fear Eats the Soul (1974), The Camel Boy (1984), and Hate (1995).


Solutions


The time is long overdue for Hollywood to end its undeclared war on Arabs, and to cease misrepresenting and maligning them.

All I ask of filmmakers is to be even-handed, to project Arabs as they do other people—no better, no worse. They should enjoy at the very least relative immunity from prejudicial portrayal.

Established professionals and young, energetic moviemakers should step forward and create movies that change the way viewers perceive reel Arabs. They should incorporate this axiom: The denigration of one people, one religion, is the denigration of all people, all religions. As Holocaust survivor and Nobel Prize winner Elie Wiesel reminds us, no human race is superior, no religious faith is inferior; every nation has its share of bad people and good people.

I challenge Hollywood’s producers to acknowledge unjust portraits of the past century and embrace Wiesel’s wisdom, taking the high ground and projecting Arabs as ordinary and decent world citizens.

Affirms Thoreau, “It is never too late to give up our prejudices... Men [and women] hit only what they aim at.” Filmmakers should remember to aim high and heed the advice of DreamWorks’ chairman Jeffrey Katzenberg, who told me: “Each of us in Hollywood has the opportunity to assume individual responsibility for creating films that elevate rather than denigrate, that shed light rather than dwell in darkness, that aim for the highest common denominator rather than the lowest.”

A few producers did aim high, creating fresh scenarios humanizing Arabs. The Lion of the Desert (1981) and The 13th Warrior (1999) not only explored the various facets of the human heart, but the films also made money at the box office.

Imagemakers could illuminate the human condition and enhance tolerance by revising classics such as Crossfire (1947) and the Academy Award-winning film Gentleman’s Agreement (1947). The producers combined truth with cinematic sensitivity and skill, resulting in two memorable films. Crossfire details the tragic consequences of an ex-soldier’s (Robert Ryan) anti-Semitic actions. To better understand the nature of prejudice, Gentleman’s Agreement’s protagonist, a crusading reporter portrayed by Gregory Peck, feigns being a Jew, and writes about anti-Semitism. The journalist’s son questions his father’s assignment:

Son: What’s anti-Semitism?

Father: Some people don’t like other people just because they’re Jews.

Son: Why? Are some bad?

Father: Some are. Some aren’t. Just like everybody else.

As both Arabs and Jews are Semites, revised versions of the two excellent 1947 
movies would serve to sensitize viewers as well as imagemakers. An altered Crossfire could show an Arab American as a victim of prejudice. A fresh Gentleman’s Agreement could reveal a reporter feigning to be Arab, writing about the new anti-Semitism.

Another way to curtail insidious portraits is to provide imagemakers with the long-awaited evidence—as found in this book—revealing that for more than a century Hollywood has targeted the Arab as the “other.” The evidence documented here is intended to fill the empty desert between Hollywood and the Arabs that until now has seemed untraversable. Writing it has convinced me that the discussion of screen Arabs is not only historically relevant, but a legitimate and important undertaking.

I am confident this book will find its place in college classrooms. When young people, especially students of the cinema, are aware how moviemakers’ tainted brushes have discolored Arabs, up-and-coming filmmakers will alter stereotypical portraits.

Openness to change is an American tradition. Not so many years ago, imagemakers repeatedly projected Native Americans, Asians, Italians, and Latinos as cultural “others.” No longer.

Ultimately, it is a matter of conscience and morality. Filmmakers opting to shed light would join a select and distinguished group—innovative, spirited men and women who not only contested stale stereotypes, but created more honest and humane portraits.

Overlooked in nearly all the films is this telling fact: The Arabs are an exceptionally hospitable people. Most Arabs I know are warm, outgoing, and friendly, abiding by the proverb, “Even this small room is space enough for 1,000 friends.” I still recall my visit to Manama, Bahrain, in the summer of 1981. Seeking to escape the noonday heat and traffic snarls, I meditated at the entrance of a cool and peaceful mosque. After some time, Mohammed, a smiling cab driver who had just finished saying his ritual prayers, approached me. It was obvious to him that I was an exhausted visitor. Mohammed offered me some bottled water, insisting he take me to my host’s home, gratis. His soft-spoken words and kindness ruled the moment; all I could say was “Thank you.” Throughout the region, such helpful gestures are common.

When I think about how cinema’s injurious stereotypes stand in stark contrast to the warm and hospitable Arabs I know, my thoughts turn to my late friend Alex Odeh, a poet and a champion of human rights. In his poem, Alex equates stereotypes with lies:

Lies are like the dead ashes;

when the wind of truth blows,

the lies are dispersed like dust...

and disappear.

As for the future, I believe my children Michael and Michele will witness the demise of reel bad Arabs, and see the stereotypes slowly fade away like the smile on the Cheshire cat, into an overdue oblivion.

This book, the result of two decades of research, has been a daunting enterprise. To be sure, there are movies I have missed. Though I am appending a list of about 120 feature films that call for analysis, there are still plenty of films out there with hostile Arabs. Thus, I invite you, good reader, to rally round the cause, to join me in wiping the shadows of unjust portraits off the silver screen. Contest slanderous portraits whenever you see them—now and in the morrow.

Assist me in identifying stereotypes beyond those cited here. I look forward to hearing from you and reading your evaluations of undiscovered and upcoming motion pictures with negative and positive Arab themes, characters, dialogue, and settings. Your role as a non-commissioned observer is especially important because it will help you bring to the cause a continuing reminder for producers and writers that they have an obligation—but also an opportunity—to live up to their humanitarian responsibilities. Your input will add to my interpretation of new films I am already researching. Cumulatively, our joint efforts may lead to another edition. When and if it does, I will gratefully acknowledge the source of every contribution I can use. My e-mail address is info@interlinkbooks.com

To paraphrase an Arab proverb, Eed wahdeh ma fiha tza’if, one hand alone does not clap. Believe me, by working together we will shatter the stereotype.





REVIEWED FILMS A–Z




ABBOTT AND COSTELLO IN THE FOREIGN LEGION (1950), UI. Bud Abbott, Lou Costello, Patricia Medina, Walter Slezak, Douglass Dumbrille, Wee Willie Davis. See Beau Hunks (1931). VILLAINS, SHEIKHS

Arabs vs. Abbott and Costello, Arabs vs. legionnaires. While rescuing legionnaires, the duo mock and topple Algerian “bandits.” Abbott and Costello’s 25th film reveals scantily clad slave girls and dancing harem maidens. The Breen Office, concerned about the costuming of the harem girls, issued this statement to the producers: “We wish to emphasize... with all the force at our command, the necessity of guarding most carefully the problem of costumes in this picture. As we review the material, it seems to us that there are many occasions for difficulties with inadequate costumes for the women in the harems and the like to crop up during the course of the filming of the picture. We recommend this problem to your most careful supervision...”37

Scene: Brooklyn. A popular wrestler, “Abdullah the Assassin” (Davis), gets homesick and skips off to Algeria. His US promoters dispatch Jonesy and Max (Bud and Lou) to bring Abdullah back to the US.

• Algeria. Duped into joining the Foreign Legion, Bud and Lou dodge desert cutthroats and pursue slave maidens. Abdullah’s evil cousin, Sheikh Hamud El Khalid (Dumbrille), raids the railroad. Intent on extorting monies from the rail company, Hamud moves to kill Bud and Lou.

• Auction block. Lou ponders whether he can purchase slave girls for “$1.25 down and $1.00 a month.” He outbids Hamud, receiving six “knick-knacks.” Furious, Hamud plans “an extremely painful death”; his men attack Bud and Lou in a back alley. Enter Nicole (Medina), a French undercover agent posing as an Arab; she saves them.

• Abdullah is told that unless he returns home, he will be obliged to marry Sheikh Hamud’s daughter. He asks, “Is she a dog?”

• The desert. An alligator displays an old Arab’s false teeth. Arabs on horseback try to catch up with Bud and Lou’s jeep. The action is similar to a scene in Ride ‘Em Cowboy (1942) in which Native Americans chase the protagonists. Acting as stereotypical Native Americans, Arabs function as fodder for cheap laughs.

• Hamud’s sneaky men slay a Legion patrol.

• Hamud’s camp. Bud and Lou dupe Arabs into fighting Arabs. Employing “Arabian onions” they floor Arabs with a single breath. A press release for the movie stated that during the shoot Lou Costello ate “two Arab apples.” But the Arab apples were really raw onions. Costello swears they gave him strength for his wrestling bouts with Abdullah.38

• Hamud plans to dynamite Fort Apar, but Bud and Lou turn the tables on him. They convince Hamud’s men to enter the Legion Fort. Then, they blow up the fort, killing gobs of Arabs. See the cartoon “Little Beau Porky.” In it, “Ali Mode,” a fat, black-bearded desert bandit and his “Riff Raffs” also charge the Legion fort. But Porky and a camel extinguish them.

Dialogue: Wearing Bedouin garb, Bud and Lou protest: “Hey, we’re not Arabs!”

Notes: TV viewers still see legionnaires tumbling desert Arabs. For example, reruns of Buster Crabbe’s TV series Captain Gallant of the Foreign Legion (1955),39 surface on the Nostalgia channel. Thirty-nine of the 65 half-hour episodes were actually filmed in Morocco, in cooperation with French authorities. In 1957, Merle Oberon hosted on CBS-TV the half-hour British adventure series Assignment Foreign Legion. In each episode Oberon appears as a foreign correspondent assigned to North Africa. The TV series was filmed on location in Algiers, Morocco, and Spain.

• See Hal Roach’s short Arabian Tights (1933), starring Charlie Chase. Here, too, Americans with the foreign Legion contest desert “Algerian hillbillies.” Bearded Arabs toting sabers disguise themselves as harem maidens. When the legionnaires remove their veils—surprise! A legionnaire removes a hair from the wealthy sheikh’s beard, then attaches it to an out-of-tune violin. Desert Arabs speaking gibberish hold the blonde heroine hostage. In the end, the sheikh with “plenty of money” and the legionnaires unite, opening a business. The camera cuts to a US amusement park banner stating: “Sheik Ali Chase’s Oriental dancers, Admission 10 cents.”

•Also see The World of Abbott and Costello (1964). Comedian Jack E. Leonard narrates this film compilation of stock footage taken from films such as Abbott and Costello in the Foreign Legion (1950) and Abbott and Costello Meet the Mummy (1955).

ABBOTT AND COSTELLO MEET THE MUMMY (1955), UNI. Bud Abbott, Lou Costello, Marie Windsor, Michael Ansara. EGYPTIANS, MAIDENS

Bud and Lou confront Klaris, a 4,000-year-old mummy and deride feuding Egyptians. Egyptians vs. Egyptians. P.T. Barnum began marketing sarcophagi and mummies in 1823.

Scene: Stock footage of Egypt displays camels and pyramids. Cut to two Egyptian sects; one coveting Princess Ara’s treasures, the other wanting to keep her riches intact. Both cults worship Klaris, keeping the mummy alive with secret “nourishment.”

• Cultists move to pilfer a sacred medallion, killing the noted Egyptologist, Dr. Gustav Zoomer. Though “it means death to whoever holds it,” the medallion may pinpoint Ara’s fortune.

• The cult leader, Madame Rontru (Windsor), a femme fatale with killer hirelings, threatens Bud and Lou, the “infidels.”

• Egyptian policemen acting as buffoons collide with Egyptian curs.

• The desert. A trap door leads to a secret passageway beneath a pyramid. Inside, the pyramid, Klaris guards Princess Ara’s Tomb. Lou spots the mummy, screaming, “Bandages with eyes!” How can Bud and Lou dispatch this mummy? Dynamite does the job!

• Lou dons Arab garb; Bud poses as a mummy. Together, they bring down the cultists, and then secure Princess Ara’s long-lost treasures.

• Bud and Lou also preserve the memory of Klaris. Using Ara’s treasures, they transform the mummy’s temple into “Café Klaris,” a modern nightclub. Musicians dressed as mummies play swing music, bellydancers perform. Properties include a water pipe, skeletons, bats, snakes, and poison darts.

Notes: Recommended viewing is “Mummy Daddy,” the first tale in Stephen Spielberg’s film Amazing Stories: The Movie III (1987). Spoofing mummy films, this fine yarn begins on a shooting set of a Hollywood mummy movie. The director tells the actor portraying the screen mummy, “Legend has it years ago around the turn of the century, there was a traveling Gypsy carnival and they had this mummy, an evil Egyptian king named Ra. They used to charge a nickel a look—big box office in those days. [One night] the thing comes to life, the few who made it out alive swore... that it still roams the bogs, these very bogs we’re working in.” The actor-mummy laughs. Later, however, the real mummy Ra does surface from the swamp. Mistakenly thinking the actor-mummy is the real mummy, angry villagers with guns and torches track the actor, clad in mummy garb. Surprisingly, both mummies are preserved.

Comedians contesting mummies is a familiar theme. For example, Monarch’s 1998 not-so-humorous TV movie, The All-New Adventures of Laurel and Hardy: For Love or Mummy, features a reincarnated mummy surfacing in the United States. Promptly, Stan and Ollie begin contesting Ferouk, an Egyptian villain. Ferouk is intent on nabbing the archeologist’s daughter and linking the woman up with the mummy permanently. In time, Stan and Ollie bring down Ferouk, rescue the heroine, and seal the mummy back into its tomb.

ABDULLA THE GREAT (1956), A.K.A. ABDULLAH’S HAREM, UNI. Kay Kendall, Sydney Chaplin, Gregory Ratoff, Alex D’Arcy, Marina Berti. P, D: Gregory Ratoff. Filmed in Egypt. Some scenes reveal an authentic Egyptian palace. SHEIKHS, EGYPTIANS, MAIDENS, WORST LIST

A European model brings down an Arab monarch. Supposedly, the melodrama parallels the life of Egypt’s King Farouk.

Scene: Bondaria, a mythical Arab country. Ruthless King Abdulla (Ratoff) surrounds himself with electric trains, “bought” women, and bellydancers. Though he knows the military weapons he purchases will misfire and likely kill his own men, he approves the arms sale, then feeds pigeons.

• Abdulla repeatedly moves to sleep with Ronnie (Kendall), a European model. Though he offers treasures, Ronnie repels the potentate’s advances, preferring the company of Captain Farid (Chaplin), a young Army officer. Yet Ronnie never embraces the Egyptian Captain. Critical of Abdulla’s reign, Farid tells Ronnie, “I don’t want you to think we’re all like that (Abdulla),” and, “The Army is the last hope of our people. We hope to drive him out and become free.”

• Farid shows Ronnie “common folk.” Boarding a felucca, they observe locals dancing and singing. Says Ronnie, “It’s a beautiful song. I like your people.” This scene is atypical, as almost the entire film shows Ronnie running from Abdulla.

• Arabs take women. Abdulla’s assistant Marco (D’Arcy) warns women reluctant to sleep with Abdulla, “His Majesty’s will is the law here, and we intend to enforce our laws.” Sighs Marco, “Women are like flowers. Enjoy them. Admire them. But change them often and always keep a fresh supply on hand.”

• The rotund, gluttonous degenerate is obsessed with seducing the European. Thus, he dispatches henchmen to drug Ronnie, “that foreign lady,” and take her to his yacht. Here, clumsy Abdulla tries to rape her, but fails. Counters Ronnie, “I don’t like you. I don’t respect you.” Moans Abdulla, “You are a beautiful devil sent to destroy me. If only Allah would give me strength.”

• In the end, Abdulla loses both his sanity and the throne. His city is aflame, and the Army moves to invade the palace. Still, the ruler frolics with bellydancers. One maiden, Aziza (Berta), stands by his side.

Note: In most films, Western women do not bed Arabs or Iranians. Consider Universal’s Caravans (1978), a film about Iranians shooting Iranians. The movie, shot entirely in Iran at the height of favorable US-Iranian relations, displays a stiff Iranian colonel and his unhappy bride (Jennifer O’Neill), the daughter of a noted US politician. No between-the-sheets scenes. In fact, when the US heroine runs off and joins a mountain chieftain (Anthony Quinn), she never even kisses, let alone sleeps with him.

THE ABOMINABLE DR. PHIBES (1971), AIP. Vincent Price. EGYPTIANS

In need of an eternal life formula? Visit a pharaoh’s tomb! In this silly yarn Egyptians function as props.

Scene: Dr. Phibes (Price) attempts to reanimate his dead wife, Victoria. Boarding a ship, he departs for Egypt in search of the “secret river of life.” Supposedly, here, under “a mountain range where pharaohs once resided, rests the key to resurrection, eternal life.”

• A puzzled British police inspector questions why Phibes stores his organ below deck. Quips the inspector, “Organ music is bound to go down well with the Arabs.”

• The desert, inside the “Temple of Hibiscus.” The Temple boasts an underwater cave filled with scorpions, skeletons, a pharaoh’s tomb, and secret passageways. Intent on reviving Victoria, Phibes employs some “elixir of life” drops.

• Believing several doctors caused Victoria’s death, Phibes opts to punish them. Utilizing bats, locusts, and frogs, he prepares to launch “the ten plagues of the Pharaoh” curse. As frightened Egyptian workers run off, Phibes sighs, “The Arabs are gone.”

• Inexplicably, Arab music underscores the final scenes, showing the mad Phibes wearing an Egyptian robe and headdress.

ABOVE SUSPICION (1943). Joan Crawford, Fred MacMurray, Frank Lackteen. CAMEOS

This WWII espionage movie is based on a Helen MacInnes novel.

Summary: A newly-wedded American couple, Professor Richard Myles (MacMurray) and his wife Frances (Crawford), try to outwit the Gestapo.

• Paris. A German spy checks out the Myles’ room. The spy’s report is sent to the Gestapo; it reads: “They’re just tourists.”

• The camera pans to a large swastika, then promptly cuts to an extreme close-up of a dark, devious, perverted Arab vendor (Lackteen) in a café, hawking his wares. The Arab tries to sell Richard and Frances a rug. The Arab purrs, “Very old rug, maybe hundred years old. [But] I will give you for 100 francs. This carpet belonged to emir of Baghdad. His wives make it for him. He keeps them very busy.” The Arab whispers to Richard, “It tells the story of his life... very dirty.” Richard disapproves of the Arab’s vulgar behavior; he barks some Arabic words at him, chasing the Arab off. “What did you tell him?” asks Frances. “Very dirty... like carpet,” says Richard. They laugh. I did not. The subtle scene links Nazis with Arabs, and links Arabs with unscrupulous behavior. The film Casablanca (1944), also displays, briefly, a shifty Arab vendor.

ACTION IN ARABIA (1944), RKO. George Sanders, Virginia Bruce, H.B. Warner, Jamiel Hasson, Michael Ansara (as Hamid, a pro-Nazi Arab). Originally to be billed The Fanatic of the Fez, RKO changed the title because of US involvement in the Mideast during WWII. SHEIKHS, VILLAINS

1941 Damascus. Arabs vs. Americans. A US journalist, a French spy, and “good” Arabs upset pro-Nazi Arabs. An American reporter functions as Arabia’s savior. See also A Yank in Libya (1942), I Cover the War (1937).

Scene: As camels trek through the desert, the narrator says, “Damascus, a breeding place for espionage and intrigue.” Cut to Gordon (Sanders), an American journalist. Yvonne (Bruce), the Western heroine, tells him, “I’d give anything to be out of the Middle East, anything.” Sighs Gordon, “Damascus is certainly mysterious and intriguing.” Fearing Germany has placed undercover agents in Syria, he quips: “The new saviors of Islam—the Nazis.” Gordon says, “The Arabs could play devil with the Allied armies.” He tags an Arab, “You murderous little snake.”

• Arab vs. Arab. Pro-Axis Sheikh Hareem (Hasson) intends “to lead the tribes against the Allies.” Sheikh Rashid (Warner), the Arabs’ “spiritual leader” who favors the Allies, refuses to participate.

• In the souk, as Arabs dicker over pricing camels and carpets, rumpled hagglers and panhandlers harass Gordon as he walks along the “street of beggars.”

• Pro-Nazi Arabs, including one who speaks perfect German, attack Rashid’s desert castle, killing scores. One Arab warns Gordon, “I shall kill you.”

• Hareem’s face is superimposed over his “wandering savages.” “Somewhere in the desert,” Hareem’s rifle-toting Arabs link up with the Nazis. But Sheikh Rashid arrives in time to convince the pro-Nazi “tribes” to join the Allies and reject Hareem’s war proposals. Mounting their camels, Rashid’s pro-Western followers attack, terminating Hareem, his bandits, and the Nazis.

• A “bond of true friendship”; Rashid presents Gordon with a gift.

Dialogue: Chalmers, a US reporter, arrives in Damascus; he tries to speak with Sheikh Rashid’s daughter. At once, her two mute bodyguards corner him. Says Chalmers, “What is this, the Middle Ages?” “No,” says Gordon, “it’s the Middle East. But it sometimes comes to the same thing.”

• The US Embassy official in Damascus does not care about Syrians, telling Gordon, “Suppose somebody did talk the Arabs into going in on the wrong side. So what? What could a lot of camels and rifles do against artillery and tanks and planes?”

Note: The film’s caricatures did not faze NYT critic Bosley Crowther, who wrote that the movie “is good fun” (19 February 1944).

• Similar themes, different settings are found in two films, Jungle Siren (1942) and Law of the Jungle (1942). Here, in equatorial Africa, Nazis gain the assistance of Africans, corrupting local chiefs and stirring up “the natives” against the Allies.

• Back in 1937, cinematographers Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack shot desert footage for RKO, complete with wandering camels and nomads. The footage, originally intended to be used for a Lawrence of Arabia epic, was stored in studio vaults for seven years. As the Lawrence film never materialized, RKO inserted Cooper and Schoedsack’s 1937 desert footage into Action in Arabia.

ADVENTURE IN IRAQ (1943), WB. John Loder, Ruth Ford, Warren Douglas, Paul Cavanagh, Manuel Lopez, Bill Crago. Based on William Archer’s stage play, The Green Goddess. SHEIKHS

1943 Iraq. Sheikh Ahmid’s “devil worshipers” vs. the Allies. Iraqis capture and hold hostage an English pilot and an American couple.

Scene: An allied plane encounters engine problems. George Torrence (Loder), an American, warns British pilot Doug Everett (Douglas) not to land “in the wastelands of Iraq. Try to find a place with some civilization.”

• Mechanical problems force a landing. The trio spot “a castle in this godforsaken wilderness.” Alerts George, “This part of the desert is filled with devil worshipers. There are tough Arab tribes that lie in the foothills and only come out to rob and kill. They mistrust all Europeans; they can be pretty nasty customers.”

• Arabs surface, whisking off Doug, George, and his wife, Tess (Ford). Quips George, “Weird-looking ducks, aren’t they!”

• Arabs as devil worshipers. On entering the mythical kingdom of Jotse, the protagonists see Arabs bowing before a serpent, “the image of Satan.” Clasping a staff with a bronze peacock at its tip, the “High Priest (Lopez) archbishop, so to speak” arrives, tagging the hostages, “unclean creatures.” Then, he points to the peacock, explaining that the bird made possible the devil’s entrance into the Garden of Eden.

• The camera focuses on two “native girls” in a trance. “How long will they stay that way?” asks Doug. “For years,” he is told. “Part of their religion. No white man’s ever been able to approach them.” The implication here is that Arab women are not Caucasians.

• Appearing on a white horse and greeting the hostages is Sheikh Ahmid (Cavanagh); the ruler speaks several languages. “The religion of my people has always been primitive,” he says, “idolatry and superstition. We know very well we are barbarians.” Yet “many nations covet my oil.” Ahmid favors an alliance with Germany, saying he is negotiating oil rights with Hitler; the German “offer is most attractive.” Note: See Harem Girl (1952).

• Not only does the British Army control Iraq, says Ahmid, the British also sentenced his three brothers to death; they spied for the Nazis. Surprisingly, Ahmid approves of the executions, saying, “my brothers are fanatics.” He regrets the British did not “have them strangled; [this is] a traditional method of ending disagreements in my family. Family affection is seldom a strong point. Uncles seldom love cousins.”

• Ahmid’s castle. “Quite a place here, palace and fortress all in one,” says George. His description applies to other screen castles; see Jewel of the Nile (1985) and Protocol (1984).

• Feigning remorse, Ahmid tells the hostages they will soon perish at the “sacrificial altar. It is a promise to the evil one... The priests demand the death of foreigners.” And if I deny “these devil worshipers their prejudices, I lose the throne,” he says.

• Doug, the British pilot, tries to escape; Ahmid’s Arabs kill him.

• Maidservants bathe and dress Tess; she exclaims, “I’ve read about rooms like this— the Arabian Nights.” One maiden tells her, though “Highness has many ladies, many wives, highness fall head, line, and sinker for you.”

• Ahmid woos Tess, saying, “Of all the fair ladies to grace this room, you are the most exquisite. You will be my first and only queen.” Our son will “rule the world.” Not if Tess can help it.

• As George and Tess trod through the souk, ugly screeching Arabs torment them. Speaking Arabic, the High Priest curses the couple. Says Ahmid, “I apologize for the manner of my people. Their fanaticism is beyond my control.” He regrets “this medieval punishment; death alone will not appease my people.”

• In time, US fighter planes commanded by US Capt. Bill Carson (Crago) arrive, hovering over the city. Capt. Carson demands Ahmid release the hostages. Ahmid hesitates; Carson’s planes drop bombs.

• Carson insists Ahmid release Tess and George. Ahmid asks about terms; barks Capt. Carson, “It’s the policy of the American government never to bargain with gangsters!” As Ahmid hesitates, Carson’s planes proceed with the attack. A bomb drops near Ahmid’s castle; he purrs, “I bow to your superior forces.”

ADVENTURE IN SAHARA (1938), COL. Paul Kelly, C. Henry Gordon. *NS. Notes from “With the Foreign Legion,” NYT (19 December 1938: 19). VILLAINS

Legionnaires bring down desert Arabs.

Scene: Two legionnaires, Jim Wilson (Kelly) and Capt. Savatt (Gordon), surface at Fort Agadez, “the last outpost in the Sahara.”

• Savatt’s heroics save the fort from “an Arab attack.”

• The desert. Wilson’s mutinous behavior enables “Arab ambushers” to pick off, “one at a time,” Savatt and his starving troops.

• Legionnaire mutineers move to fight fellow legionnaires. Again, the Arabs attack. Suddenly, all legionnaires unite in a common purpose, defeating the Arab horde.

Note: This is the NYT review in which Bosley R. Crowther writes: “We know the desert is no picnic and that you can’t trust an Arab very far.”

ADVENTURES OF CAPTAIN AFRICA (1955), COL. 15 episodes. John Hart, Bern Welden, Paul Marion, Lee Roberts, June Howard, Rick Vallin. Stock footage is employed from the serial The Desert Hawk (1944). CLIFFHANGERS, SHEIKHS, VILLAINS, MAIDENS

Arabs vs. Africans, vs. Arabs, vs. Americans.

Scene: Credits, displayed at the start of all fifteen episodes, show Arabs killing Arabs. In a mythical Arab nation, complete with palace, souk, underground cave, and tents, Arabs wield sabers and duel.

• The European, “Borid” (Roberts), and his evil Arabs go up against Captain Africa (Hart), a few good Arabs, and some natives.

• Numerous scenes show Arabs enslaving Africans, Arabs fighting Arabs, and Captain Africa punching out Arabs.

• The “sinister liar of the [Arab] tyrant dictator houses a gorilla.” Captain Africa, clad in Arab garb, tumbles the huge gorilla, saves Caliph Hamid’s life, and “frees the slaves.”

• Captain Africa’s friend Ted (Vallin) romances Arab Princess Rhonda (Howard).

• The final episode. Captain Africa returns Hamid, the deposed caliph, to “his rightful throne.” Says the Princess, “We must give thanks to the great Captain Africa who makes all things possible”; he has prevented Germany, “a great Northern power,” from ruling Arabia.

ADVENTURES OF THE FLYING CADETS (1943), UNI. Movie serial, 13 chapters. CAMEOS, VILLAINS

Three young cadets try to prevent a traitor from selling secrets to the Nazis. Reel bad Arabs who are linked with Nazis surface in chapters six and seven.

Scene: An African jungle. Nazis wear Arab garb; they fire away at heroic American cadets and some British soldiers. Why dress Nazis as Arabs?

• Credits list Kermit Maynard as “Arab.”

The popular radio series from the same era, “Rocky Jordan Secrets of the Tambourine” (1948–49) is worth noting. The series distributor promotes Rocky with blurbs like, “Cairo... gateway to the ancient East... where modern adventure and intrigue unfold against the backdrop of antiquity.”

See also the 1931 radio series, “Omar, the Wizard of Persia.”

ADVENTURES OF HAJJI BABA (1954), TCF. John Derek, Elaine Stewart, Don Randolph, Paul Picerni, Rosemarie Bowie. SP:Richard Collins. MAIDENS

This entertaining Arabian Nights adventure displays fleshy harem maidens and an evil sheikh. A lovely Arab Princess embraces a poor Persian barber. Heroic “Turkamen” women help the protagonists tumble the sheikh. See The Thief of Baghdad (1924).

Scene: A hodgepodge of desert settings. Imprisoned maidens are sold as slaves.

• The weak Caliph (Randolph) warns his daughter, Princess Fawzia (Stewart), “Think of all the wives Sheikh Nur el-Din (Picerni) has had and how he’s treated them.” The “heartless” sheikh tells the Caliph, “Give her [the Princess] to me or I”ll take her!” The sheikh demands Fawzia wed him. He intends to make the Caliph’s kingdom his own. Should Fawzia balk, he vows to poison her.

• Introducing Ayesha (Bowe), the leader of the Turkamen women. Previously enslaved by the sheikh, this red-haired, blue-eyed beauty declares, “I am not meant to be any man’s slave.” Brandishing sabers, Ayesha and her valiant, scantily clad women move to crush the sheikh and his cohorts.

• Hajji (Derek) the barber endures palace tortures and he prevents his beloved Princess from being seduced by the sheikh. Hajji duels and tumbles the potentate.

• A palace guard says, “By the beard of Allah.” Echos Hajji, “I swear by Allah’s beard.”

• The commoner Hajji and Princess Fawzia are united. The Caliph notes the prophet Mohammed said “the greatest power in the world is love.”

Note: Nat King Cole sings the “Hajji Baba Song,” written by Dimitri Tromkin.

THE ADVENTURES OF MARCO POLO (1938), UA. Gary Cooper, Basil Rathbone. CAMEOS

Mute Arabs as rescuers.

Scene: Marco Polo (Cooper) goes off to meet Khan, the Chinese ruler. En route, a raging storm destroys Polo’s ship. Several Arabs appear and deliver the twelfth-century traveler and his companion safely to shore.

Note: The Khan’s cunning prime minister Ahmed (Rathbone), who maintains secret torture chambers, could be viewed as an Arab or Chinese cur. Ahmed, who opposes Polo, moves to nab the throne and the princess.

THE ADVENTURES OF PRINCE ACHMED (1925), A.K.A. THE AFRICAN SORCERER, SILHOUETTE FILMS, POTSDAM, GERMANY. Silent. D: Lotte Reiniger. Cinema’s first full-length animated motion picture (over 300,000 frames of silhouetted figures). MAIDENS, RECOMMENDE

Prince Achmed and other Arab heroes and heroines vs. the sorcerer. Islam is respected.

Scene: Baghdad, the birthday of the Caliph, jugglers entertain the “commander of the faithful.” A hook-nosed sorcerer demands the Caliph allow him, not Aladdin, to wed the Caliph’s daughter, Princess Dinarzade. With her brother, the “young and brave” Prince Achmed, the Princess escapes by flying off on Peacock, a magic horse, to magical islands.

• Though nude dancers entertain the Prince, he falls in love with Princess Peribanu, whisking her off to “the sacred city of the celestial empire,” in China. The Chinese emperor insists Peribanu marry him, but the Prince prevents the wedding.

• In Baghdad, the sorcerer guides Aladdin to the magic lamp. As Aladdin refuses to turn over the lamp, the sorcerer leaves him to die in the cave. Aladdin lights the lamp, and white doves appear. The sorcerer perishes.

• The enchanted palace. Prince Peribanu and Prince Achmed live here happily ever after. Aladdin and Dinarzade, too, are united.

• Final frames reveal the towers and palaces of Baghdad. The subtitles acknowledge Islam: “The voice of the muezzin, calling the faithful to prayer, rose from the minarets... There is no God but Allah, no safety and no refuge save in Allah, the Glorious and the Great.”

Note: The Caliph takes an oath, swearing “by the beard of the prophet.”

THE ADVENTURES OF SINBAD (1962), A.K.A. ADVENTURES OF SINBAD THE SAILOR, A.K.A. ARABIAN NAITO: SHINDOBADDO NO BOKEN, TOEI FILMS, JAPAN. Animated. S, D: Masao Kuroda. RECOMMENDED

Japanese animators present Arab heroes, a few villains. No offensive songs; Islam is revered. Props and special effects include a boiling lava pit, flying electric eels, carnivorous plants, a giant roc, and an “evil hell bat.”

Scene: In this animated children’s adventure film, Sinbad plays the lute and marries the brave princess.

• Arabs move to dethrone an evil vizier, whose cohorts boast beak-like noses. As the villains move to attack Sinbad and his crew, the vizier barks, “Kill them. Go find them and kill them.”

• Though the benevolent princess drugs her prison guards, she muses, “They’re all good-hearted men.”

• Sinbad’s men kneel and pray, “Allah is the one and only God. Praise be to Allah the merciful. Allah protect us. We trust you to show us the straight path of peace and safety.”

• Sinbad squashes the vizier and his saber-wielding accomplices. Earlier, Sinbad uncovered valuable diamonds. He opts not to keep the treasure, telling the princess, “I have the most wonderful jewel in the world. It’s you, princess. It’s you.”

Note: U.B. Iwerks’ animated “Cinecolor” cartoon Sinbad the Sailor (1935, Celebrity Pictures), does not feature Sinbad as an Arab hero. Featured instead is a short Anglo-looking Sinbad, resembling Popeye the Sailor. He boasts long, white sideburns and puffs a pipe. Briefly, Sinbad’s crewmen surface, several wearing white headdresses.

• No Arab characters are featured in the non-animated Russian film The Magic of Voyage of Sinbad (1962), which before being dubbed into English, was released in Russia in 1952 under the title, SADKO.

• See Toho’s non-animated Japanese film The Adventures of Sinbad (1963), a.k.a. The Lost World of Sinbad (1965), featuring actor Toshiro Mifune as the mythic hero. Scenes show Sinbad defeating a land-grabbing ruler and crushing a witch who turns folks into stone.

THE ADVENTURES OF SINBAD (1979), MGM/UA. Animated. Voice of Telly Savalas. RECOMMENDED

Benevolent Arabs.

Scene: Sinbad (Savalas) weaves a story, telling his son Alibar about his past adventures. Flashback. Baghdad’s citizens gather around their kind Caliph. Brandishing the magic lamp, the Caliph says, “I wish clothing and food for my friends.” Suddenly, the wicked old man of the sea pops up, stealing the lamp.

• Sinbad moves to retrieve the lamp, contesting sea pirates, two giant rocs, and a giant cyclops tagged Baba Moustafa.

• Good triumphs over evil. Sinbad returns the magic lamp to the compassionate Caliph. Keeping his promise, Baghdad’s potentate shares the treasures.

Note: Sinbad functions as a scoundrel in the Fleischers’ lengthy two-reel cartoon, Popeye the Sailor Meets Sinbad the Sailor (1936). Here, the animated Sinbad is tagged Abu Hassan, the scourge of the Middle East. He and his Arab cohorts try to terminate Popeye. Moving to enslave Olive and Wimpy, Abu Hassan barks to a giant roc, “Wreck that ship [Popeye’s] and bring me the woman [Olive].” But Popeye rescues his pals, defeating Abu Hassan and his dastardly quacks. Though this cartoon displays an irreverent Sinbad, it was so successful that theater owners often billed Popeye the Sailor Meets Sinbad the Sailor over the accompanying feature.

THE ADVENTURES OF TARZAN (1921), NUMA. Silent. 15 episodes. Elmo Lincoln. Footage in this serial is from two Tarzan features, Tarzan of the Apes (1918) and The Adventures of Tarzan (1921). CLIFFHANGERS, SHEIKHS, VILLAINS

In Africa, Tarzan, Jane, Africans, and jungle animals struggle against Arab slavers and their Russian cohort Rohoff. All 15 episodes display “Arab slave traders.” Arabs are tagged “bandits,” “buzzards of the jungle,” and “devils.” Affirms Tarzan: “We shall fight these devils with fire.” In the end, Tarzan prevents the Arabs from overpowering the Africans of Opar and taking their gold and women.

Scene: The camera reveals Sheikh Ben Ali and his henchmen, notably, Hagar. States the title card, “Hagar is begging for money he does not need, while his eyes and ears gather what information may be useful to the desert underworld.”

• Sheikh Ben Ali’s horde kidnaps Jane; they trap and torture Tarzan and murder Waziri tribe members.

• In episode five, “Flames of Hate,” an elephant rescues the kidnapped Jane, trouncing an Arab guard.

• Final frames reveal lions gobbling Ben Ali, who “dies as he lives—violently.”

Note: Stated on The Adventures of Tarzan video cover, this blurb: Viewers will see “Tarzan battling lions, a crocodile, a giant ape, [and] Arabs [emphasis mine].”

THE AFRICAN MAGICIAN (YEAR UNKNOWN), A.K.A. AMINA AND THE FORTY THIEVES. *NS. Notes from Jeff Rovin’s The Encyclopedia of Super Villains (New York: Facts on File, 1987). VILLAINS

En route to China, an African magician asks his nephew, Aladdin, to collect the magic lamp from a cave. Aladdin refuses; his uncle “shuts him up in the cave.” Inside, the boy uncovers a “magic ring” and escapes. Returning home, Aladdin conjures up from the magic lamp “a powerful genie.” He weds the princess. But the evil uncle reappears; he grabs the lamp and whisks Aladdin’s princess off to Africa. Aladdin follows the culprit, rescues the princess, and poisons the magician. Finally, Aladdin goes to China where he terminates the magician’s brother, who is even “more wicked, more cunning.”

AGAINST ALL FLAGS (1952), UNI. Errol Flynn, Maureen O’Hara, Anthony Quinn. CAMEOS, MAIDENS

Arab women as mute chattel.

Scene: In about 1700 pirates invade the ship of “the grand mogul, the emperor of India.” A crescent moon with star is embossed on the ship’s main sail. The pirates move to kidnap the female passengers. The Arabic-speaking Hassan, a fat, bald-headed eunuch, lowers his head, flooring a few. Next, dense Hassan runs smack into the flag pole, knocking himself out.

• The mogul’s men (clad in baggy white pants, red turban-like caps, and vests) are easily crushed. Seeking protection, the “daughter of the emperor of India hides in the prayer closet.” But the pirates nab the princess, along with her clad-in-harem-garb “Moorish females.”

• Seeking protection, the veiled maidens gather around the princess’ governess, Mrs. McGregor. The governess tags them “these lambs.”

• The pirate base, a Republic on the Island of Madagascar. After an auctioneer parades the ten Moorish maidens in front of boisterous pirates, he sells them to the highest bidders as “lawful wedded wives.” The maidens trod off with their unkempt pirates; no one contests their bondage; they are never again seen.

Note: Stereotypical images also surface in The King’s Pirate (1967), the remake.

AIR FORCE ONE (1997), COL. Harrison Ford, Glenn Close. CAMEOS

Dialogue links terrorists with Arab countries.

Scene: This post–Cold War drama reveals radicals from Kazakhstan holding the US President (Ford) and his family hostage aboard Air Force One. When discussing where the villains might land the plane, a White House aide remarks, “Iraq, Libya, Algeria”—three Arab nations. Also, several times aides say rescue forces should be dispatched to “Iraq.”

AIRPLANE II: THE SEQUEL (1982), PAR. Robert Hays, Stephen Stucker. CAMEOS, VILLAINS

Iranians as Arab hostage-takers.

Scene: Credits roll. Onscreen, this blurb: “Houston, the Future.” Cut to a blue “Iran Air Courtesy Bus” arriving at an airport. Two rifle-wielding thugs, wearing fatigues and checkered kuffiyehs, steer four blindfolded US hostages into the terminal.

• Passengers, including a mute Arab wearing a kuffiyeh, board a lunar shuttle. Blink twice and you miss him.

• Closing credits. An airline employee, Jacobs (Stucker), reiterates the history of the world. Explains Jacobs, “First, the earth cooled. And then the dinosaurs came but they got big and fat and they all died and turned into oil. And then the Arabs came and they bought Mercedes-Benzes.”

ALADDIN (1986), CAN. Bud Spencer, Janet Agren.

Amazingly, there is nothing “Arabian” about this feature; no Arabs and no Arabian Nights settings.

Scene: Miami, Florida. An American genie (Spencer) appears; he wear slacks and a casual shirt. The genie and a teenage boy proceed to nab local hoodlums.

Notes: Attentive viewers may spot a magic carpet and lamp.

• The British TV movie Bernard and the Genie (1991), telecast on A&E, offers a much different perspective, as the film displays a devout, spirited jinn from “Palestine.” Throughout, the jinn assists an unlucky London art dealer, granting him Christmas wishes.

• The delightful children’s film The Incredible Genie (1997, from Kushner-Locke) also offers refreshing portraits. Here, an American explorer and his guide Ali are trapped beneath an Egyptian pyramid. Suddenly, a rampaging desert mummy attacks. The explorer grabs a loose bandage, unraveling the creature. Escaping, the explorer returns to the US with a magic lamp. When a teen named Simon (Matt Koruba) comes across the lamp he rubs it and out pops a 2,001-year-old jinn (Tom Fahn). Throughout the film, the benevolent genie wears Arab garb. Initially the genie doesn’t do “anything right”; i.e., he turns Simon’s typical home into a crusader castle, complete with villainous knights. But he and Simon become inseparable friends. An evil American scientist nabs the genie, ordering the wish-grantor to conjure up destructive armaments. The genie refuses and is tortured. Says Simon, “Stop, you’re hurting him... he doesn’t like making weapons.” Simon knows the only way to save the genie is “to send him back into his own time,” which the boy does, saying, “You gave me a special friend. It’s you, it’s you, genie.” After dispatching the genie safely home, Simon returns to school. Here, he presents a history report on Arab culture, telling classmates a “little-known fact... ancient Arabians invented the first numeral system.”

ALADDIN (1992), BEVANFIELD. Animated. Voices of Derek Jacobi, Edward Woodward.

Though the film opens in “a town in Morocco,” 99 percent of the action occurs “someplace in China.” No threatening Chinese caricatures—not one! Aladdin appears as the “chosen one.” All townspeople are benevolent folk. No offensive lyrics.

Scene: This version differs dramatically from other Aladdin films. All the characters are Chinese—including Aladdin, his mother, the princess, and the sultan.

• Two genies are featured. An elderly man resembling a leprechaun appears as the lamp genie; the lamp is hidden at the bottom of a fig tree. And a black ring genie by the name of “Jorda” pops up, saying to Aladdin, “Hey, dude!” and “Gimme five!” Aladdin and the princess speak with crisp English accents; the Vizier and his cohorts possess thick, foreign accents. Unlike Disney’s threatening Jafar, this film’s Vizier is appealing.

ALADDIN (1992), DISNEY. Animated. Voice of Robin Williams. D: John Musker, Ron Clements. Music and lyrics by Alan Menken, Howard Ashman, and Tim Rice. VILLAINS, MAIDENS

This film, Disney’s 31st animated feature, received two Academy Awards. Also, it was the studio’s second most financially successful film ever. Costing $35 million to produce, in 1992 this film ranked number five in [US] rental earnings, taking in $60 million. Hit movies such as Aladdin often earn more money from international rights, video sales, and rentals than they do from domestic motion picture theaters. See my essay “Aladdin: Animated Racism” (Cineaste XX:1).

Background: Various forms of the Aladdin story go back as far as AD 800. Explains Jeff Rovin, the Aladdin tale is not limited to the Mideast: “It has a long oral tradition and appears in the lore of other lands. In the Bohemian tale of Jenik, for example, the magic prop is not a lamp, but an enchanted watch... [Though] the princess is evil, the events in the story are largely the same... [Also, in] an Albanian folk tale, the ‘lamp’ is a magic stone; the villain, an evil Jew. ”40

Around the turn of the century, pioneer filmmakers presented brief versions of Aladdin. Beginning with Aladdin’s Lamp (1907), moviemakers began lengthening and dramatizing the Aladdin fantasy. A dozen-plus fantasies appeared, complete with an unusual array of genies ranging from a nearly naked female genie to an animated jolly-green-giant jinn.

U.B. Iwerks’ black-and-white cartoon Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp (1934) also presents the protagonists, Aladdin and the princess, as Westerners. As for the other Arabs, the animator offers stereotypical characters, displaying them with long beards and bulbous noses. Also appearing are a “Slave of the Lamp,” a rotund Sultan, and dancing girls.

In the Fleischer Popeye cartoon Aladdin and His Wonderful Lamp (1939), the “Arab” genie appears as an effeminate simpleton. But in the Bugs Bunny cartoon A-Lad-In His Lamp (1948), the genie sides with Bugs, quashing the fat caliph.

In this version, Disney animators anglicize the film’s heroes, Aladdin, Princess Jasmine, and the Sultan. Conversely, they paint all the other Arabs as ruthless, uncivilized caricatures. The animators attribute large, bulbous noses and sinister eyes to palace guards and merchants. Throughout, the action and dialogue imply that Arabs are abhorrent types, that Islam is a brutal religion. Aladdin’s mother does not appear in the film, but remains on the cutting room floor. Producers set the film not in fifteenth-century Baghdad, a center of Arab culture, but in Agrabah, a backward mythical kingdom. Occupying Agrabah’s foreboding desert castle, complete with Arabesque cupolas, are thieves, harem maidens, and ugly vendors. Out “to slice a few throats,” and speaking with idiotic accents, are hiss-able villains: Jafar and his bizarre cohorts.

Scene: Opening frames reveal a shady al-rawi (storyteller). Sitting atop a camel, he travels through the desert singing “Arabian Nights.” The slanderous lyrics are reminiscent of a song from Peter Pan (1953) vilifying Native Americans. In part, Aladdin’s opening lyrics go thus:

Oh I come from a land,

From a faraway place,

Where the caravan camels roam.

Where they cut off your ear,

If they don’t like your face,

It’s barbaric, but hey, it’s home.

Why begin a children’s film with lyrics such as “barbaric” and “cut off your ear”? Why declare a culture “barbaric”? In June 1993, in response to public pressure, Disney executives deleted two lines from these opening lyrics for its video version. They cut “Where they cut off your ear,” and “If they don’t like your face,” but retained, “It’s barbaric, but hey, it’s home”—not quite enough to change the message. As a 14 July 1993 NYT editorial stated, “To characterize an entire region with this sort of tongue-in-cheek bigotry, especially in a movie aimed at children, borders on the barbaric.”

• Scabbards raised, hook-nosed Arab guards chase Aladdin. Why? Because the boy took a loaf of bread. Shouts a guard, “I’ll have your head for a trophy, you street rat.” In reality, those visiting the Arab world’s souks encounter mostly friendly merchants offering them coffee or tea, usually gratis. But this film presents a grotesque Arab street vendor, scabbard poised, threatening to remove Princess Jasmine’s hand. Why? Because she took an apple to feed a starving child. In reality, punitive laws apply only to repeat offenders, those refusing to repent for crimes that are far more serious than apple-lifting. And hand-chopping is not implemented anywhere in the Arab world, except for major criminal cases in one country, Saudi Arabia. Taking provisions is not a crime, provided one needs food. Islam teaches that any person who steals out of poverty or hunger should never be punished. Instead, Muslims are advised to give generously to such a person, to provide food and shelter.

• Throughout Aladdin, producers disregard Arab culture, even the language. Not only are Arabic names mispronounced, but Agrabah’s storefront signs, ostensibly written in Arabic, are actually nonsensical scribbles!

• Professor Joanne Brown of Drake University is especially critical of the film’s Arab portraits. The villains display “dark-hooded eyes and large hooked noses,” wrote Brown in an editorial in the Des Moines Register (22 December 1992). “Perhaps I am sensitive to this business of noses because I am Jewish.” Brown goes on to say how distressed she would be had Disney created a feature length cartoon based on a Jewish folktale, displaying all Jews as Shylocks.

• Though Disney denigrates Aladdin’s Arabs, the studio humanizes its animated creatures in The Little Mermaid (1989), as well as Native Americans in Pocahontas (1996). To test my thesis, review the three features, comparing Agrabah’s Arabs with The Little Mermaid’s undersea creatures and Pocahontas’ villagers. Explains Yousef Salem, former spokesman for California’s South Bay Islamic Association, “All the bad guys have beards and large bulbous noses, sinister eyes and heavy accents, and they’re wielding swords constantly. Aladdin doesn’t have a big nose; he has a small nose. He doesn’t have a beard or a turban. He doesn’t have an accent. What makes him nice is they’ve given him this American character... I have a daughter who says she’s ashamed to call herself an Arab, and it’s because of things like this.”41

• On a positive note, Disney’s sensitivity sessions with concerned Arab Americans helped the studio avoid the same kind of stereotyping in Pocahontas. Mike Gabriel, the film’s director, affirms that from the beginning, the image of the Native American “was a clear concern since we had been blasted by Arab [American] groups for defamatory song lyrics in 1992’s Aladdin.”42

• In June 1993, six months after Arab Americans and others contested the movie’s anti-Arab images, Disney management under Jeffrey Katzenberg offered at a meeting to submit future projects involving anything Arabic to the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC) for review—prior to production. Explains my friend, ADC member, Don Bustany, who attended the meeting:

This became known as the policy of prior consultation. Disney employed the practice with the Native American community in its production of Pocahontas (1995) but, in its feature films In the Army Now (1994), Father of the Bride, Part II (1995), and Kazaam (1996), the studio reneged on its promise to the Arab-American community. By that time, Katzenberg had departed Disney, with some highly publicized acrimony between him and Disney CEO Michael Eisner, to form DreamWorks with Stephen Spielberg and David Geffen...In his first DreamWorks animated production, The Prince of Egypt (1998), Katzenberg employed his policy of prior consultation by meeting with literally scores of representatives of the three Abrahamic faiths—Christianity, Islam, and Judaism, and dozens of members of secular human rights organizations. Sometime later, in a private conversation, I praised Katzenberg for instituting such an enlightened policy as prior consultation. Katzenberg replied, “Thanks, but that wasn’t my idea. It was Michael’s [Eisner’s].”

• Two years following Aladdin, Disney again presented young viewers with insulting lyrics, this time in their video sequel, The Return of Jafar (1994). Ten million copies sold, making it one of the 20 top-selling videos of all time.43 In part, the offending lyrics:

Arabian Nights like Arabian Days... they shock and amaze.

Pack your shield, pack your sword,

You won’t ever get bored,

Though beaten and gored, you might.

The Return of Jafar’s grotesque Arabs are carbon copies of Aladdin’s caricatures. Palace goons and buck-toothed thieves try to kill Aladdin. One villain tries to knife Iago, Aladdin’s parrot. The lead Arab thief, Abismal, refers to his cohorts as “jerks,” and as “my surly band of desert skunks.” Protesting Abismal’s greedy actions, his jerks move to slice him in half.

Disney received scores of letters and calls criticizing The Return of Jafar and questioning why the filmmakers featured so many negative stereotypes. Tad Stones, the film’s co-producer responded, saying, “In storytelling you have to concentrate on the hero, not add a bunch of characters who are also good guys. The hero should be standing alone against impossible odds.” Stones contradicts himself. Aladdin does not “stand alone.” In fact, he is surrounded and aided by plenty of good non-Arab characters: Abu, the monkey; Iago, the parrot; Raja, the tiger; the flying carpet; and the blue Genie.44

• Two years following the release of The Return of Jafar, Walt Disney Television Animation released the second Aladdin sequel for home video, Aladdin and the King of Thieves (1996), produced and directed by Stones. For ...Thieves, Disney’s TV animation team consulted with Arab-American specialists. Subsequently, the opening song announcing Aladdin and Jasmine’s “royal wedding” differs dramatically from the earlier scores: “There’s a party here in Agrabah...What could possibly go wrong?”

This time around, the animators present a dark-complexioned Aladdin and Jasmine. Yet the blue genie still tags them “Jas,” and “Al.” Refreshingly, Agrabah’s citizens appear as decent folk, not as caricatures, and the sultan functions as a compassionate, wise potentate. Also, Aladdin discovers the “father he never knew,” Kassim, leader of the infamous forty thieves. Still, Disney fails to project good-natured thieves robbing the rich, assisting the poor. Instead, the film’s “fight-like-demons” thieves are “worse than demons.” The thieves and Kassim’s enemy, Saluk, break into the palace, wrecking Aladdin and Jasmine’s wedding. And the palace guards, the dense Captain Rasoul and his chubby buck-toothed men, are still goons. But Stones deserves some credit for offering several telling segments, such as Aladdin bonding with his father, who tells him, “We never hurt the innocent.” Also, Kassim saves Aladdin’s life, and vice versa. Final frames show Kassim and Aladdin uniting, bringing down Saluk and the forty thieves. Now a reformed man, Kassim refuses to steal the “ultimate treasure, the Hand of Midas,” telling Aladdin, “It’s you. You, son, are my ultimate treasure.”

• Disney’s TV Animation team also produced “Master of the Djinni” (1987), an animated half-hour Duck Tales segment. Here, Uncle Scrooge and nephews Huey, Dewey, and Louie search for “the lost gold of Aladdin.” Emerging from Aladdin’s “magic lamp” is a dense, turbaned, 2,000-year-old genie. Promptly, he dispatches Uncle Scrooge back to the desert, to the time of Scheherazade. Trekking through the desert, Scrooge and the boys encounter an evil sultan, complete with harem maidens. The ruler’s ugly “desert bandits”—one is sketched as a hippo—move to feed them “to the crocodiles.” Though Scrooge, the boys, and Scheherazade are surrounded by palace guards, a “good” emir’s “camel troops” arrive, just in time to rescue them. Interestingly, a Bullwinkle cartoon shows Aladdin’s wicked uncle-magician trying to shoot off his nephew’s head with a cannonball!

Note: Viewers interested in Aladdin tales should view the animated 26-minute special Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp (1993, Rabbit Ears Production), telecast on Showtime, 3 April 1995. Here, the action occurs not in Arabia, but in “Isfahan, Persia.” Traditional Mideast music underscores this illustrated tale. Refreshingly, only one cur appears—a dark, bearded, hook-nosed Arab. The special contains no fat, stupid guards, and no cheating merchants. Both a lamp and ring genie are featured, the lamp genie resembles a huge green Buddha. Aladdin’s lovely white-robed princess and her handmaidens are dark-complexioned. Briefly, Aladdin’s father and mother appear. This... Wonderful Lamp brought back fond memories of reading the tales of Aladdin’s heroics to my children, from a 1950s edition of The Arabian Nights.

• A good-natured, tiny, dark-complexioned female genie wearing Arab garb appears in “Madeline and the Magic Carpet,” a segment (broadcast on ABC-TV, September 16, 1995) from the popular TV series The New Adventures of Madeline. Here, the “littlest genie” employs magic while feeding pigeons. Singing, “You find magic when you find a friend,” the lovely genie delivers flowers and ice cream to children. Also featured is a kind “Persian storyteller”; appearing at Madeline’s school, the Persian relates a moving narrative, and all the girls applaud.

• To its credit, Disney deleted a sombrero-wearing character from a video game related to the hit movie Toy Story 2 (1999). The Latino caricature never appeared in the movie itself, but the video’s mustachioed villain drew fire from activist Latinos.45

• U.B. Iwerks’ charming animated color cartoon Aladdin and the Wonderful Lamp (1934) also displays an Anglo Aladdin and princess, plus a rotund sultan and Arab dancing maidens residing in an arabesque palace. But unlike Disney’s Aladdin, Iwerks’ likeable tale does not boast slanderous songs, nor does the cartoon display an evil vizier or dense guards and a blue genie. Instead, a generic cur sells “new lamps for old,” and the helpful slave of the lamp appears as an Native American wrestler.

ALADDIN: THE STORY OF THE WONDERFUL LAMP (1923), FEDERATED. Silent. Joe Rock. D: Rock and Norman Taurog. SHEIKHS

Though this satirical reworking of the Aladdin fable is set in “a town in far-off China,” Arab morons surface.

Scene: In China, Chinese townsfolk gather around Aladdin (Rock), who appears and behaves as an anxious American youth.

• Abruptly, near-naked blacks hoist a rig holding a fat Arab potentate. When Aladdin tries to prevent the ruler from stepping into a puddle and wetting his feet, the dense Arab steps on the coat Aladdin placed over the puddle, sinking deep into the mud hole.

• Appearing also, is “The Moorish magician, a treacherous scamp.” And “the slave of the lamp” appears; wearing a lengthy white nightgown, this genie resembles a clown.

• As a dog bites the potentate’s butt, the Arab vows to “behead” its owner, Aladdin.

• Introducing Aladdin’s counterpart, an Anglo princess wearing Chinese garb. The Arab ruler’s guards, who wear Chinese garb as well, brandish their swords, surrounding Aladdin. The genie intervenes and grants the Arab his special wish. Poof! Fair-complexioned maidens pop up, fondling the potentate.

Note: A New York Herald newspaper strip also linked the heroic deeds of Western youths with Aladdin’s lamp. From 1904–1907, “The Wish Twins and Aladdin’s Lamp” focused on 10-year-old twins who, after acquiring the magic lamp, satisfy childhood wishes, such as running a candy store, soaring in the air, and playing pranks on adults.

ALADDIN FROM BROADWAY (1917), VITAGRAPH. Silent. Laura Winston. Based on the novel Aladdin from Broadway, by Frederic Stewart Isham (1913). MAIDENS

Scene: After the heroine, Faimeh, is sold into slavery, she is forced to wed Amad, an ugly merchant. Rescuing Faimeh from the Arab’s clasp is the American, Jack Stanton. Posing as an Arab beggar, Jack secures Faimeh; they run off into the desert. Though Amad and his henchmen pursue the duo, they fail to nab them.

• Faimeh discovers that Stanton is not really a beggar, but a New York millionaire. And Stanton discovers that Faimeh is not Arab, but English; “She had been captured by the Turks when she was a child.” Abruptly, amour! Stanton, the American, whisks the fair British maiden off to the US; they are wed in a “Christian ceremony.” In short, a Westerner in Arab garb is the hero; the “Arab” heroine is English; Arabs slavers take Western women.

ALADDIN AND HIS LAMP (1952), MON. Patricia Medina, Johnny Sands, Charles Horvath, John Dehner. P: Walter Wanger. MAIDENS

This children’s fantasy shows Arabs fighting Arab slavers. The commoner, Aladdin, weds the royal princess.

Scene: Baghdad. Introducing the courageous “Princess of all Arabia,” Jasmine (Medina). The film’s two-toned Cinecolor process presents lovely Jasmine joining forces with the pickpocket Aladdin (Sands), and the Caliph, her father. Opposing them are two knaves, Prince Borka (Dehner), who wants to bed Jasmine and rule Baghdad, and the evil magician, Mahmoud.

• Borka kidnaps the benevolent Caliph. After binding him to “the wheel of torture,” he kills the ruler.

• In the souk slave market, Arabic music underscores Arab slavers auctioning off “The Damascus Dancers.” The camera closes in on ugly old Arabs leering, prodding, even poking the enslaved dancers.

• Aladdin uncovers the magic lamp. The emerging genie (Horvath) cautions him about employing the three wishes. To be free from this “curse,” warns the genie, “I’m obliged to murder the master of the lamp.” Later, when Borka takes possession of the lamp, the genie crushes him.

On treatment of Islam: The auctioneer displaying scantily clad women tells lecherous Arab onlookers, “Allah welcomes you!” When receiving a high bid, he shouts, “Allah be praised.”

• Some movie theaters promoted ticket sales for this film by posting large lobby cards displaying seductive, smiling harem maidens sprawling on sofa cushions, with this caption: “The World’s Most Gorgeous Harem Beauties.”

• The genie-crushing-Arab motif is also prevalent in two animated cartoons, A Lad and His Lamp (1929) and A-Lad-In His Lamp (1948). In Pathe’s 1929 cartoon, the genie helps a heroic mouse rescue the enslaved heroine and crush nasty Arab cats. In Looney Tunes’ 1948 cartoon, the genie assists Bugs Bunny; they bring down Baghdad’s wicked caliph.

ALADDIN AND HIS MAGIC LAMP (1968), A.K.A. ALADDIN’S MAGIC LAMP, GORKY FILMS, RUSSIA. Animated. Dubbed in English. Voices of Boris Bystrov, Dodo Chogovadze. VILLAINS, MAIDENS

Mostly, Arab heroics.

Scene: This animated feature from Russia offers an ethical genie and an evil magician. Swinging his sword, the magician attempts to slice “handsome” Aladdin in half.

• The nasty magician orders the lamp genie to crush Aladdin; the genie refuses, sparing Aladdin’s life. This unique genie is no slave-of-the-lamp. He takes sides; befriending Aladdin, the genie helps bring down the foul magician.

• Appearing throughout are pleasant folk such as Aladdin’s mother and other citizens of Baghdad. They all respect their beloved princess. And “whoever is caught looking at the princess will lose his head.”

• Participating at the princess’s joyous wedding ceremony is a “time-honored chess master,” carrying a giant chess board.

On treatment of Islam: Arabs say, “Allah gives us the morning”; “Allah gives us this lovely day.”

ALADDIN AND HIS MAGIC LAMP (1969), JEAN IMAGE PRODUCTION, FRANCE. Animated. Voices of Gordon Heath, Steve Eckardt. MAIDENS, SHEIKHS

No menacing Arabs appear in this light-hearted adventure by French animator Jean Image. The knavish magician’s antics are humorous, not threatening. Heroics are exhibited by Aladdin, the princess, and the sultan. Scene: Why does the rich, black-bearded “Great Magician of Egypt” want to secure the magic lamp? So that he may nab the princess and become the earth’s “most powerful man.” This “Master of the Underworld,” who boasts a huge proboscis, resides in the Sphinx’s eye. Here, his cohort, an owl, gives him bubble baths. Also, another villain, the “Grand Vizier,” tries to secure the princess for his wealthy son.

• Aladdin’s kingdom appears as a bright, benevolent place. Cheerful music underscores children at play.

• In the souk, a shady merchant gives Aladdin a gold coin in exchange for several gold plates.

• The sultan declares Aladdin shall wed the princess. Fireworks, “festivity and merriment” fill the screen. Aladdin’s mother, an attractive woman wearing a veil, joins the festivities.

• When Aladdin learns the princess is missing, he tells the sultan, “I swear by Allah, I will find her.” Aiding Aladdin is “Moustafa, the servant of the ring.”

• A “servant of the lamp” genie also appears; he obeys whoever controls the lamp.

• Aladdin exchanges blows with the evil magician, knocking him flat. As soon as Aladdin rescues the princess, the ring genie assists, dispatching the Master of the Underworld and his owl inside “a crystal ball, forever.”

ALADDIN AND THE MAGIC LAMP (1982), A.K.A. ALADDIN AND HIS WONDERFUL LAMP, TOEI FILMS, JAPAN. Animated. Voices of Kristy McNichol, John Carradine. SHEIKHS, VILLAINS

Reliable Arabs surface in this rags-to-riches animated tale. No offensive songs; the townsfolk are likeable people. The protagonists—Aladdin, his benevolent mother, the wise sultan, the lovely princess, a chipmunk, and “The Servant of the Ring”—contest the corrupt vizier, the wicked wizard, and his black crow.

Scene: Dependable Aladdin woos the Princess; he secures her, then loses her. In the end, they wed.

• The evil wizard dispatches several huge statues to crush Aladdin. Next, he tries to saw the youth in half. After snatching the princess, the wizard purrs, “When are we getting married?” She retorts, “Never.”

• During a flying carpet duel, the wizard sends gliding through the air, a huge pair of scissors; the giant scissors snip away at Aladdin’s carpet.

• The finale. After toppling the vizier, Aladdin links up with his beloved princess. Then, he assists needy villagers, giving them newly discovered treasures. Deciding it’s best to create their own magic, the couple toss the magic lamp onto a truck, and pitch the key.

Note: The wizard tags Aladdin “jackal” and “you son of a camel.”

ALADDIN AND THE WONDERFUL LAMP (1917), A.K.A. ALADDIN AND HIS WONDERFUL LAMP, FOX. Silent. Francis Carpenter, Violet Radcliffe, Virginia Lee Corbin. D: C.M. Franklin, S.A. Frankin. See FOX’s Ali Baba and the 40 Thieves (1918). RECOMMENDED

William Fox’s child stars appear as likeable Arabs in this charming kiddie fantasy. The sultan, his palace guards, and Baghdad’s townspeople are all likeable folk.

• Aladdin, portrayed by a bushy-haired blonde boy (Carpenter), woos the film’s princess (Corbin), calling her, “my white-petaled rose.”

• Treatment of Islam: Unlike scenes in Disney’s Aladdin (1991), souk scenes show devout Arabs praying in “Baghdad, City of the Faithful.”

• The Princess calls the evil alchemist, el-Talib (Radcliffe), a “little pig with a moustache.”

• El-Talib nabs Aladdin and seals him inside a huge cave. Next, the magician acquires the magic lamp and threatens the sultan. To save her father and Baghdad, the princess reluctantly agrees to wed the alchemist. In time, Aladdin recovers the lamp and calls on the genie, who promptly turns the magician into a “fish peddler.”

• Actor Elmo Lincoln stars as the genie.

ALADDIN AND THE WONDERFUL LAMP (1982), TOEI. Animated. Voice of John Anthony. CHAMPIONS, RECOMMENDED

Children should enjoy this delightful, colorful Japanese film. Unlike Disney’s Aladdin (1992), there are no violent Arabs, no racist songs, and no obese, hook-nosed charlatans. Throughout, the boy, Aladdin (Anthony), looks after the welfare of his fellow Arabs; his courtship of the Princess is sincere and touching. Lamp also features Aladdin’s devoted, wise mother; she was omitted from the Disney film, but plays an important role here.

ALADDIN’S LAMP (1907), PATHE. Silent. RECOMMENDED

This seven-minute film displays a not-so-nice court magician. Aladdin falls for the sultan’s daughter. Romance flourishes, thanks to a lamp genie’s playful antics.

Scene: The camera displays the “Underground Kingdom of Gold”; here, the evil “Court Magician” moves to trap Aladdin. Assisting the youth are the genie, the princess, the sultan, and palace guards.

• Initially, the genie appears as a pixie; his bushy hair and horns mesh with his Court Jester’s outfit. Later, the genie appears as a giant, complete with huge horns and a humped back.

• Aladdin assists an elderly woman. Poof, she turns into a fairy princess. Next, she and others help bring about the magician’s demise.

ALADDIN’S OTHER LAMP (1917), ROLFE PHOTOPLAYS. Silent. Viola Dana, Robert Walker.

This 100-percent-Anglicized version of the Aladdin tale is set in a Western boarding house for seafarers. The genie, tagged “Jehaunarana,” pops out of an “Oriental lamp.” Not only does this helpful genie move to restore Patsy Smith’s foster-father’s leg, he decorates her room.

ALF’S BUTTON (1930), GAUMONT. Tubby Edlin, Will Kellino. *NS. Notes from VAR (16 April 1930). MAIDENS

A helpful genie emanates from Aladdin’s lamp. Thanks to the genie, Alf acquires an Arabian Nights abode. Subsequently, attractive females appear, entertaining Alf at his posh palace.

Note: See two comedy features, Alf’s Carpet (1929) and Alf’s Button Afloat (1938). *NS. Notes from MPG.

In Alf’s Carpet, a London bus driver discovers a magic carpet, enabling him to rescue his friend “from the clutches of an evil sheikh.” Alf’s Button Afloat reveals “the magic lamp of Aladdin.” The lamp grants Alf “improbable wishes which turn his fate comedic.”

ALGIERS (1938), RKO. Charles Boyer, Hedy Lamarr, Gene Lockhart, Joseph Calleia, Leonid Kinskey. Remake of the French film Pepe le Moko (1937), starring Jean Gabin. See Casbah (1948). VILLAINS, CAMEOS

Arabs as tattered props. A dismal Algerian casbah serves as the setting for a tragic European romance. Pepe (Boyer), a likable French criminal tagged “King of the Thieves,” eludes French police by abiding in the casbah. But when Pepe falls for a beautiful Parisian (Lamarr), he rushes out of the casbah and is killed.

Scene: A clash of cultures. Before credits roll, the soundtrack echoes the muezzin’s call to prayer, followed by an upbeat French tune, then haunting Arabic music. Intones the narrator: Algeria is a place “where blazing desert meets the blue Mediterranean, and modern Europe jostles ancient Africa.”

• “There is not one casbah,” says the narrator, “but hundreds; there are thousands. It is easy to go in—not so easy to come out!” Cut to a maze of winding narrow alleyways and corridors. The casbah’s population, intones the narrator, “includes many drifters and outcasts... from all parts of the world [even] criminals. Supreme on these heights rules one man, Pepe le Moko, wanted by the French police.” In Pepe le Moko (1937) the narrator is more explicit, stating: The casbah contains “smelly pits and doorways full of vermin” and Algerian women “so fat no one would touch them.”

• Algeria’s French police tell the newly arrived inspector from Paris, “The reality of the casbah is something stranger than anything you could’ve dreamed.” It’s like “entering another world, a melting pot for all the sins of the earth... the filth of centuries.” Arabic music underscores souk scenes: haggling merchants, beggars, idle women, men playing cards and smoking nargelihs.

• Regis (Lockhart), an obese, unshaven police informer who wears Arab clothing, “sells his friend” (Pepe) to the police “at bargain prices.” Pepe’s comrades, notably those who shoot Regis, wear Western clothing.

• A blind Algerian beggar moves to enter Pepe’s room. He pounds his cane on the floor; screeching music materializes. To Pepe, the casbah is “like being in a grave.” I can’t stand much more of it,” he says (in the original, Pepe shouts, “I hate the casbah!”).

• When Pepe meets the “wonderful” Gaby (Lamarr), he expresses a longing for Paris, “where they speak French.” He yearns to ride “the subway, eat ‘potatoes,’ [and sip] coffee on the boulevard.”

• Seeing an Algerian lady wearing a white abaya, Gaby says, “The women look so mysterious.” Counters Inspector Silmane (Calleia), “No doubt they’d say the same about you.”

• Another police informer trying to nab Pepe is L’Arbi (Kinskey); he wears a fez.

• Jealous that Pepe loves Gaby, Pepe’s Spanish sweetheart Inez goes to the police, telling them that Pepe plans to leave the casbah. Cut to the shipping dock. When Pepe tries to board the ship, to be with Gaby, a policeman shoots him. Sighs Inspector Silmane, “I’m sorry, Pepe. He thought you were trying to escape.” Responds Pepe, “And so I have my friend”; to him, death is better than living in the casbah. (In Pepe Le Moko, Pepe also feels imprisoned within the casbah’s “native” quarters. But the film concludes with Pepe being captured. Rather than face prison, Pepe shoots himself.)

Note: Supposedly, the often-imitated “Come with me to the casbah” expression is derived from Algiers. Yet Pepe, who hates the casbah, never speaks this line. Given the film’s theme, perhaps Pepe should say, “Help get me out of the casbah!”

As the two informers, Regis and L’Arbi, wear Arab garb, they could be Algerians.

ALI: FEAR EATS THE SOUL (1974), TANGO FILMS, GERMANY. Brigitte Mira, El Heidi ben Salem. D: Rainer W. Fassbinder. BEST LIST

The film deals with discrimination against Arabs and against Germans daring to love them. A handsome Moroccan mechanic and his German mate experience prejudice in post-war Munich. Mocking the couple are shopkeepers, apartment dwellers, cleaning ladies, and restaurant waiters.

Scene: Soothing Arab music underscores credits. Ali (Ben Salem) rejects an attractive German bar girl’s advances. His Arab co-workers and his German pals call him Ali, but his real name is “El Hedi ben Salem MuBarek Mohammed Mustapha.” Entering the bar to escape the rain is Frau “Emmy” Kurowski (Mira), a homely German widow in her late 50s. After she orders a “cola,” Ali asks her to dance. The tall, dark, bearded Ali enjoys dancing with Emmy.

• Emmy invites Ali to her flat. He stays the night and they make love. In the morning, Ali insists on paying Emmy room and board. He does not want to be perceived as a kept man. Later, he confides in Emmy, telling her how he feels about his life in Germany. “German master—Arab dog,” says Ali. Adding, “Arab nichts [not] human in Germany.” Sighs Ali, “Maybe German right. Arab not person.”

• Seeing Emmy with Ali, several German ladies whisper they would “die of shame” if anyone saw them with a “foreigner.”

• Back at the bar, an attractive German woman watches Ali and Emmy dance. She points out that Ali is twenty years younger than Emmy. “It’s plain unnatural,” she says. “Of course it won’t work. How can it?”

• Throughout, scenes show the couple being harassed. When Emmy’s children arrive at the flat and discover she has married Ali they are furious. Her son Bruno smashes the TV set, telling her, “You can forget you have children,” then exits. A German merchant refuses to serve Ali. When Emmy enters the shop demanding service, she is insulted. Seeing his wife cry, Ali says, “I love you.” Restaurant waiters isolate the couple, placing them in far-off corner tables, away from other patrons. After Emmy’s cleaning lady sees Ali, she confesses, “He’s good looking, you know, and so clean.” Asks Emmy, “What do you mean?” “Well, I always thought they never washed,” says the cleaning woman.

• Ali’s stomach ulcers force him to go to the hospital. The doctor says he cannot return to work for six months. Too much “stress,” explains the doctor, this happens to all foreign workers.

• Final frames show that prejudices may be unlearned. Some Germans accept the couple. We see a smiling Ali with Emmy at his side.

Note: See Fassbinder’s film Fox and His Friends (1975). Here, one telling set-in-Morocco scene shows class prejudice against Arabs; the scene comments on the residues of colonialism. Two vacationing Western protagonists invite a local Moroccan to their room. But the colonized Arab hotel clerk refuses to admit the local, explaining it’s hotel policy not to admit Arab guests. For a fee, however, the clerk offers to dispatch to the room some of the hotel’s own Arab workers.

ALI BABA AND THE 40 THIEVES (1918), FOX. Silent. George E. Stone. D: Sidney Franklin. *NS. Notes from VAR (17 November 1919).

This “kiddy” film features William Fox’s child actors, Gertrude Messinger and Raymond Nye, who portray the Arab protagonists.

Around 1900, Charles Pathe released a color-tinted film, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.

ALI BABA AND THE FORTY THIEVES (1944), UNI. Jon Hall, Maria Montez, Kurt Katch, Andy Devine, Moroni Olsen, Fortunio Bonanova. D: Arthur Lubin, SP: Edmund L. Hartmann. RECOMMENDED

Arab heroics. The story of Ali Baba “was told orally for at least nine centuries before scholar Antoine Galland, a Frenchman, transcribed it in 1704.” The story may “be older than that since a similar tale exists in the writings of Greek historian Herodotus, circa 450 BC.” In the Greek version, “the hero robs a treasure house then undergoes trials similar to those of Ali Baba.”46

Scene: This set-in-the-Mideast Robin Hood tale displays good Arabs stealing from rich Mongol tyrants. The revered thieves turn over needed money to poor Iraqis.

• Flashback, the palace garden. The Caliph of Baghdad’s son, young Prince Ali and the red-haired girl, Princess Amara, vow to remain united.

• Flash forward. Amara (Montez) rebuffs the advances of Hulagu Khan (Katch), the Mongol ruler.

• Several scenes show the heroic Prince Ali (Hall), Abdullah, (Devine), and Old Baba (Bonanova), chief of the forty thieves, contesting the Mongol villains—notably Khan and Cassim (Puglia), an Iraqi traitor.

• The thieves encourage Baghdad’s citizens to challenge Khan’s Mongol horde. Declares the caliph (Olsen), though Baghdad’s brave are armed with only stones and sticks, they are willing to “die for freedom.”

• Approaching a solid wall of rock, the thieves cry out, “Open Sesame.” The rock parts, allowing them to enter.

• Old Baba advises Ali, “Allah be with you”; and “Avenge your father (the Mongols killed his father, the caliph) and free your people.”

• Khan’s Mongols spot forty large crocks being delivered to the palace. Believing Ali’s men are hiding in the crocks, Khan’s minions plunge their swords through the skin covers. Surprisingly, Ali’s men are already inside the palace. They rout the Mongols. Afterwards, Prince Ali and Princess Amara wed.

Notes: U. B. Iwerks’ animated color cartoon Ali Baba (1936) offers an altogether different perspective of the 40 thieves. Here, the Arab robbers and their fat bearded leader appear not as heroic liberators, but as rampaging, dark-complexioned, camel-riding bandits toting shotguns, robbing the poor. Not to fret; an Anglo-looking Ali Baba and his father thwart the villains, smashing jugs over their heads. When the dense leader and his sidekick try gunning down Ali Baba, they shoot one another instead. Final frames show the captured thieves wearing white underwear, trekking across the desert to return the stolen gold.

• Sinful Arabs also appear in an animated Japanese cartoon, Ali Baba’s Revenge (1982). Here, “King Ali Baba the 33rd” functions as a ruthless, effeminate ruler, ordering citizens to be “removed from the land.” Declares the non-Arab protagonist, Huick, “Ali Baba must be stopped; he’s only brought sorrow and pain. We want our happiness back.”

• In the Heckle and Jeckle animated cartoon “Arabian Nights and Days” (1937), the crows declare “Open Sesame.” Entering the treasure cave, they contest a despondent “Allah Baba Bear,” who warns them about a fez-wearing “evil genie [that] stole the princess.” The crows fly off on Allah Baba’s “magic rug,” rescue the blonde princess, then transform the wicked genie into a benevolent jinn.

ALI BABA GOES TO TOWN (1937), TCF. Eddie Cantor, Tony Martin, Douglas Dumbrille, Roland Young, Louise Hovick, June Lang. MAIDENS

Arabs vs. Arabs, vs. Americans. Eddie Cantor liberates feuding “Bag-daddies and Bag-mammies.”

Scene: Movie aficionado Al Babson (Cantor) bursts onto a shooting set, interrupting the filming of an Ali Baba film. Suddenly, Al swallows an overdose of painkillers and passes out; Al dreams he is Ali Baba’s son. Flashback to ancient Baghdad, where Al appears as young Ali Baba. When evil Prince Musah (Dumbrille) and his sinister sister, Sultana (Hovick), move to murder the good-hearted sultan, Abduallah (Young), Al intervenes. Furious, Prince Musah tries to dump Al into a pot of boiling oil.

• Mistakenly thinking his “trick knife” terminated Al, Musah quips, “Killing Baba made me a heel.” Affirms Sultana, “He made me a sourpuss.”

• Though townspeople starve, Prince Musah’s royal cohorts digest gobs of food. Lovely Princess Miriam (Lang), who loves the peasant leader, Yusuf (Martin), assists the “hungry people of the streets.”

• Inside multicolored tents, luscious dancing maidens perform. The sultan boasts “365 wives.” A screen record?

• Perceiving Al (he wears harem garb) as an Arab woman, the love-struck Musah coos, “Would you like to join my harem?” To distract Musah, Al does the “dance of the seven veils.”

• As Baghdad’s citizens think Al is a sorcerer, they bow before him.

• Aiding Al is “Omar, the carpet man.” Omar creates a flying carpet; Al mounts the magic carpet and, in flight, vanquishes Prince Musah. Al also rescues the sultan from Musah’s soldiers.

• Thanks to Al, the commoner Yusuf unites with Princess Miriam. Democracy comes to Baghdad. The sultan’s wives cast their ballots in favor of Al, who is elected president.

• Treatment of Islam: As Al delivers an election speech, the camera cuts to the muezzin atop a mosque, calling Arabs to prayer. When Al sees the Muslims pray, he ridicules this solemn moment by rolling his eyes and acting flabbergasted.

• Al adopts the principles of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. Baghdad’s wealthy citizens, including their camels and wives, are taxed. Quips Al, “They take of those who have too much and give to those who have too little.”

Note: Inside a tent, two Arabs dance to swing music. Al joins in, making the spectacle look even more ridiculous.

• Dressed in Arab garb, Cantor sings and tap dances in blackface to the song, “Swing is Here to Stay.” Talented African-Americans perform for about 14 minutes.

ALI BABA AND THE SACRED CROWN (1962), AVIS FILMS. Khoshabe Iloosh, Furio Meniconi. CHAMPIONS, MAIDENS, RECOMMENDED

This is an entertaining Italian sword-and-sandal epic, complete with likeable Arab characters: a wise wizard, exotic dancers, heroic Bedouin, a muscular debonair hero, Ali Baba (Iloosh), and some fierce villains. Sesame’s hidden treasures are displayed: A huge gong, secret passageways, and palace dungeons.

Opening: Ali Baba’s men yearn for freedom. Ali Baba declares, “I’m from the desert and freedom is my life.”

• Ali Baba and his outnumbered, white-robed Arabs battle the villains lead by evil Mustapha (Meniconi) and his Mongol look-alikes. Mustapha’s men attack and set fire to a camp, bringing down Ali Baba’s friends. These baddies do not wear Arab garb; rather, they don black armor-plated outfits and pointed metal helmets.

• Islam is respected. Devout Muslims utter phrases like “May Allah protect you” and “the will of Allah.”

• Reel Arab women are bright, attractive, and heroic. Thanks to one woman’s keen medical skills, the seriously wounded Ali Baba survives to fight another day. Another brave woman declares she will do whatever it takes to free her people from Mustapha’s rule.

• In the final battle; Ali Baba and his Bedouin triumph. This message appears onscreen: “Ali Baba... fought desperately for his people’s liberty at the risk of his own life... The hand of God descended and good triumphed over evil.”

Heroic Arabs also appear in the recommended Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves (1954).

ALI BABA AND THE SEVEN SARACENS (1964), A.K.A. HAWK OF BAGHDAD, AI. Gordon Mitchell, Don Harrison. SHEIKHS

This good guy vs. bad guy Italian-made swashbuckler features Ali Baba (Harrison) and his rebel band, along with lovely Fatima and the “people,” defeating the wicked potentate Omar and his merciless oppressors.

Scene: Omar’s desert palace contains harem quarters, secret passageways, a huge gong, and “the great stone door.” Says a persecuted Arab, “You’re the scum of the earth, Omar.”

• As the “country has been cursed, cursed by that devil, Omar,” Ali Baba challenges the potentate. Riding horse-drawn chariots, à la Ben Hur, Omar and Ali duel.

• Omar dons a black, armored vest; he looks like a tyrant plucked from a Robin Hood film. Ali Baba’s hat exhibits a huge white feather.

• After Ali Baba and his men free enslaved maidens, they slug Omar’s cohorts. Says Ali Baba, “The tyranny is over, liberty! This is the greatest joy in my life.”

• The finale. Ali Baba reigns as Baghdad’s new king; lovely Fatima’s at his side.

ALI BARBOYOU ET ALI BOUF A L’HUILE (1907), A.K.A. DELIRIUM IN A STUDIO, GEORGES MÉLIÈS. Silent short. SHEIKHS

In an “oriental” setting, French filmmaker Georges Méliès illustrates violence and trick photography.

An executioner converses with several dancing maidens. Concurrently, four men wearing turbans and pantaloons appear before a chopping block. Wielding a huge saber, the executioner cuts off their heads, then tosses them into a barrel. Suddenly, all four heads pop up and flip back to their bodies. Now fully restored, the men even the score by cutting the executioner in half. All ends well when the executioner’s lower half joins his upper body.

ALI AND THE TALKING CAMEL (1960), MIR. Henry Geddes, Haj Mohammed. Filmed in Libya. RECOMMENDED

The action focuses on Ali, a poor, courageous boy, and his devout father.

Scene: Ali and his talking camel, Mehair, encounter two jewel thieves. One thief is an Arab professor; the other, a Westerner. Curiously, the chatting dromedary does much of Ali’s thinking for him.

• Libyan policemen and members of the Arab Camel Corp appear as competent officials.

• At the hospital, Ali attends his ill father.

• In the Libyan desert, Ali’s jeep breaks down. To the rescue, an American helicopter pilot. Emblazoned on the pilot’s chopper: US Air Force. Ali asks the pilot, “We are broken down; can you give us a lift?” Nods the American, “Okay boy, hop aboard.”

• Ali, Mehair, and the police inspector rein in the two thieves. After Ali receives the reward money, he rushes to the hospital, paying his “father’s hospital bills.”

Note: Six of this movie’s eight lead characters are portrayed by Arabs, or by actors possessing Arab roots.

ALL ABOARD (1926), FIRST NATIONAL. Silent. Johnny Hines, Edna Murray. *NS. Notes from VAR. EGYPTIANS, SHEIKHS

An Egyptian lecher kidnaps the US heroine, who is rescued by the American protagonist.

When Hines, an American shoe clerk, declares he knows a short route to the pyramids, an Egyptian travel agency employs him. When Hines discovers a sheikh has abducted an American woman, he swats the Arab kidnapper, freeing her.

ALLAN QUATERMAIN AND THE LOST CITY OF GOLD (1987), CAN. Richard Chamberlain, Sharon Stone, James Earl Jones. SP: Gene Quintano. CAMEOS, VILLAINS

This African-based adventure, a sequel to King Solomon’s Mines (1950), shows sloppy Arabs intent on raping the Western heroine.

Scene: A sleazy Arab dupes Quatermain (Chamberlain) into buying a phony vest, one that supposedly protects the wearer from knives and bullets.

• An Arab moves to rape Quatermain’s blonde fiancée, Jesse (Stone). Jesse eludes his grasp, but four more Arabs corner her. Enter Quatermain’s right-hand man, the African protagonist, Umslopogaas (Jones). Single-handedly, Umslopogaas runs off the lecherous Arabs. See Never Say Never Again (1983).

• Credits include “Toothless Arab.” No Arabs appear in King Solomon’s Mines (1950).

AMARCORD (1974), ITALIAN. SP, D: Federico Fellini. Academy Award: Best Foreign Film. CAMEOS, MAIDENS, SHEIKHS

Fellini recalls his younger days, circa 1930s. Supposedly, Fellini’s nostalgic reminiscences of family life in Fascist Italy are fact-based. But his 1930s Arabs are, in all likelihood, fictitious. Featured in Fellini’s home town of Rimini are priests, prostitutes, teachers, children, and loveable mothers and fathers. Then, midway through the film, Fellini injects a stereotypical rich Emir and his mute wives. The Arab women function as mute exotics and as subservient objects.

Scene: “His majesty’s harem.” Maidens covered head-to-toe in white file out of a bus; only their eyes are visible. Lugging white bundles, the mute women march into the “Grand Hotel’s” ornate lobby. Observes the narrator, “A sheikh came to the hotel with his 30 concubines.” Two fez-wearing black guards waving sabers lash the maidens’ backsides, and bark “yallah” [move it] in Arabic. Though a huge black-bearded guard stands motionless, his two fez-wearing cohorts bow before the Emir, then guide him toward the elevator. Before entering the lift, the short, fat Emir flirts with the hotel’s maids.

• Evening, outside the hotel. The camera reveals an unkempt Italian named Bisceni peddling “beans, olives, and toasted melon seeds.” Abruptly, thirty white-veiled maidens appear, beckoning Bisceni. From their balconies they toss down white-sheeted ropes.

• The smiling Bisceni climbs up the hotel balcony, where the emir’s harem maidens reside. Bisceni appraises the Arabian Nights setting. Lounging about and anxious to please him are near-naked maidens. These women are the world’s fastest change artists; it took only seconds for them to exchange their white draped garments for exotic garb. Exclaims Bisceni, “Sweet Jesus, the pussy!” The maidens wiggle seductively around the pool, tempting the Italian. Quips the narrator, “He [Bisceni] claims that making no distinction between the beautiful and the ugly, he polished off twenty-eight that night.”

THE AMBASSADOR (1984), A.K.A.THE PEACEMAKER, CAN. Robert Mitchum, Ellen Burstyn, Rock Hudson, Fabio Testi, Donald Pleasance. P: Menachem Golan, Yoram Globus. Based on Elmore Leonard’s novel 52 Pick-Up. Filmed in Israel. PALESTINIANS
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