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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the ways in which the critically acclaimed Hollywood war films Syriana 
(2005), Zero Dark Thirty (2012), and American Sniper (2016) are a part of a larger post 9/11 
media narrative which is often complicit in constructing images of American nationalism through 
the vilification of Arab Middle Eastern peoples and cultures. Through an analysis of the films’ 
narrative construction of the expendability of land and bodies, I explore the ways in which 
American power is explicated through the control of spaces, both physical and cultural.  My 
thesis addresses these issues against the backdrop of the Obama administration’s time in office, 
the post 9/11 cultural climate of the U.S. mediascape, and the long-standing relationship between 
Hollywood and the American government. Through the lens of post-colonial theory and textual 
analysis, this piece uncovers the way in which Arab communities and the American military are 
represented to reflect a particular cultural and political landscape.   
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Introduction 

 Following the election of Barack Obama in 2008, New York Times reporter Tim Arango 

published his piece, “World Falls for American Media, Even as It Sours on America.” At the 

time, the relationship between the United States and the Middle East had become confusing and 

fraught, particularly following the abysmal state of international relations left behind by the Bush 

Administration.  Yet, despite the air of hope which came attached to the Obama administration’s 

inauguration, America was still unpacking its relationship to the post 9/11 political landscape, 

particularly its relations to the Middle East. Arango’s article spoke to a growing concern around 

the close ties between Hollywood and Washington. The piece addresses the ways in which this 

alliance has had a deep influence on both depictions of Middle Eastern culture and American 

policy in the region. Arango points to a post 9/11 meeting in Washington between top Hollywood 

executives and Karl Rove wherein they discussed the best ways to utilize media in order to 

generate more U.S. support abroad, while also bolstering U.S. nationalism at home (Arango). 

Arango’s account of the intermingling of Hollywood and the government represents a facet of 

America’s international relations strategy which is much larger and more important than most are 

aware, one which has long been a part of our history. 

 In order to understand the role of Hollywood in conversations about the current state of 

international relations between the United States and the Arab Middle East, one must first 

recognize the concentration on war which exists in representations of the two regions. Moreover, 

one must understand that as a result of war’s pervasiveness in the context of the relationship 

between the two regions, this same preoccupation has found its way into the American 
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mediascape. Unfortunately in many representations of Arab populations, there is often a reliance 

on negative tropes and stereotypes in the construction of narratives about the Middle East, 

particularly in the realm of Hollywood films. Arab peoples are often depicted in terms of war in 

these films, usually relying on a vilification of the regional populations and glorification of the 

“American Hero” in the storyline (Khatib, 64). American media has long been preserving an 

ideology which purports not only American exceptionalism but also vilifies a population deemed 

to be our “enemy” by hegemonic forces at play within our society (Ceaser, 2). This dichotomy 

could be found throughout Hollywood’s history, but piqued significantly after the attacks of 

September 11th, the period when the American film industry named Arabs the media villains du 

jour (Shaheen, 4).  

 The promotion of American exceptionalism as well as the trope of the American male 

hero have become central aspects of Hollywood war film narratives.  In Hollywood war films 

that take place in the Middle East, Arab Middle Eastern characters often portray crude, Muslim 

extremist, war-mongers, unable to maintain democracy without outside Western intervention 

(Shaheen, 4). Viola Shafik points to the deep seated nature of negative media representations of 

Arab peoples in Western culture, citing their beginnings in Western colonial discourse (9, 10). 

Many of the U.S. film narratives about the Arab Middle East are so preoccupied with war that 

they often fail to shed light on the rich cultures in existence in the region. Painting any culture 

with a broad brush in media can be dangerous, and often the Arab world is subject to this, made 

out to be one entity rather than many different countries each with its own distinct cultural 

background. As Shafik writes, “The Arab world is not, as is often perceived, a monolith, but is 

made up of different communities, peoples, states and governmental and societal forms” (1). The 
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rich histories as well as vibrant societies within each of the various countries which make up the 

region have often been ignored in favor of a more simplistic and demeaning representation in 

Hollywood film. This simplified and vilified image has helped to create a sense of otherness 

through which films can more easily construct a black and white image of American heroism.  

 Significantly in these films, the trope of the American war hero is constructed only 

through the vanquishing of Arab characters. The heroism of the American is generally built upon 

the elimination of the “dangerous” Arab at whatever cost. The constructions of these images of 

Arab culture in film help to not only create an “other,” but also provide a rallying point for 

Americans: a common enemy and medium through which to connect to the global political 

climate. Unfortunately, this is not new to American history. Media and politics have long 

engaged in an interplay which has helped the nation to determine the “good guys” and “bad 

guys” of politics and this paper will look specifically at the ways in which, leading up to and 

following the Obama presidency (2008-2016), critically acclaimed, Hollywood films, used their 

narratives to bolster nationalism and promote involvement in the Middle East at the expense of 

Arab bodies and culture.  

 Here, I explore film’s power to play a critical role in perceptions of different cultures. In 

order to understand where Hollywood has figured into political dialogues regarding the Arab 

Middle East, I unpack the films Syriana (2005), Zero Dark Thirty (2012), and American Sniper 

(2016) and their representations of the Middle East and its peoples.  Negative images of Arab 

Middle Eastern cultures continue to be omnipresent in Western news media. As global 

communities struggle to discern between the violent and oppressive extremist groups coming 

from the region and the vibrant communities which they are debilitating, narrative film has an 
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important role to play in educating and empowering American audiences. To address this larger 

inquiry, I am particularly interested in better understanding the following questions: How is 

American nationalism reflected in post 9/11 Hollywood narrative film? And how are Arab 

peoples and cultures constructed through these narratives? My discussion will be concentrated on 

the Arab Middle East excluding the region’s non-Arab countries, Israel and Turkey. Although 

these countries have similarly felt the burden of misrepresentation in the Western mediascape, I 

posit the Arab Middle East has a history different from those countries due to its past of distinct 

representations in American war media. 

 I employ a textual analysis, reading the films through the lens of scholars who have 

engaged with colonial and post colonial discourse as well as critical race theory. My research is 

grounded in the theories of scholars such as Homi Bhabha, Edward Said and Frantz Fanon, while 

also integrating aspects of Antonio Gramsci’s work. I use aspects of film theory, particularly 

relying on film analysis which has been done by scholars of Middle Eastern film like Lena 

Khatib, whose work is deeply grounded in notions of space as a “question of power” (16). 

America’s recent history in the Middle East is deeply embedded in a post-colonial framework 

because it involves a quest for control and power. While this power has been constructed on the 

heels of a complex history of Western imperialism, it has come to fruition through the exercising 

of power over space, both physical and cultural. The aforementioned scholars concern 

themselves deeply with not only the legacies of colonialism but also the way in which media 

representations have the power to control physical and cultural spaces. Specifically, the way in 

which the West, namely America, has worked to maintain its moratorium on global cultures 

which stray from its definition of proper democracy and capitalism.  
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 Through a reading of Syriana, Zero Dark Thirty, and American Sniper by way of their 

construction of Arab characters, I examine how Arab representations are built using space and 

characterizations of Arab Middle Eastern culture and bodies. The films create a sense of 

expendability in their representations of the Middle East, and this in turn undermines the value of 

the spaces and lives lost due to American aggression in the storylines. My hope is that though a 

deep textual analysis of Syriana, Zero Dark Thirty, and American Sniper, I will better be able to 

glean the ways in which critically acclaimed, post 9/11 Hollywood films have promoted 

American nationalism with their interpretations of Arab people, culture and spaces. As politics 

and the media have continued to grow more interconnected in the last decade, it is critical to 

thoughtfully examine the ways in which Hollywood film has been utilized as a mechanism for 

policy change and political gain.  

Hollywood and The Middle East: A Long and Fraught Past  

 The American government has long relied on Hollywood to promote tropes of the 

country’s political villains, consequently conjuring sentiments of patriotism and American 

exceptionalism though film. The ebb and flow of Arabs as American enemies in film can be 

traced to the political relationship between the United States and the Middle East. Jack Shaheen 

dissects this phenomenon in his book, Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies A People. 

Shaheen uses words such as “defamation” when describing the manner in which Arabs have been 
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depicted in popular cinema, noting that in many ways, racially charged depictions of villains in 

Hollywood shifted away from the cold-war era Russians to Arabs following the 9/11 attacks. 

Importantly, Shaheen points out that global demand for Hollywood films continues to be strong 

and reminds his audience that, “Exporting film to the Middle East may be bad diplomacy, but it 

continues to be good business” (27). Shaheen delves deeply into this notion, pointing out the 

monetary benefits which have held Hollywood back from amending their depictions of Arabs in 

their productions through an “A-Z” review of every Hollywood film depicting Arab culture 

between 1896-2000. His analysis confirms common tropes across Hollywood such as the 

expendable nature of Arab lives in film. He purports this idea has permeated American popular 

opinion regarding foreign affairs in the region (12, 175). Suliman Arti also argues 9/11 forwarded 

negative tropes regarding the Arab Middle East given a historical bias he perceives in American 

media against the region (3). Arti writes that the “otherness” which stems from American 

depictions of the Arab world in media, in many ways acts as a tool to help sway public opinion 

towards American interests in the Middle East (9).  He notes the important role which films have 

played throughout America’s political history in establishing the Middle East as a threat to the 

U.S.. Arti uses points of conflict between America and the Middle East in the past as markers for 

the increase of negative tropes regarding Arab populations in the media. For example, he cites a 

pique in Hollywood’s interest in Arab villains around the time of Saudi Arabia’s 1970 oil 

embargo with the United States among others (9).  

     Syriana, Zero Dark Thirty and American Sniper address the links between Hollywood and 

American politics, and the important ways in which Washington has used Hollywood films as a 

platform to roll out new or controversial policy to the public. The policy is sometimes so subtly 
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embedded in the films’ storylines that it can be difficult to spot the films’ political agendas. 

Among these films, a significant narrative recurrence is the normalization of expendability of 

both Arab Middle Eastern peoples and lands. In the context of this paper, “expendability” is 

meant to define the treatment of Arab Middle Eastern people and spaces as highly disposable, 

particularly when in relation to American interests in Hollywood film. In the films Syriana, Zero 

Dark Thirty and American Sniper, the construction of foreign lands and lives as being 

expendable is used as a means to translate American power. The films all use war on Arab 

communities as a way to establish American power. This power is often created through 

controversial means, but in all the films, the means are justified by American exceptionalism and 

the achievement of a goal for the “greater good.”  

 Judith Butler describes a version of this phenomenon in her book Frames of War, which 

analyzes American media coverage of conflict. Butler uses the framework of mutual recognition 

in order to help highlight role of media in power relations during times of war. Specifically, 

Butler discusses the way in which American media representations of war have the capacity to 

establish a hegemonic and exclusive definition of personhood through a lack of recognition. She 

writes, “As a consequence, the frames that, in effect, decide which lives will be recognizable as 

lives and which will not, must circulate in order to establish their hegemony” (12). Often, 

American filmic interpretations of the Middle East do not provide Arabic characters the 

necessary platform for development which helps audience members to create meaningful 

associations with them. Butler discusses the ways in which the 9/11 attacks influenced a rise in 

U.S. nationalism as well as the “differential distribution of public grieving” (38). This 

distribution of grieving led to the emergence of a moral dichotomy in America leading authors 
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such as Butler to ask why conservative pundits were unwilling to show photos of American 

atrocities at Abu Ghraib, while feeling comfortable broadcasting and printing images of suicide 

bombers and their victims. This analysis importantly highlights an emergent trope in the Western 

mediascape which often places higher value on certain lives over others, and in the context of the 

Middle East, dehumanizes their populations for American audiences through a lack of 

recognition (41).  Although in some ways Syriana, Zero Dark Thirty and American Sniper 

attempt to humanize the Arab cultures they are engaging with through slightly more thoughtful 

representations than lower brow war films, these attempts are often eclipsed by larger ideologies 

of American nationalism and heroism, which are more tactfully masked through higher quality 

production.  

 In his essay, “The Other Question,” Bhabha looks into representation of post-colonial 

societies in the West and unpacks the ways in which “fixity” impacts discourse around otherness 

in these regions. Bhabha describes the fixity used by the West to explain their colonial conquests 

as connoting, “…rigidity and an unchanging order as well as disorder, degeneracy and daemonic 

repetition” (18). Bhabha importantly highlights the constructed realities of “truth” and their basis 

in the colonizers constructed views of reality; truths which are based at their core in a desire to 

maintain the colonized in an othered space contained within, “desire, derision” and “…fantasy of 

origin” (19). Bhabha’s work in “The Other Question” importantly highlights the use of Western 

ontological bias when describing colonized cultures, particularly as it relates to the development 

of othered identities among Western cultures and the creation of cultural and racial hierarchies in 

Western society.  Bhabha points to the media as a central locale for the development of these 

ideologies, specifically citing the influence of the film medium in the dissemination of this 
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discourse (30). His analysis of film as a medium supports the claim that Western representations 

of othered cultures are inherently limited by their position of power. This sense of fixity is 

integral to the narratives created by Syriana, Zero Dark Thirty, American Sniper, as it allows the 

films to create an image of the Middle East that works within the narrative they wish to 

construct. Through this sense of fixity, and preconditioned post-colonial notions of good and evil 

as ascribed to non-Western cultures, Hollywood is able to give American audiences a clear sense 

of right and wrong which in turn prods them into approval of imperialist policy in the region. 

Through the construction of what Bhabha calls the “fantasy of origin,” Americans are primed to 

view U.S. involvement in the Middle East as integral to a region which is depicted through the 

eyes of the colonizer as being “daemonic,” and wrong. 

 Bhabha’s work significantly manifests itself through the portrayal of the American 

combat hero in the three films (although Zero Dark Thirty is admittedly unique in its utilization 

of a woman as the lead character). Coupled with the imbedded American complex of global 

policing and heroism, Bhabha’s work importantly situates the “American Male” figure in the 

context of the colonial setting, highlighting this characterization as integral to wider Hollywood 

metaphors around power and control (22). He posits that no one culture can every truly hope to 

accurately tell the story of an othered culture because they will inevitably find themselves 

bogged down by their own inherent biases. This is often the result of an exposure to hegemonic 

assumptions which privilege the perspective of the pervasive American combat hero figure, over 

that of colonized peoples. 

 As a result of this analysis, Bhaba’s writings are essential in understanding the shortfalls 

of the representations in the films being analyzed. Hollywood’s exclusion of Arab peoples from 
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participating as actors, and within the production process, ultimately limits its films ability to 

truly engage with an accurate representation of the Middle East, as the filmmakers are 

predominately American and are therefore limited by their context. In his piece, Through A 

Screen Darkly: Hollywood as a Measure of Discrimination Against Arabs and Muslims Tung Yin 

importantly highlights the abysmal numbers around representation of Arab people in Hollywood. 

He notes that the role of Arab actors in Hollywood was often limited to portrayals of villains 

before 9/11, but in the post 9/11 climate Hollywood largely stopped hiring Arab actors all 

together instead opting for parts, “…played by actors of a wide variety of ethnic/racial 

backgrounds—Greek, Pakistani, Israeli/Jewish, Latino, South African, Iranian, Indian, and 

Cuban” (Yin, 109). Yin explains this phenomenon as some combination of various factors. He 

believes that studios were not only unable to find actors of Arab decent who were willing to play 

the villain roles they were offering and but also that studios didn’t wish to employ actors of Arab 

decent. Additionally, Yin notes that production jobs for people of Arab descent also became 

sparse, as production companies continued to hire non-Arab staffers in an effort to avoid 

controversy (Yin, 110). 

 While Zero Dark Thirty’s director, Katherine Bigelow is a woman, Syriana and American 

Sniper’s directors Stephen Gaghan and Clint Eastwood respectively, are men, and all three 

directors are wealthy and white. The context of production is critical, as these narratives, all 

critically acclaimed in their own right, have had an impact on the mediascape and the American 

public’s perspective of the conflict in the Middle East. While none of the directors explicitly 

claimed to be representing an authentic take of the Middle Eastern experience in their films, their 

access to and position within the American mediascape makes the nuances and messages of their 
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films critically important on a global scale. By excluding Arab Middle Eastern perspectives from 

both the films’ narratives and their production, there is a great danger that misrepresentations will 

be read by audiences as truth.  

 In examining the films, it is clear that they share many things in common. Among these 

shared details, is the promotion of a specific angle of American foreign policy through their plot 

lines, in some cases both intentionally and unintentionally promoting the American government’s 

foreign policy goals at the time of the production.  

Syriana: Contextualizing Early Post 9/11 Filmic Narratives 

 Syriana, a film directed by Stephan Gaghan and released in 2005, concentrates on 

unpacking the oil industry and the complexities surrounding the region and American interests. 

The film follows the story line of three characters: a CIA operative, an energy analyst and a 

Pakistani worker, and describes the way the three characters ultimately come together to form a 

larger narrative surrounding international oil interests. The film was nominated for an Academy 

Award, a Golden Globe and an Edgar Award for Best Motion picture, and was extremely well 

received by most critics.  

 While Syriana makes an active effort to show multiple sides of the story of American oil 

interests in the Middle East, its portrayals of Middle Eastern culture ultimately fall victim to a 

duality present in the three films. The characters are all black and white, there are either good 
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Arabs or bad Arabs, and the two characters of Arab descent who show some complexity are 

ultimately killed in the end. The representations of Arabs are extremely stark in terms of wealth 

as well. The film highlights an impoverished Pakistani migrant worker and a monarch’s family 

from the Persian Gulf area where the film takes place. While these characters have some 

interiority, they are ultimately unsuccessful in their pursuits against America’s power. Migrant 

worker Wasim, (played by Mazhar Munir), is coerced into joining an extremist group and the 

film ends with him carrying out a suicide mission against an American oil ship. Of the two prince 

brothers of the Persian Gulf monarchy depicted in the film, Prince Meshal Al-Subaai (played by 

Akbar Kurtha) is cast as the American sympathizer, while his older brother Prince Nasir Al-

Subaai (played by Alexander Siddig) meets American energy analyst Bryan Woodman (played 

by Matt Damon) and is prompted to rethink his alliance with American oil companies. While it 

seems that Nasir is a likable hero, he is ultimately only motivated to take control of his situation 

when Woodman becomes involved and in the end even his plan is foiled when he is killed by an 

American military bombing. Woodman plays a critical role in the film, standing out as an 

American character who, despite his flaws, still makes it out alive with some semblance of the 

American dream in tact.  He is able to return to civilian life in the U.S. after having engaged in 

what is presented as a distant and dangerous lifestyle in the Middle East. He plays the 

quintessential Average Man, a character which doesn’t exist in the Arab world created by 

Gaghan, making the region seem all the more foreign and “othered.” His character, alongside 

George Clooney’s embody the role of the Bhaba’s “American Male Hero” in the film. They are 

characters willing to risk their livelihoods in the name of Western democracy. While it is not 

made clear how the destruction of lives and land is a necessary aspect of the achievement of 
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freedom for the Americans, the audience is primed to trust the decision making process of these 

protagonists. Despite Syriana’s attempts to provide a platform for the development of the film’s 

Arab characters, they are either eclipsed by an American hero or they succumb to the negative 

stereotypes of Arabs which are so commonly seen in Hollywood. 

 Significant to an understanding of both the film and the region, is the history of its 

relationship with Western oil interests. While the United States only first began to communicate 

its desire for oil in the region in 1938 (much later than its Western counterparts in Europe), the 

relationship between the United States and the Middle East has since continued to expand and 

develop to an extent which has deeply influenced matters of foreign policy. That said, United 

States involvement in the Middle East has changed significantly in the last three decades. For 

scholars on policy such as Wazir Jahan Karim and Shmuel Bar, this shift can be cited back to a 

fall from grace which occurred in relation to the 2011 Arab Spring (Bar, 41, Karim, 601). In the 

past the United States’ foreign policy has reflected an interest in, “…maintain[ing] moderate and 

‘pro-Western Arab regimes’” (Karim, 602).  This policy stance has led to America’s past support 

of dictatorial regimes and oligarchies in the Middle East, forcing a change now that current 

revolutions throughout the region have placed previous American allies out of favor. This has left 

the United States in the position of having to navigate its policy towards the Middle East 

differently than in the past (Karim, 601).  

 In his analysis of America’s waning political influence in the region, scholar Shmuel Bar 

unpacks the Obama-era foreign policy in the Middle East. Bar writes that, “The policies of the 

United States under the Obama administration have given rise to a broad perception in the region 

that the United States is no longer willing to play the role of the guarantor of the security of its 
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allies there; America is indeed ‘speaking softly’…” (42). “America’s Fading Middle East 

Influence” also notes the stark contrasts which came about with the Obama’s policies regarding 

the Middle East. While Bar notes that earlier administrations supported the Middle Eastern 

nations “status quo,” there has now been a perceptible shift with this new administration to 

supporting Middle Eastern nations revolutions. Bar critically ties this back to what he sees as a 

misaligned viewpoint in Washington which believed that these revolutions were in some way 

reflective of the collapse of the Soviet Bloc, a fall which ultimately supported American 

interests. What has become clear with the recent overthrow of many Middle Eastern dictatorial 

regimes though, is that the consequences of Arab Spring will play out much differently for 

America than in the wake of the Soviet Union’s demise (42).  

 Since the end of Obama’s presidency, there have been many discussions surrounding 

what the legacy of the once hope-filled administration and its plans to bolster Middle Eastern 

democracy, will be. In his piece on Obama’s legacy in the Middle East, Kevin Sullivan addresses 

the manner in which the high hopes for the Obama administration’s relationship with the region 

were ultimately dashed in the face of a foreign policy that will be looked back on by many as 

failed (Sullivan). The Obama administration’s relationship to Middle Eastern policy is most aptly 

characterized by what those in the region believed would be a stark contrast to the aggressive 

foreign policy enacted by the Bush administration in earlier years. While the Bush administration 

was known for its hard line on policies relating to threats such as those of “Weapons of Mass 

Destruction” and the search’s ultimate lead up to war in the region, Obama-era Middle Eastern 

policy was notable for its lofty goals to move out of the Middle East. Obama’s will also surely be 

remembered in American history as the administration who was successful in killing the 
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infamous political villain Osama bin Laden, a victory memorialized in the film Zero Dark Thirty 

(Micallef). 

 Situating films about the Middle East in the political context of the time is vitally 

important, as there are critical political factors which have influenced the films made in the 

seventeen years since the September 11th attacks. Released in 2005, Syriana was a product of 

George W. Bush era politics, a supposed response to the nationalistic and highly volatile Middle 

Eastern relations of the time. In order to contextualize critical responses to the film, it is 

important to note, that despite being released four years after the 9/11 attacks, public sentiment 

around the Middle East and American involvement in the region was still highly contentious, 

with according to Pew research, a majority of American’s polled believing that the decision to go 

to war was “wrong” (Rosentiel). While publicized in a distinctly large scale and high profile 

manner because of the size of the 9/11 attacks, the George W. Bush administration’s approaches 

to Middle Eastern politics were not necessarily unique in the context of American history. The 

Gulf War, led by George Bush senior, which only ended a decade earlier, had made clear 

America’s intention to take drastic means in the region in order to maintain control of oil 

interests. The Gulf War was the first conflict Americans had ever been exposed to through live 

satellite transmissions on what would soon become a 24 hour news cycle; it would be a war 

broadcast “live.” The ability to engage with the war in such an active manner, created a 

sentiment of intrigue and involvement among viewers and perhaps a deeper investment in the 

war effort (Reeves, Epstien, 235). Yet, twelve years later, George Bush Jr.’s Middle Eastern war 

and subsequent search for “Weapons of Mass Destruction” had become much less popular, with 

public sentiments surrounding the war stirring vague memories of early attitudes toward the 

!18



Vietnam war. The public had become increasingly uneasy about the true motives behind the tax 

dollars spent and lives lost (Arango).   

 Providing American’s with a more multi-faceted perspective of the Middle East in the 

mainstream seemed to have been Gaghan’s well intentioned goal when creating his film Syriana. 

Likely, Gaghan’s film spoke to a demographic of the American public hoping to situate their 

position in an understanding of “the other” as they navigated the aftermath of the tragedy of 

September 11th and an escalating and unpopular war. In an interview on the topic, the director 

noted,  

“…I wanted you to feel these common themes start to emerge, you know, 

like sort of ideas of very simple shared humanity; that the world is very 

small; that a man who's in a cave in Afghanistan can bring down the World 

Trade Centers, but the converse is true; that positive actions here, when 

the globe is woven so tightly, when the fabric of the globe is so tight, the 

tiny positive pull on thread here reverberates all over the 

world” (Chadwick).  

In theory, Syriana is a film which intends to provide a more complex and nuanced perspective of 

the regions of the Middle East, allowing the viewer to understand the perspectives of both sides 

of the political spectrum as it relates to Middle East/American relations.  

 From American critics the film had overwhelmingly positive reviews, with writers hailing 

the film’s willingness to address the complex realities of American oil interests while situating 

them in the context of the American public’s traditionally distant relationship with the production 
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of the things they consume on a daily basis. Critics from Rolling Stone and New York Magazine 

hailed the film’s ability to provide a more varied take on America’s role in the politics of the 

Middle East, particularly the US’s deep entrenchment with business and oil interests. In their 

view, Syriana was the exposé American’s needed to understand not only where their oil was 

coming from but also the social implications of the process (Travers, Tucker).  While the film 

was critiqued by more conservative reviewers for its liberal take on the issues in the region, it 

spoke to a conversation growing among Americans about where the motives behind the 

unfolding conflict in the Middle East might truly be rooted (Krauthammer). Yet despite its well 

intentioned conception, Syriana was still unable to fully bypass Hollywood tropes in its 

representations of Middle Eastern culture. 

 Among the damaging imagery present in Syriana, the expendability of bodies is one 

which is immediately spotlighted to the audience. It is first seen in the opening scene of the film, 

where an act of terrorism occurs only moments after the title credits, signaling an immediate 

connection between location and danger (Syriana, 5:51). CIA agent Bob Barnes (played by 

George Clooney) has just arrived in Tehran, and after a disagreement with two Iranian 

operatives, he finds that he has no other choice but to plant an explosive in their car as he leaves 

the building. The image of Barnes walking away from the exploding car unfazed as all of the 

civilians behind him fall into a frenzy aptly depicts a common theme in films around the Middle 

East. While an explosion on American soil might immediately prompt an audience to think about 

the fall out; people dead, a state of emergency, monuments or historical landmarks lost, the 

frequency with which these explosions occur in Middle Eastern communities in all three films, 

creates a sense of comfort with the imagery, making it seem as though it is a normal and 
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expected occurrence. Barnes’ ease with the explosion, and lack of regard for the fallout, gives the 

audience permission to do just as Barnes has done: mentally and emotionally “walk away” from 

the consequences of the explosion, on the people and the land.  

 In an article on the destruction of Aleppo in The Atlantic, Alan Taylor put together 

collages of the various monuments of the ancient city, which most Western audiences had only 

ever seen in ruins following news stories of attacks on the besieged city (Taylor). Aleppo, which 

was one of the world’s oldest and most architecturally fascinating cities, has grown to be 

understood by most Westerners only in the context of war. A city full of rubble and bodies, as 

opposed to one which might be home to people not so different from them. While none of the 

films in question are set in Syria, the perception of Middle Eastern cities as perpetually in ruins, 

or poorly constructed, makes their destruction in films like Syriana feel justified, and perhaps 

even less significant. The expected poignancy associated with viewing someone’s decimated  

home is lost in war narratives where audiences are not only oversaturated with imagery of 

combat’s destruction and its victims, but are also primed to trust the American male hero who is 

demolishing the landscape. The implicit trust in the hero’s decision making process leads to the 

creation of a schism between morality and necessity.  

 In many ways the trope of the white male hero so often relied on in Hollywood war films 

is constructed though one step actions, such as throwing an explosive into a car and walking 

away. Neither Barnes nor the viewer must face the long term repercussions of the explosion, 

therefore the use of deadly force to forward the American agenda becomes a simultaneously 

obvious and critical move to win the war. The facility with which land and communities are 
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destroyed in Syriana creates a view of Middle Eastern land and people as being inherently 

disposable and fundamentally unimportant. 

 Furthermore, Hollywood war films are often guilty of establishing a synonymous 

relationship between Islam’s religious signifiers and violence. This association validates the 

destruction of culture through religion in the films, as both mosques and the call to prayer are 

used as a means to generate fear among audiences; Islam being painted as a breeding ground for 

extremism and anti-Western, anti-American sentiments. In Syriana, mosques act as just this, as in 

the first third of the film, the audience is introduced to the mosque which will ultimately turn 

young and lovable migrant worker Wasim, into an extremist suicide bomber.  Coaxed into a 

religious education by the promise of food and shelter and in the face of an abysmal job market, 

the audience watches as Wasim is brainwashed by the powerful religious authorities at the school 

and mosque (41:00). His poverty makes him and his classmates easy targets for extremism, the 

gravity of their situation only further highlighted by the stark juxtaposition of the next scene, a 

dinner party on the wealthy Sheik’s yacht, docked in the South of France (41:12). The intense 

class contrast depicted between the two scenes is significant as it further highlights a social 

inequity unfamiliar to American audiences in representations of the United States in film, yet 

seemingly synonymous with the Hollywood’s depictions of the Middle East. The distance from 

the middle-class, American dream reality, which most Hollywood audiences are familiar with is 

highlighted here, making the “representatives” of the Middle East depicted in the film feel 

foreign and unfamiliar, perhaps making them more expendable in the long term. While some 

mosques (just as some churches and synagogues are) are places where extremist ideology can be 

purported, what is damaging about Syriana’s representation of the house of worship, is that it is 
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only shown as such, with no counter perspective highlighted. The lack of a balanced view of 

Islam in the film provides another opportunity for distance between the Western viewer and his 

on-screen “enemy,” and as a result opens the door for the more comfortable annihilation of both 

his people and lands in the films. 

Zero Dark Thirty: Policy and Film in the Obama-Era 

 Unlike Syriana, Zero Dark Thirty was released to the public under much different 

political climate, yet relied on many of the same tropes to tell its story. By Zero Dark Thirty’s 

release in 2012, America’s political relationship to the Middle East had begun to see changes 

following the inauguration of the Obama administration. Yet, after beginning his first term with 

the hopeful intention of reviving goodwill between America and receptive Middle Eastern 

nations, Obama’s run in the White House ultimately yielded less favorable long term outcomes 

in the region. The promise of withdrawn troops and new policies regarding the Middle East had 

fallen short, and Joseph Micallef notes that while Obama-era foreign policy in the Middle East 

was constructed under the guise of greater and more productive cooperation in the region, only 

few truly significant changes between the Bush and Obama foreign policy responses to the 

Middle East were enacted (Micallef). The Middle Eastern populations who revered Obama so 

greatly in his first months in office, dropped their approval of him steeply as his eight year stint 

in the White House came to a close in 2016. Sullivan cites a Pew Research Center conducted, 40-

nation survey, which first appeared in June 2015 which found that, “Just under half of those in 
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Israel and Turkey have confidence in [Obama]…” and that “Few expressed favorable views of 

the U.S. president: about a third of Lebanese, 15 percent of Palestinians and 14 percent of 

Jordanians” (Sullivan). In literature on the topic, the stark contrast to earlier views of the 

presidency’s potential to generate more peaceful US/Middle East relations is often blamed on 

factors such as the administration’s transition towards drone strikes, as well as its failure to 

follow up on early promises such as the closure of Guantanamo Bay. Sullivan’s article notes that 

while the U.S. did play a role in helping to collapse harmful governments in the region, they 

were unwilling to do the important work of helping to rebuild the affected areas following 

interventions. This criticism is ultimately rooted in deeper and longer standing questions relating 

to the US’s role in global policing, particularly in the wake of a century long commitment to 

internationalist foreign policy (Karim, 602). 

 Despite the ultimately miserable outcome of the United States’ Middle Eastern 

intervention following the attacks of 9/11, the Obama administration’s shining moment in the 

conflict, the capture Osama bin Laden, was commemorated through the critically acclaimed Zero 

Dark Thirty. In some ways, the film is the culmination of the critiques of Tim Arango, as it 

exemplifies the most deliberate interplay between the American government and Hollywood  

(Arango). Despite working with the CIA since 1947 in informal terms, Hollywood began it’s 

more formal business interactions with the CIA in the 1990s when they hired their first 

entertainment industry liaison. This created a relationship which grew into a profitable alliance 

for both the government and the film and television industry. Through shows like Homeland, 

Alias, and blockbuster film Argo, Hollywood grew more willing to pander to the CIA through 

heroic representations of American foreign policy and in return received access to CIA props and 
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information which helped to create a sense of authenticity in their entertainment. Journalist 

Nicholas Schou notes that following the release of Bigelow’s The Hurt Locker, the CIA had 

already been working with her and screenwriter Mark Boel to create a narrative around bin 

Laden’s escape from the Tora Bora Caves in Afghanistan. After his capture and following 

significant backlash for the means of torture used in efforts to seize bin Laden, Schou notes that  

Boel began working more intimately with CIA officials to re-write the script in order to reflect 

the changing political tide. The filmmakers received significant access to classified information, 

and worked closely with Langley to create the narrative. According to Schou’s sources, some 

journalists who had long been working with the government to cover the capture of bin Laden 

even complained about the closeness of the Zero Dark Thirty team and officials, noting that they 

themselves had never been granted that sort of access to information around the plans for bin 

Laden’s capture. Government leaders even found themselves speaking out against the film, with 

Senators Dianne Feinstein and John McCain both condemning the egregious stretching of the 

truth purported by the film, and criticizing its pro-torture stance as highly damaging (Schou). 

Republican Congressman Peter King also chimed in, positing that the film might have the 

capacity to have assisted in Obama’s reelection campaign, and that the detailed disclosure of 

information had damaging affects on the certain Pakistani operatives who had assisted in the 

real-life capture of bin Laden. Moreover, Zero Dark Thirty’s production team was critiqued for 

using certain forms of bribery in order to gain access to CIA officials, bolstering further moral 

anxieties among not only among the press, but also media watchdog groups (Leopold, 

Henderson). 

!25



 Among film critics Zero Dark Thirty was ultimately successful, despite the condemnatory 

words of some writers such as Timothy Egan of the New York Times, who rightly points out the 

film’s blasé attitude towards torture, as well as the uneasy relationship between the director’s 

cooperation with the CIA and the film’s deviance from some of the true details of bin Laden’s 

capture (Egan). While Zero Dark Thirty manages to bypass critiques of the “American Male 

Hero” trope posed by scholars such as Bhabha as a result of its female lead, the question of 

Hollywood as a mechanism for American military propaganda remains. Contextualized within 

the scope of Hollywood’s historic relationship with the U.S. government to bolster America’s 

military interests abroad, the film unexpectedly champions darker sides of Obama-era Middle 

Eastern policy, particularly the administration’s willingness to use torture and brutalization in the 

name of American interests. The construction of a hero narrative on the back of graphic and 

brutish torture scenes seems to simultaneously implicate Obama in a narrative at odds with his 

initial platform on international relations, while also generating a sense of American pride and 

nationalism through violence. While Zero Dark Thirty’s timeline occurs over the course of both 

the leadership of George W. Bush and Obama, the film was released during Obama’s time in the 

White House and in some ways became the manifestation of a bi-partisan rallying cry for 

American military success.  

 Directed by Katherine Bigelow, Zero Dark Thirty (2012) follows the epic hunt and 

capture of Osama bin Ladin by way of an American black-ops mission. The film follows main 

character Maya as she and her team attempt to unravel the mystery of bin Ladin’s whereabouts in 

a post 9/11 landscape. Underpinning the global anxiety surrounding extremist groups in the 

region, Zero Dark Thirty highlights American military power as well as their willingness to go to 
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any lengths to achieve achieve “success” in the Middle East. While the film is unique among 

narratives of the American War hero as its protagonist is a woman, tropes of American 

exceptionalism still find their way into the narrative overshadowing this small step towards 

progressivism. The brash torture scenes which open the film for the audience are ultimately 

justified as it follows the team through the transition of presidencies and the moral uncertainty 

following the closure of the detention centers. Arab characters lack of presence is important to 

note in analyzing the film. Almost none, apart from the translator (a role which is significant in 

all three films), have notable speaking lines, but rather become apart of the chaotic and general 

landscape of their environment. Hakim, translator and supporting team member in the film, is 

often depicted speaking to other Arab characters in the film without subtitles, presumably 

creating a sense of distance between the Arab characters and the American audience. While the 

film is set in Pakistan, it concerns itself deeply with figures from the Middle East, in some ways 

throwing together the various Arab culture groups discussed in the film as if they are one “other.” 

Scenes brutalizing Arab families are replete in the film and shown in a graphic nature which isn't 

commonly seen in depictions of Americans on the battle field in other films. Often, women, 

children and civilians are depicted as anonymous, fearful, silent and weak, leading viewers with 

little to piece together a sense of character development. While the film does contrast the “happy 

ending” with a final shot of Maya crying on the airplane back home after successfully killing 

Osama bin Ladin, there is still a sense heroism and American duty exuded in her attitudes.  

 The dynamics of expendability of Middle Eastern bodies and land are evident in Zero 

Dark Thirty. This sentiment is shown in scenes such as one where protagonist Maya and her 

team watch as forces enter a compound believed to be associated with Osama bin Laden. The 
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troops enter the compound aggressively and begin to scream in English at the confused faces of 

the women and children in the room (2:17: 24). Despite the fact that it is clear that these 

characters do not speak English, they continue to be verbally abused by the American troops. In 

this scene, the defenseless civilians are young women and children, which brings aspects of 

Khatib’s analysis of the feminization of indoor spaces in Middle Eastern film to the forefront. 

When coupled with the brutalization of the women and children, this scene might even be read as 

another form of the colonization and rape of the interior spaces which Khatib notes as critical to 

the livelihood of Arab communities in times of war (Khatib, 16).  

 Notions of space and ideologies of embedded American control are also depicted in a car 

chase scene near the end of the film, where the audience watches as CIA operatives track their 

target using a computer as they chase him through the busy streets of Abbottabad (1:23:28). This 

tactic while seemingly in line with normal surveillance practices, creates a sense of control over 

the foreign spaces which the operatives are maneuvering though, implying that through 

America’s exceptional technologies, they might know the spaces of a foreign county better than 

its native inhabitants. Moreover, the careless and violent way in which the operatives move 

through the town implies a disregard for the space in general, making its historical markets and 

populous crowds seem like necessary roadkill in the face of America’s ultimate goal of capturing 

the “villains.” The film also navigates questions of space through a scene depicting the explosion 

of a Marriott hotel (50:20). This scene is painted as being particularly poignant as it shows the 

destruction of a space symbolic of American power in the region, and as a result instigates 

further justification for Maya and the American government’s actions in combating the power 

structures purporting the region’s “anti-west” attitudes.  

!28



 The American protagonists in Zero Dark Thirty similarly treat the Middle Eastern people 

it engages with as highly expendable, particularly through its violent torture scenes. Shortly after 

the opening credits, Bigelow’s film launches into a violent torture scene, wherein the audience is 

subjected to an inside look at the practices of interrogation at top secret facilities in the Middle 

East. The graphic visuals and audio throw the audience right in with Maya on her first day, and 

her novice squeamishness seems to mirror the anticipated reaction of any audience member 

unfamiliar with military torture practices. This torture scene is later juxtaposed against monkeys 

in a cage, creating a connection between the animals and the villains (44:27). In some ways this 

comparison hints towards a sense of contempt towards the torture practices, yet Maya’s 

concurrent conversation with her colleague functions to immediately to mitigate this sensation, 

and alongside Maya, the audience is primed to realize that the safety of the American people is 

only possible through the brutalization of enemy bodies. The scene is among the many 

depictions of violence against Arab bodies in the film which are often qualified with lines such 

as, “…after 9/11 we had to choose, fight to protect our turf or run” (25:49). The recognition of 

9/11 through the film’s dialogue also acts as another means though which to justify the violence, 

as it seems to prod the audience into remembering why Americans must see Arab nations as the 

enemy. Other scenes additionally justify violence and a blasé attitude towards death such as one 

where a solider kills a woman her husband, and after asked by a colleague if she was alive, he 

responded plainly, “Nah, she’s probably going to bleed out” and the conversation moved right 

along without anymore mention of the dying woman (2:12:16). The soldier’s inability as well as 

unwillingness to help the woman further highlight the disposability of her personhood in the 
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films narrative, contrasting starkly to reactions around the deaths of American characters in other 

parts of the film. 

 Among the reviews of the film, there were many who felt the Bigelow went too far in her 

depictions of torture, with certain reviewers even calling her out for contributing to the culture of 

“torture porn” which some critics believe to have permeated Hollywood’s war films in recent 

years (Kaseem). While these graphic depictions were meant to provide accuracy to Zero Dark 

Thirty according to Bigelow, Ramzi Kaseem adds that the film’s account of the closure of torture 

facilities is in some ways made to seem both finite and dangerous. That is to say, the film implies 

that after the capture of Osama bin Laden America stopped using brutal torture tactics in order to 

gain information, as well as makes the use of such torture seem integral to the success of the 

mission, therefore leaving the audience with a concern regarding how the military could succeed 

without using such means. Bigelow’s relationship with the CIA reflects a much longer history of 

correspondence between the U.S. government and Hollywood, pointing out what Egan sees as a 

problematic use of film as a platform for military “product placement” for the public (Egan). One 

scene in the film even calls out the U.S. military’s infamous detainee program, the primary 

location for military sponsored torture, in a meeting. One operative notes to his colleagues that, 

without the detainee program, his job of finding Osama bin Laden’s whereabouts is made 

significantly more difficult, and potentially even impossible (1:43:49). This exchange only 

further cements the film’s glorification of torture in the name of peace, thus contributing to 

troubling moral equivalencies pervasive in Western media dialogues around America’s wars in 

the Middle East. 
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American Sniper: Determining Power Through Space   

 The idea of violence as necessary to the success of American interests in Obama-era 

Hollywood films continued to be relevant through the end of Obama’s time in office, 

culminating in the film American Sniper. Released in 2016, in many ways American Sniper 

reflects aspects of American nationalism unique to the time of its production. Popular among 

critics and the Academy of Motion pictures, American Sniper provides a multifaceted view of an 

American solider, and highlights the complexities of post traumatic stress disorder on veterans. 

American Sniper follows solider Chris Kyle as he struggles with PTSD following a long stint 

working as a top sniper with the Navy SEALs.  Despite being praised by the military and his 

fellow Americans for his contribution to the war effort, Kyle struggles to grapple with the 

emotional stress of his career path. This film is easily the most blatant in its use of the American 

war hero tropes so commonly found in the genre. Although it has similarly been criticized for its 

reliance on stereotypes of American masculinity and Arab villainization in order to construct the 

plot’s notions of good and evil, American Sniper was ultimately a smash hit among both 

audiences and critics (Scott). The audience is prompted to immediately and almost unwaveringly 

trust the strong, classically American and authoritative Chris Kyle with their country’s well 

being. As the audience navigates Chris’ war time experiences along side him, they are persuaded 

to revere him through his shrewd annihilation of the “bad guys,” and sympathize with him when 

he is tricked by the few “good” Arab characters in the film. American Sniper also uses language 

to construct this sense of good and evil, using words such as “savages” to describe Middle 

!31



Eastern civilians and through the employment of lines such as, “Yo this Haji just wants us in here 

so he can blow us all up” to describe significant interactions between the Americans and the Arab 

communities in the film (41:32). American Sniper deeply “others” the Arab populations in the 

film through graphic depictions of their death as well as the brutalization of their homes and 

cultural practices in order to construct the notions of Chris Kyle’s heroism for the narrative 

(48:02, 1:03:46). The film purports American exceptionalism through its justification of the 

soldiers often crude acts in the name of glory and the defense of the classic American ideologies 

reflected not only through Kyle’s character but also his family structure and whiteness.  

 While the film does not expressly address drone warfare in its narrative, the conceptions 

of space and aerial power in the film reflect some of the dynamics involved in drone use. Scenes 

set in the Middle East often open with ariel views, highlighting a sense of American dominance 

over the spaces. The audience always sees the land from a birds eye view before they are invited 

into it, allowing them to situate themselves with the environment in its entirety. For example, 

before the audience is brought into the American basecamp, they are given a birds eye view of 

the American military’s control of the foreign land, generating a sense of safety, and before the 

soldiers enter enemy spaces the audience is first able to see the space from above  (35:36, 

1:38:28). Instances where this birds eye, almost drone like view do not occur prior to entering the 

space are often constructed as moments of intense anxiety, as the sense of control associated with 

an above ground mapping is gone. Moreover, the most exciting and tense aspect of the movie is 

the film-long battle between Kyle and his Iraqi insurgent counterpart, Mustafa. The battles 

between these two characters all take place above ground and from a distance, further 
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contributing to narratives around aerial space and its ability to generate a sense of total power, 

particularly when Kyle is ultimately able to slay Mustafa (1:39:05, 1:51:38).  

 Obama-era foreign policy in the Middle East brought the intensified utilization of drone 

warfare. Among many scholars on the topic, the introduction of drones into the United States 

foreign policy schema in Middle East is considered to have contributed largely to the unrest in 

the region, as well as has been a source of contention and disapproval in the United States 

(McCrisken, 100). Trevor McCrisken addresses the manner in which Obama’s time in office was 

marred down by an internal struggle in Washington over an advancing reliance on drone warfare, 

despite its flaws (98). Brion White also highlights the way in which media exposure surrounding 

the administration’s choice to employ drones was lost in the face of the mediascape’s desire to 

paint Obama as a wholly successful political character (White). His study ultimately points to 

greater themes regarding the role which media can play in perceptions of nationalism, 

particularly pointing to the construction of nationalism through a political figure whose decision 

making process was hailed as much more progressive than, for example, his predecessor George 

W. Bush. Coming on the political scene on the heels of a controversial presidency, Obama 

quickly became a media darling, constructed as a progressive, nearly perfect beacon for 

America’s future. In many ways Obama became an American male protagonist himself, with 

audiences viewing him as a new type of American savior, who was virtually incapable of doing 

wrong. White posits that because audiences were so primed to see the narrative character in 

President Obama, they were less discerning in their reading of the issues with the growing 

employment of drone strikes (White).  
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 Lisa Parks adds to the conversations surrounding drone warfare by noting the manner in 

which the employment of drones in the military context has been normalized by the introduction 

of drones as a neoliberal commodity (227). Parks addresses the implications of drones in society 

through the lens of feminist epistemologies and notes the ways in which, “U.S. drones have been 

used to surveil, bomb, injure, and kill thousands of people in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Yemen, 

Somalia, Iraq, and Syria during the past decade, affecting racialized communities, women, and 

youth in these countries” (229). Understanding the larger cultural implications of drone warfare 

on the communities being affected by them in the Middle East is critical in an analysis of the 

ways that drone technologies have been used in Hollywood film in order to promote an 

American nationalist agenda. Parks points out that through the channel of “militarizing everyday 

life” for Americans, the groundwork for a complicity in morally ambiguous military ventures, is 

laid. She notes the ways in which intrigue around drones as toys makes the work of anti-drone 

international activist groups such as CODEPINK much more difficult, as they are battling a 

growing culture which views drones as fun and mysterious new technologies rather than 

militarized, killing machines (229). The reality of the drone’s aerial command of space blurs the 

line between “the target” and the civilian significantly, suddenly highlighting what Parks calls a 

“targeted class” or in other words a group of people who reside in areas where terrorists groups 

might have ties, and as a result of drones must constantly live in fear of a power structure 

operating in the air above them (231). Parks writes that, “As [a drone] projects announcements 

through loudspeakers, it can affect thought and behavior” further highlighting the reality that 

aerial power exempts the United States from the confines of power structures as they relate to 

borders (232). Drones allow for the American government to live in a borderless reality, as they 
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permit the military to exercise power both from above and from a distant location, ultimately 

mechanizing the otherwise deeply arduous experience of killing another human being. This 

process creates a new distance between the killer and the victim which has led to conversations 

surrounding morality new to the global political climate. In many ways American Sniper reflects 

Park’s notions of drone warfare through its blurring of lines as they relate to “target” versus 

“civilian/person.” Protagonist Chris Kyle is often shown from above targeting the blurred, 

anonymous, civilians below him en masse in a drone like fashion. The audience is rarely exposed 

to the civilians beyond this, nor to the exact number of casualties throughout the film, helping to 

separate Kyle’s status as an American hero from the consequences of his killings. 

 Middle Eastern film scholar Lena Khatib’s work is especially concerned with the 

dichotomy of Western film making around the Middle East and Middle Eastern filmmakers 

interpretations of the region. In addition to this and unique to her book, Khatib concentrates her 

work on the role of space in narrative films from the Arab Middle East, particularly as they relate 

to American and other Western imperialist forces. She writes that, “Cinematic representation of 

space is here analyzed as an example of the exercise of power” (15). Khatib again asserts the 

notion that a central difference between films made in the Arab world versus films made by 

Americans about the region, is that while American productions usually belong to the action 

genre, films made by Arab Middle Eastern filmmakers are often dramas. She characterizes these 

different genres in terms of space noting that American films about the Arab Middle East are 

often distinctly set in, “…masculine, open space.” Meanwhile Arab films, “…look at space, 

whether indoors or outdoors, from the inside. It is a much more intimate portrayal of 

space” (Khatib, 16).  
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 In the tradition of film theory, Khatib concentrates much of her work on the manner in 

which camera angles can uncover important messages about power in the two types of film 

narrative. For Khatib, shots from above reflect colonialist ideologies of the West, and particularly 

America’s inclination towards expansion and global policing. Conversely, shots in Arab films are 

often angled from below or mid-level, suggesting to Khatib a more personal and local narrative 

plot points. Khatib’s work delves deeply into a theoretical conversation about the particular 

approach Hollywood employs when attempting to communicate the Middle East to American 

audiences, and the ways in which this manner of communication, through narrative as well as 

production, might uncover covert messages of nationalism while reinforcing colonial power 

hierarchies. 

 The construction of power through high angle narratives is commonly seen in the 

narratives of the three films being analyzed, the films often using overhead establishing shots of 

the landscape, helping to provide the viewer with an almost omniscient understanding of the 

landscape before actually entering it. American Sniper’s city scenes often seem almost video 

game like, as the audience is generally shown the landscape through the lens of a fighter pilots 

computer (1:37:37). Even moments which are seemingly irrelevant, paint a picture of America’s 

brutalization of the landscape and history of the region, exemplified in shots such as one where a 

stockpile of American weaponry is haphazardly leaned against an ancient and beautifully crafted 

wall in a an Iraqi home (44:16). This juxtaposition seems to both elude to and devalue the 

complexities of Arab culture, by pointing out aspects of its rich history such as its renowned 

architecture, and then blatantly pivoting away from further explanation.  
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 Moreover, in the film the audience is frequently looking down the barrel of a gun onto 

anonymous Iraqi cities from above, alongside protagonist sniper Chris Kyle, as he identifies his 

next target (31:14). Even in scenes where no Americans are present, the audience still maintains 

a high angle and aloof position as observers of trauma rather than participants. This is best 

exemplified in a particularly gruesome scene where a family is murdered by Iraqi militants for 

aiding American soldiers, and the audience is left with a final high angle shot from above, 

making the family we have just seen lose everything, seem like a small blip in a greater 

landscape as the camera pans away from their dead bodies strewn around the front yard (49:43). 

High angle shots in moments of trauma distance the viewer from the violence, allowing them 

both escape culpability and consequences and maintain an almost perversely voyeuristic eye on 

the outcome of the situation. This distance from both the landscape and the foreign characters 

allows viewers to create a sense of anonymity with the unknown, making their violent deaths and 

the destruction of their homes feel like a necessary means to end for the success of the national 

interest. Often these high angle shots also help to communicate expendability by depicting Arab 

streets as dense and overpopulated. These crowds are not often individualized unless they are 

doing harm or being harmed. The death of nameless characters is easier to digest, but creates a 

dangerous culture of disposability, particularly in scenes such as one where Kyle and his 

teammates are riding in a truck which happens to run over a corpse on the road. Following this 

one solider looks to the rest of the car and remarks, “roadkill,” as the sound of the car’s loud 

thump reverberates (44:50). Moments like these are replete in the film, wherein, over and over, 

Arab bodies are gruesomely tossed aside either as meaningless collateral damage, or in highly 

graphic and torturous ways. Both manners of killing off Arab characters are not only violent but 
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in their own way point to a narrative rift between the body being killed and the person inhabiting 

it. Because Arab characters in the film are coded as “enemy,” their deaths feel distinctly 

unemotional and necessary. This is not helped by the fact that the film’s Middle Eastern 

characters are often referred to as “savages” (1:18:01).  In the scenes when Kyle is interacting 

with his American counterparts, this sense of expendability is only heightened through the 

depiction of reverence the characters have for him. He is regularly called a hero and a “legend” 

by those around him, and though certain scenes make clear that Kyle is experiencing an 

emotional toll as a result of killing such a significant number of people, his heroism for having to 

bear the burden of this “necessary” evil is ultimately the resounding message (40:29). 

 In all three films there are also scenes where a miscommunication, often subliminally 

blamed on a Middle Eastern character’s inability to speak English, deeply impedes an important 

mission. Generally these characters are young children, making the exchange between the 

American protagonist and the Middle Eastern character feel particularly harsh. In American 

Sniper after Chris Kyle and his team break into the home of an unsuspecting family during a 

mission in town, the family begins to panic as Kyle screams at the little boy in English, asking 

him questions he clearly does not understand. When the young boy’s father attempts to intervene 

saying that the boy does not understand, Kyle curses him out and punches him, throwing the man 

to the ground. When the man attempts to get the soldiers out of his home, Kyle brutally responds, 

“This is a war zone sir, I don’t give a f—k that it’s your home” (41:19). The violent response to 

this lack of linguistic understanding points back to a colonial privileging of language and culture 

highlighted by Frantz Fanon in his writing. Because these people cannot communicate with the 

soldiers in a foreign language, they must be attempting to do the soldiers harm. The 
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establishment of this dynamic creates a connection between language and evil which becomes 

deeply entrenched in the narrative and communicates harmful generalizations about Middle 

Eastern culture to the audience. The brutalization of an interior space also points back to another 

example of Khatib’s analysis of the establishment of power through space. By commanding 

subservience from the Iraqi family inside their own home, Kyle and his team dominate the last 

remaining location the family has power over in their besieged community.  

  American Sniper additionally paints religious practice as a tool for trickery. After 

bursting into the home of a local family in a small Iraqi town, protagonist Chris Kyle and his 

infantry accept the family’s invitation to stay and share a meal with them as they celebrate an 

unnamed Muslim holiday (1:03:46). Throughout the meal Kyle seems skeptical and uneasy with 

the scene and shortly into dinner, he excuses himself to use the restroom and poke around, only 

to realize that his hosts have a large stock pile of weapons in their home. The seemingly kind 

family is instantly proven to have been duplicitous, and Kyle and his team respond swiftly, 

brutalizing and intimidating the family using their weapons and bodily force. In many ways a 

reading of this scene highlights larger themes associated with imperialism. Fanon’s writings 

unpack aspects of the social constructions of race, highlighting specific tropes such as whiteness 

being constructed by the West as inherently good, right and beautiful, versus blackness as being 

inherently bad, wrong and ugly (141). This notion is reflected in the scene and Kyle’s skepticism 

towards the family. Most Hollywood films relating to the war in the Middle East are constructed 

with this narrative in mind; they use white heroes to right the wrongs of non-white villains 

(Shaheen, 9). Hollywood has become a vehicle through which to purport historical and modern 

manifestations of colonialism, providing a platform for Western audiences to contextualize the 
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conflicts of their times through covert narrative messages about “right” and “wrong.” While the 

deceitful behavior of the seemingly hospitable Middle Eastern family may have been shocking to 

the audience at first, Chris Kyle’s apprehensiveness to trust them indicates the audience’s own 

foolishness in having had confidence in the possibility of a genuine inter-cultural friendship.  

Among the few scenes where Middle Eastern characters are given a voice in the film, the 

unsuccessful friendship almost acts as a warning to viewers who wish to view Middle Eastern 

characters on a more intimate level.  

 The anxiety around Islam is also generated through the use of the call to prayer as an 

auditory marker for evil. In one scene where Mustafa is seen killing an American solider from a 

far away window, his shot is heard alongside the sound of a musical track with the traditional 

notes of the call to prayer woven into the number (32:43). A significant facet of all three films is 

their use of music to place the audience in their new environment. While there is some variation 

in their music, Syriana, Zero Dark Thirty, American Sniper share a significant common thread: 

the use of the call to prayer as a mis-en-scène tactic. In the Muslim religion, the call to prayer is 

considered a five times daily moment of religious observation, while in Hollywood films it has 

become synonymous with emotions of fear and danger (Kristobak). His own piece on the topic, 

Dr. Hussein Rashid writes, “Perhaps one of the most egregious abuses of Hollywood portrayal of 

Islam is its use of the azan, the call to prayer, as a soundtrack for violent acts.…this part of 

Muslim beauty is used as the ambient sound for violence on TV, in movies and even on the 

radio” (Rashid). Sound is a critical aspect of the contextualization of film and important aspect of 

larger conversations around representation particularly in Hollywood. By marking one of the 

most common sounds in the Arab Middle Eastern world as “scary,” Hollywood films generate a 
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stereotype which is hugely difficult to break free from as it encompasses a central piece of Arab 

cultural life.   

Conclusion  

 Ultimately these films share in common their use of war on Arab communities as a way 

to establish American power. This power is often created through controversial means but in all 

the films those means are justified by American exceptionalism and the achievement of a goal 

for the “greater good.” Although in some ways the films attempt to humanize the Arab cultures 

they are engaging with through slightly more thoughtful representations than low brow war 

films, these attempts are often eclipsed by larger ideologies of American nationalism and 

heroism, which are more tactfully masked in through higher quality production. As America 

continues to grapple with the implications of its “war on terror,” it is critical to examine the ways 

in which our foreign policy stances are communicated to not only the American people but to 

those around the globe. In his piece Schou notes that,  

“With few exceptions, Hollywood has long functioned as a 

propaganda factory, churning out jingoistic revenge-fantasy 

films in which American audiences are allowed to exorcise 

their post-9/11 demons by watching the satisfying slaughter 

of countless onscreen jihadis” (Schou).  
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Hollywood film has long been noted for its significant reach and its powerful cultural influence 

(Shaheen, 10). While there is a considerable amount of literature on the topic of representations 

of Middle Eastern people in Hollywood film, it is critical to remain aware of the ways in which 

these representations are related to policy as well as the covert ways in which critically 

acclaimed films purport narratives of American exceptionalism. The construction of nationalism 

through the violent destruction of Arab culture and bodies in film has the capacity to have 

significant long term implications on not only our relationship to the rest of the globe, but 

between American communities as well. Antonio Gramsci writes on the ideologies which sustain 

hegemonies as being the influencers of cultural structures, as well as views ideologies as being 

challenging to unravel on a large scale as a result of being implicated in, “…individual 

‘movements’” (Hoare, 707). Raymond Williams’ analysis of hegemonic and ideological 

structures expands on this perspective noting that, “[Hegemony] is a set of meanings and values 

which as they are experienced as practices appear as reciprocally confirming” (9). Williams’ 

argument points back to the danger of cultural hegemonic perspectives as they relate to 

representation on a larger scale, highlighting the reality that in media, messages within a text 

often express a dominant ideology as opposed to representing a society in its totality. American 

media has long been preserving anp ideology which purports not only American exceptionalism, 

but has also vilified a population deemed to be our “enemy” by reigning cultural voices which 

have proven themselves to be deeply entrenched in political agendas (Ceaser, 2). Gramsci’s work 

on hegemony highlights the unique power that media can have on audiences, further illuminating 

the research of other authors such as Khatib and Yin who have documented the results of 

negative representations of Arab cultures in media.  
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 In conversation with this research, Williams’ work offers a perspective that hegemonic 

ideological structures have the potential to be disrupted when they are, “…continually 

challenged and in certain respects modified” (8).  Williams importantly highlights the ways in 

which hegemonic ideologies are “incorporated” into our society through cultural structures such 

as the education system, media and politics (10, 13).  In many ways, this reflects the ideologies 

of the aforementioned scholars which posit the dangers of an over-saturation of images depicting 

Arab peoples in a negative and general light. Williams’ asserts that shifting hegemonic ideologies 

is possible, writing, “…within certain limits new perceptions can be practiced” (13). For 

example, the perpetual type casting of terrorists as Arab has the potential to be decoded by 

audiences as a truth about all Arabs, thus continuing a loop of establishing this negative, now 

hegemonic, view point about the culture. On the other hand, exposure to images which fairly and 

accurately depict the diversity of Arab cultures, could influence audiences in America which are 

subject to the negative hegemonic view point, to examine the culture of the Arab Middle East 

through a different lens and perhaps aid in establishing a greater sense of mutual recognition. 

 As the globe continues to watch the nascent Trump administration’s erratic foreign policy 

unfold, there is little hope that the concerns of Middle Eastern populations regarding American 

involvement will be solved, or perhaps even addressed. In order to properly contextualize and 

understand the films analyzed in this paper, it is critical to understand the already uncertain 

political climate through which the films were created and released. The history behind the 

Middle East’s challenging relationship to the West, as well as the motivations behind the West’s 

negative media portrayals are more easily understood when they are examined through the lens 

of the ways in which the West has involved itself in the construction of the Middle East we are 
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familiar with today. As is noted by Jack Shaheen, the complexities of Western interventions and 

interests in the region in the past, have played a significant role in shaping the trajectory of media 

representations of Middle Eastern communities today (10). Past U.S. presidents such as George 

W. Bush have taken aggressive stances on foreign policy in the Middle East, a trajectory which is 

reflected in Hollywood films from the time period of his administration such as Syriana. There is 

often a misconception that Obama was able to usher in significantly more successful and 

progressive ideologies in America’s foreign policy, yet a deeper reading of films which came out 

before and after his time in office have shown that despite his successful missions in other arenas 

of policy, there were still problematic aspects of his administration’s relationship to the Middle 

East. These problems come to light in the production and narratives of Zero Dark Thirty and 

American Sniper.  

 The films discussed in this paper all have a place in the canon of cinema and in some 

ways have been constructed as arbiters of American foreign policy. Recognizing the implications 

of this status, as well as the status of Hollywood globally is critical as it highlights the film 

medium’s potential to use its powerful platform to disseminate well informed and constructive 

entertainment around America’s relationship to the Middle East, rather than the damaging tropes 

popular today. 

 Perhaps a way to contextualize the misaligned interpretations of the Arab Middle East in 

American cinema is to examine the ways in which Arab filmmakers represent their own culture 

through film.  Arab film narratives also have the capacity to play an important role in 

complicating American narratives of the region, and provide valuable platforms for more 

nuanced understandings of the Middle East. Integrating an understanding of Arab narrative film 
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into the American mediascape, as well as including more Arab voices in Hollywood, could prove 

valuable in creating potential next steps in the struggle towards representing Arab cultures in a 

more holistic fashion in American mainstream media. Perhaps a greater understanding of Arab 

Middle Eastern cultural voices might promote more informed conversations among American 

audiences regarding relations between the U.S. and the Middle East. Benedict Anderson writes 

about “imagined communities” and the manner in which cultures have the capacity to “other” 

members based on constructed identities (Anderson, 141-55). In today’s tumultuous political 

climate, leaders and thinkers around the globe are pointing out the imperativeness of a solution to 

the widespread division of our communities. Bryan Nykon has written extensively on the ability 

which narrative film has to humanize or dehumanize different cultures, and highlights the power 

which filmmakers posses to promote peace through more accurate depictions of characters from 

different communities. In many ways Nykon’s work is at the root of what I hoped to glean from 

my research. Through a better understanding of the impact of misaligned representations of Arab 

cultures and peoples, as well as the significant role of film in the mediascape, I believe our 

communities might be one step closer towards supporting a more thoughtful discourse about 

diversity and the critical nature of representation in media. 
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